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For Carmen Lira, mi jefa






 


The idea that “Los H3” is a cartel is nonsense. It refers to the chronological order of our armed uprising. The H means Hermandad or Brotherhood, a synonym for people coming together in a common cause. I had suggested that they put F for Fraternity, but many said they didn’t understand the word fraternity, but brotherhood means the same.

—José Manuel Mireles

Brother is the one who knows how to be a brother.

—Adolfo Gilly
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Introduction


Brothers in Arms



The Fourth Estate

As if tracing Giuseppe Pelliza da Volpedo’s painting, The Fourth Estate—seen in the opening credits of film director Bernardo Bertolucci’s 1900—April 8, 2013, was a day for history. The event that took place on that day was unprecedented in recent times, and it set off alarm bells for the nation.

About fifty armed community police members entered Chilpancingo, the capital of the state of Guerrero, to the cheers of the more than three thousand teachers striking against education reform. They had marched almost twenty kilometers from Tixtla under the hot sun, uniformed, with rifles, pistols, and machetes, to demand the release of their commander, Nahum Santos Bartolo. They were also demanding the release of Mario Durán Torres, a teacher from Chilapam, detained during the police eviction of the teachers’ blockade on the Autopista del Sol.

Nahum was like a brother to the community police. A teacher as well as second commander of the El Troncón community police, he was detained by the Mexican Army coming from an assembly held by the striking teachers a few days previous. At the meeting, the teachers had agreed to form a coalition with the various dissident social groups in Guerrero, expanding their struggle into a popular movement. Nahum was accused of carrying an illegal firearm, a weapon he always carried as a community police member. The soldiers handed Nahum over to Federal Ministerial Police (PGR), the agency directed by the Attorney General’s Office.

The community police marching along the highway with their rifles on April 8 came from the communities of Acatempa, Tecocintla, Zacazonapa, and El Troncón. They had recently joined the El Paraiso House of Justice, affiliated to the Regional Coordinator of the Community Authorities–Community Police (CRAC-PC). They were joined on the march by 120 students from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College.

The community police’s aim was straightforward. “This is an injustice and we are going to get Nahum out,” a communitarian from El Troncón told the press. “There is no other slogan, just get him out. We’re going to bring him back with us.”

The mood in Guerrero was tense. The teachers felt they had been betrayed by the government and local deputies. In an attempt to end the strike, a deal had been struck between the government and the teachers that gave a dignified solution to end the protest. But the government and local deputies failed to come through on the deal. The teachers responded on April 5 by setting up a blockade for the second time on the Autopista del Sol, which connects Mexico City with the port of Acapulco.

The police forced the teachers to withdraw following a violent eviction. Enraged and indignant, the teachers organized a huge march in Chilpancingo the following day. Anger erupted outside the headquarters of the Party of the Democratic Revolution (Partido de la Revolución Democrática, PRD) with protesters throwing eggs and stones amid accusations that the local deputies broke their word and failed to support their demands in the local Congress. This was the mood when the Mexican Army intervened to arrest community police member and teacher Nahum Santos Bartolo.

On that momentous day, April 8, 2013, a reception committee awaited the community police marching into Chilpancingo. Composed of Federal Police, soldiers and two navy helicopters, it was not a friendly reception. But the communitarians, as the community police were popularly known, were in no mood to be stopped. “We are prepared to fight face to face. We have the weapons, and we will use them if necessary,” announced Pastor Coctecón Plateado, commissioner of Acatempa and commander in his community. “We are not willing to step back.”

The community police were not alone. Thousands of striking teachers awaited their arrival to join the fight. There was a moment of tense calm. Finally, at 2 o’clock in the afternoon, as the marchers got ready to enter the city, the police relented and released Nahum. It was a huge triumph for the protest, but it wasn’t everything. Mario, the teacher who had been accused by the authorities of assault—he alone against eight policemen—was still being held.

The communitarians decided to press forward and enter the city. A huge human chain of armed community police, democratic teachers, and inhabitants of the grassroots neighborhoods of Chilpancingo headed toward the police headquarters. Defiant, the state police locked themselves in the building to prevent the teachers from entering. The community police placed their bodies between the teachers and the security forces to protect the marchers.

Vidulfo Rosales Sierra, a lawyer from the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, emerged from the courthouse and told the demonstrators that Mario would be released shortly. A trusted human rights defender, his words were heard and tensions subsided.

The demonstrators headed toward the First Congress of Anahuac civic plaza. They gathered under the statue of José María Morelos. The multitude cheered the released prisoners like heroes. At the end of the successful action, everyone returned safely to their towns and villages.

The mass mobilization of armed community members and their alliance with the teachers and popular sectors in Chilpancingo alarmed the authorities. Panicked, senators from the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) and National Action Party (Partido Acción Nacional, PAN) condemned the Guerrero teachers’ call for the participation of self-defense groups in their mobilizations. The community police uniting with the popular movement was, for the authorities, a threat. The authorities had always viewed communities taking charge of their security with suspicion, but joining forces with other protesting sectors of the population, in addition to being armed, was unacceptable.

There were, indeed, echoes of Pelliza da Volpedo’s The Fourth Estate, a painting that reflects the emergence of a new social stratum that, until then, had no place in the old regime. In the painting, Volpedo shows the long march of a proletariat, very much characterized as peasants, toward the achievement of their rights.

From that moment, the government offensive against the community police intensified—a story also worthy of a Bertolucci film. But the government’s actions were already a little too late. Armed civilian self-defense groups in one form or another had emerged in at least ten states of the Mexican Republic. The brothers and sisters were rising up in arms.



Los Montañeros

Felipe Francisco Reyes speaks Spanish as if he were translating it from his original language. He is a thirty-seven-year-old indigenous Me’phaa (Tlapaneco) from the municipality of Iliantenco in Guerrero’s La Montaña region, and has five children. He is a good talker, firm with his words, and when he starts talking, he won’t stop until he says what he wants to say. Not without reason he was the announcer of La Voz de la Montaña (The Voice of the Mountain) radio station, a project of the National Indigenous Institute.

In 1995, Felipe was appointed treasurer of the National Coordination of Coffee Organizations (CNOC), a network of small coffee growers’ organizations. Democratic and self-managed, it helps members to market their crops, provides advice, and represents them in various ways with government departments.

A peasant smallholder, Felipe became a member of the Luz de la Montaña (Light of the Mountain), or LuzMont, located in one of the poorest regions of Guerrero and Mexico. He was a delegate for the organization between 1991 and 1994 and president of the committee in charge of building a module to roast and grind aromatic coffee, as well as store corn and fertilizer. He attended high school and took a computer course at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) to learn about software for the organization.

In those years I worked as an adviser to the CNOC leadership, all of whom were small producers. I met Felipe at the meeting where he was appointed treasurer, and we communicated regularly over three years, not just about coffee issues but also about his life, his community, and his organization. These talks were a privileged window for me into a Mexico that almost did not exist in the electronic media. It was in the course of one of our conversations that I learned about the forces that would become, with the passage of time, the Community Police of Guerrero.

In 1995 the Luz de la Montaña was an exemplary peasant organization, as it is today. Formed officially in 1985 by Me’phaa coffee growers to market their product at fair prices, it challenged the domination of the exploitative middlemen known as coyotes who hoarded the aromatic harvest, as well the Mexican Coffee Institute (Inmecafé), the government agency that played a central role in the financing, storage, and sale of the national coffee product until 1992.

But this successful incursion into the productive sphere and the social welfare of the communities fell short. At the beginning of the 1990s, LuzMont was impacted by regional insecurity—it and its partner organizations were victims of assaults, cattle rustling, murders, and rape. They also faced the brutality of the caciques (local political bosses) with their gunmen, and the complicity of the police with criminals. Since the government was unwilling to do anything to stem the growing wave of insecurity, the communities inevitably had to take matters into their own hands.

Felipe participated in that struggle. He was very proud of what he and his compañeros1 had achieved in the productive field. But the climate of insecurity and the robberies remained a huge problem.

In 1995, the Luz de la Montaña organization began to mobilize alongside others such as the Regional Campesino Union (also a member of CNOC), the Social Solidarity Society of Coffee and Corn Producers, and the Guerrero Council of 500 Years of Indigenous Resistance. They demanded that the government fulfill its obligations to guarantee public safety and began addressing the issue of defending the communities themselves. The foundations of what years later would become the community police would be established during this era of struggle.

Motivated by the concerns of their parishioners, priests within the Diocese of Tlapa became involved in the issue. Not even priests were exempt from robbery, violent attacks, and police complicity with assailants. Mario Campos Hernández, then parish priest of Santa Cruz del Rincón in the municipality of Malinaltepec and Mixtec by birth, was repeatedly harassed. In 1994, he and his companions were attacked by criminals on a public road. He reported the crime to the Municipal Commissariat, which transferred it to the Public Prosecutor’s Office. It subsequently emerged that the attackers were bankrolled by the Commissariat of Santa Cruz del Rincón, but the Public Prosecutor’s Office closed the case, claiming instead that “a gang of highway bandits” were responsible for the crime.

The priest was constantly attacked. In 1999, five years after that incident, Mario Campos Hernández was arrested by the Judicial Police and accused of breaking and entering. The real reason was his participation in organizing with the community. The people of the community mobilized in his support and secured his release, and the charges were dropped.

The targeting of Mario Campos was not coincidental but a direct reprisal for his commitment to the communities. He played an important role in the formation of the Council of Indigenous Authorities (CAIN), comprising twenty-eight communities in the Rincón parish. The CAIN organization campaigned for a paved road between Tlapa and Marquelia and other grassroots projects. Later it petitioned for the establishment of the National Pedagogical University (UPN) in the community of Rincón.

Some years before the organizational process that gave life to the community police, a mysterious paramilitary association called the White Hand appeared in Iliatenco, composed of a clandestine group of men clad in long white robes. In 1993, the vigilante group targeted gunmen in the service of Pedro Cantú Aburto, a former teacher turned cacique affiliated with the PRI, and head of one of the assailant gangs that terrorized the region. The bizarre story is related in Arturo Cano’s book Minimum Salary Mexico, and reads stranger than fiction.

Two factors converged in the organizational efforts against the climate of insecurity in the La Montaña region: first, the experience gained from the decade-long struggle by community activists in productive projects and protest groups; and second, the traditional forms of organization of the regional indigenous communities. The community’s new justice system was forged in the experience of hundreds of regional representatives participating in collective decision-making assemblies, in the organization of their productive projects, and in negotiating with the government. The recovery of their ethnic identity and normative systems also informed the creation of the new justice system.

The strength of the LuzMont organization was honed through years of struggle. The union was born to defend the interests of the poorest coffee growers of the Montaña de Guerrero, a region where almost three-quarters of the producers have less than two hectares and harvest crops of less than twenty quintals yearly. The union developed from intense organizational work in community assemblies between 1982 and 1983, and was part of a national coffee grower’s struggle for better prices. Its growth was supported by other experienced organizations like the Unión de Ejidos Alfredo V. Bonfil in Atoyac de Álvarez and the Pajal Ya Kac’tic Credit Union in Chiapas.

“We are Los Montañeros, the ones who inhabit the hills,” explained an indigenous Me’phaa representative in a testimony collected by Beatriz Canabal and José Joaquín Flores. “We are the ones who don’t speak Spanish, the filthy, the sombrerudos, the huancos and the huarachudos [derogatory names for the indigenous used by local mestizos]. This is what the merchants from Tlapa tell us. Montañeros is synonymous with poverty.”

LuzMont was officially founded in October 1985 in the municipality of Iliatenco, in the upper part of La Montaña, the same area where Felipe was born. Although only sixty kilometers’ distance from San Luis Acatlán, it is a six-hour truck journey due to the lack of paved roads. During the five months of the rainy season, the track is impassable. The then governor Alejandro Cervantes Delgado attended the inauguration ceremony but preferred to arrive by helicopter.

True to its name, the Luz de la Montaña (light of the mountain) illuminated the struggle of the region’s communities. Alejandro Pérez Quiroz, one of its principal advisers, tells the story of how it got its name. “The compañeros decided not to name it in the Tlapaneco language. While proposing names, a compañero from Iliatenco put forward that when they were disorganized it was like being in the dark, but now, with organization and unity, they saw the way and what to do to improve living conditions. It was like having a light to see the path of struggle.” And another compañero from Tilapa pointed out that the path of struggle was being organized in La Montaña, and that is where “Luz de la Montaña” came from (as explained in Orive and Torres’ Poder Popular, Construcción de cuidadanía y comunidad).

The organization’s achievements were remarkable. In ten years, the union brought almost five thousand producers from twenty-two communities together. Navigating booms and crises in the coffee markets, with a genuine vocation for community service, union members got rid of the intermediaries (coyotes) by working directly with the state coffee institute, Inmecafé. Then in time they gained autonomy from Inmecafé by creating their own markets. The list of the organization’s achievements is impressive. They managed to regulate the regional coffee market and forced dealers to pay more for the product, acquired pulpers at a good price, negotiated cheaper fertilizer, and shipped on time. They also ventured into the production of parchment coffee, supplied the corn communities, secured credit loans, built a coffee-processing plant and a warehouse with a thousand-ton capacity, produced honey, and set up local stores to sell their own products at reasonable prices. They even entered the instant coffee market with their own LuzMont brand and did so with a measure of success.

Once established, the Montañeros went beyond the strictly productive sphere and became involved in providing public works and services in the communities. When Hurricane Cosme devastated the region in 1989, LuzMont took the lead in helping the victims in the face of government inaction. When the level of public insecurity became unbearable, the organization, like others in La Montaña, decided to do something about it. A remarkable transformation was taking place at the grass roots in the attitude of the people in respect to their traditions and values. And so the kernel of a new system of justice was formed and with it, the idea of a community police force.

The path to the formation of the community police was long, and Luz de la Montaña was not alone on the journey. Other peasant organizations played an important role in the establishment of a regional system of justice. These were organizations focused on the production and commercialization of coffee and honey, such as the Social Solidarity Society of Coffee and Corn Producers and the Rural Peasant Union of the Costa Chica and Montaña. In May 1970, Professor Genaro Vázquez Rojas established the first guerrilla camp in that same area after an immense struggle against the cacicazgos (local power bosses). The history of armed struggle in Guerrero was also significant for the rise of the community police force.

Another major influence on indigenous organization in Guerrero was the 1992 campaign to commemorate five hundred years of indigenous, black, and popular resistance. As part of this campaign, a series of demonstrations—against the state-sponsored “Encounter of Two Worlds” celebrations—were held in Chilpancingo, Acapulco, and Mexico City. On the back of the countercelebrations, several organizations agreed to form a statewide organization in September 1991 named the Guerrero 500 Years Council (CG500-años). Indigenous peoples across the state participated, combining indigenous demands with petitions for public works and services. In the heat of the protest, a new layer of indigenous leadership was forged with a new horizon of struggle.

The Council of Nahuas Peoples of Alto Balsas played a key role in the formation of the new organization. During the nineties, the organization carried out a significant and ultimately successful mobilization against the construction of the San Juan Tetelcingo dam, which threatened to expel the Nahua communities from their ancestral territory located on the margins of the Mezcala River. The CG500-años network created a space to strengthen that indigenous convergence and relieve its isolation.

The CG500-años campaigned throughout 1993 and was linked to the Zapatista uprising. In March 1994, the Guerrero activists marched in Mexico City to support the Zapatistas under the slogan “They Are Not Alone.” As with indigenous organizations throughout the country, Zapatismo provided the CG500-años network with an important platform.

With the passage of time, however, things became more complicated inside the organization. According to the researcher Sergio Sarmiento, “the CG500-años had a compact body of leaders, but soon difficulties appeared with some leaders more interested in appearing on the international stage, and others using the role to support their candidacy for a political party or a position in the state bureaucracy. And then there were some who really went after the money. The CG500-años was unable to overcome these internal difficulties, much less exercise control over the deputies and officials who came out of its embryo. Nor did they properly manage the organization’s economic resources.”

Nevertheless, the CG500-años organization left its mark on the emerging community police movement. Years later, the split in the community police with the emergence of the Union of Peoples and Organizations of the State of Guerrero (UPOEG) in 2013 can be understood in the context of the internal difficulties of the CG500-años. The leadership of the UPOEG emerged from the embers of the CG500-años, and so the community police inherited some of the organization’s internal political differences.



From Compañeros to Brothers

On January 30, 1994, with the smell of gunpowder from the Zapatista uprising still fresh in the air and the whole country not quite out of a deep commotion, CNOC held a national meeting in San Cristóbal de las Casas in solidarity with the uprising and in favor of a peaceful solution to the conflict. It was attended by members from most coffee regions in Mexico.

The event was inaugurated by Humberto Juárez, a bilingual Mazatec teacher and small coffee farmer, then at the head of the organization. When he spoke, he unexpectedly addressed the attendees in Mazatec, and referred to them as “indigenous brothers,” instead of speaking in Spanish and using the traditional “compañeros.” Other speakers—Mixtec, Nahua, Amuzgo, Zapotec, and Chol indigenous—repeated the ritual and began their speeches, comments, and proposals using their distinct indigenous language.

This had never happened before in the organization’s history. Most of the attendees had known each other for years (some since the mobilizations against the 1982 price increases), shared a history of countless national meetings, and addressed each other as compañeros (except some older Communist Party militants like Professor Manuel Sedas who addressed the audience as “comrades”) and spoke exclusively in Spanish.

The coffee producers’ change in language and form of addressing each other was propitiated by the Zapatista insurrection. Only one month had passed since the Zapatista uprising, but already it had left a deep impression among the indigenous peoples. The coffee producers present at the meeting, mostly indigenous, had years of experience working to democratize their communities, and some became involved in the struggle to defend human rights in their region. Many of them participated in events commemorating the five hundred years of indigenous, black, peasant, and popular resistance in 1992. But for the most part, they had not made their ethnic identity an area of organization, solidarity, or fraternity until 1994, when everything changed in terms of their own sense of identity.

From that moment, the indigenous struggle unfolded with a vitality and depth not seen in generations. “We are each of us angels with only one wing,” wrote the Italian author Luciano de Crescenzo, “and we can only fly by embracing one another.” Zapatismo called upon the indigenous peoples to come together to fly like de Crescenzo’s angels, to embrace one other along with the other inhabitants of Mexico from below. And thus, the indigenous peoples began to fly.

The history of the coffee producers’ event in Chiapas is just one small example of the kind of internal transformations that occurred within the indigenous communities of Mexico starting from 1994. Since then, indigenous people all over Mexico have held a multitude of gatherings and meetings to debate proposals on the ethnic question. Governmental institutions felt the impact of the “swell” of this eruption, but played no role in it. In part, what was put to debate in this ethnic awakening was a new terrain of relationship between the nation-state and the indigenous peoples to replace the old pact between the two.

Three issues stood out, among many others, during the indigenous breakthrough of 1994: first, the legal vacuum in legislation to deal with indigenous issues; second, the government’s attempt to reduce indigenous demands to almost exclusively extreme poverty, denying recognition of indigenous rights; and, third, the revaluation of the indigenous in society.

In 1994, the legal framework that regulated relations between indigenous peoples and the nation-state was embodied in articles 4 and 27 of the Mexican Constitution and ILO (International Labor Organization) Convention 169. It was completely inadequate. The constitutional articles granted only partial and incomplete recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples, and the legislation contained enormous legal gaps.

The fact that the indigenous movement has shifted the debate from the question of extreme poverty toward political demands, especially that of autonomy, is a key element of the political and social situation in Mexico since 1994 and fundamental to understanding the phenomenon of community policing. This dynamic is also present in other Latin American countries. The phenomenon seems contradictory. Certainly, the highest indices of social backwardness are concentrated in the indigenous population. Increasing numbers of the indigenous population believe that they need to take control of the political instruments themselves to implement the measures needed to combat poverty and promote development. Experience has shown that the struggle for land, for the appropriation of the productive process, for social well-being, and for the defense of human rights is not enough unless relations of power are challenged.

During the last half century, indigenous peoples have undergone profound transformations with the advance of modernity. The indigenous way of life has been impacted by the end of agrarian reform, public education, rural road-building programs, the influence of radio and television, the opening of commercial markets, militarization, alcoholism, prostitution, the cultivation of narcotics, and migration. Traditional mechanisms of social cohesion and reproduction have been destroyed or eroded in the changing world, giving rise to resistance. Processes of reconstitution combining tradition and innovation have given birth to new and radical indigenous identities.

The Zapatista insurrection precipitated a profound reassessment of identity within the indigenous communities. However, rather than just sow a seed, Zapatismo served as a provocation to accelerate a process already underway. At the beginning of the 1970s, a new way of being indigenous was already under construction in urban society that revaluated the traditional rural model. They began to look at the right and value of being different, and to assert the need for autonomy as the terrain to develop it. They demanded participation in the national pact without having to compromise their indigenous demands. A deeply democratizing breath of fresh air accompanied the process.

The Zapatista armed uprising of January 1994 catalyzed the growth of a new indigenous movement in Mexico. It did not invent the struggle of the indigenous peoples, but it gave it a national dimension, stimulated its growth, unified many of its currents, extracted a commitment from the state to undertake profound constitutional reforms, and facilitated the construction of a relatively stable organizational platform.

And just as it did with other nonindigenous social groups, the Zapatista movement made its political capital and its criticism of the Mexican State available to indigenous peoples. Zapatismo became an instrument to facilitate the development of the indigenous movement within national society, and this in turn provided the Chiapas-based rebels with solidarity, support, and “nutrients” for their growth and conversion into a political force.

A new vision of the country emerged from the convergence of the Zapatista rebellion and the struggle of indigenous peoples and communities. The Dialogues of San Andrés and a multitude of regional forums brought together the most important ethnopolitical organizations and a significant number of scholars to elaborate and develop the vision.

The indigenous people of the La Montaña and Costa Chica regions of Guerrero were not excluded from this wave of change. The debate on indigenous rights opened up in the Dialogues of San Andrés gave many communities in those regions a renewed perspective on indigenous demands, something that they were already experiencing in their everyday lives. The creation of the Regional Coordination of CRAC-PC is an expression of this process.

At the beginning of 1997, I taught a small course on indigenous rights, human rights, and the San Andrés Accords to members of the CNOC in Guerrero. It was attended by several dozen delegates from the region’s coffee organizations and uniformed members of the community police. At the end, we took stock of the meeting. Some of the communitarians concluded that autonomy, the recovery of normative systems, and the San Andrés Accords were exactly what they were doing in practice in terms of their system of security and justice.

Guerrero was not the only state going through such a process, although its struggle for security and justice was one of the most defined. The autonomous horizon opened by the Zapatista uprising and the conceptual framework of the Dialogues of San Andrés, alongside the action of the Montañeros, served as an inspiration and a reference for other indigenous peoples to form their own community guards and recover their normative systems. The proliferation of these armed bodies in recent years in indigenous communities can be fully understood only in relation to these events.



The Autodefensas

In 2008, a community guard was formed in the Purépecha community of Nurío, Michoacán, and continues to operate today. The experience was replicated a year later in the same region by the Nahuas of Ostula, as well as in the Purépecha community of Cherán. In June 2009, the National Indigenous Congress (CNI) issued a proclamation called the Ostula Manifesto, claiming the right to indigenous self-defense. The experience spread to other indigenous communities in Michoacán, and by the end of 2012, a community guard was up and running in the indigenous Nahua community of Ayotitlán, which was being threatened by gunmen in the service of mining companies.

Behind the spread of indigenous self-defense groups across the country was the struggle against the dispossession of their natural resources and the growing presence of drug lords in these areas.

Other expressions of collective self-defense emerged in unlikely places such as that of the dissident Le Barón Mormon community in Chihuahua, and individual deeds of heroism like the case of Francisco Garza Tames, a ranch owner who fought off an armed gang single-handedly.

By that time, a generalized public security crisis was already evident throughout the country. Far from solving the problem, the war against drugs declared by the then president Felipe Calderón intensified it, and rivers of blood ran throughout the country. Mexico was turned into a country of unending bloody headlines splashed across sensationalist tabloid newspapers. The nota roja (red news) is a popular genre of newspaper in Mexico specializing in bloody crime and gore. Mexico became a nota roja country.

In 2011, the call of the poet Javier Sicilia to demonstrate against violence from both organized crime and the security forces led to the formation of the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity (MPJD).

Thousands of citizens joined the poet’s call, some coming from previously organized campaigns against the war on drugs. Despite its success in mobilizing huge crowds, the convergence was not exempt from internal conflicts. The proposal to make Ciudad Juárez—a city already suffering terribly from the war—not only the epicenter of suffering but also the epicenter of the struggle caused almost insurmountable differences within the movement.

The government was called upon to discuss its flawed strategy in the war against organized crime. The first of these dialogues between citizens and government was held in Mexico City on July 23, 2011. Despite the forcefulness of the victims’ testimonies during this remarkable session, President Calderón persisted in continuing with his strategy of death.

Eighteen months of campaigning later, the peace movement’s achievement was to render the victims of the war visible and convert them into legitimate actors. But the movement did not succeed in derailing the government’s policy.

This gave rise to the paradox of a peaceful movement that would open up a space in society for the emergence of a movement of armed civilians against drug cartels and public insecurity. The uprising of the Michoacán ranchers in Tierra Caliente in February 2014 found a sympathetic public in part due to the work of Sicilia’s movement in documenting the human rights abuses and suffering of the victims at the hands of organized crime.

This was reflected in the survey conducted by the Strategic Communications Cabinet in Michoacán at the beginning of 2014. Fifty-eight percent of those interviewed endorsed groups acting in self-defense where the government could not guarantee security. Fifty-four percent believed the self-defense groups were protecting citizens from crime, and helped to restore order. On the other hand, only 3 percent thought that they were a cover for criminal groups—a revealing statistic.

One in three Michoacán residents had a good or very good opinion of these groups, against 37 percent with a bad or very bad opinion. But half of the respondents were of the opinion that, in general, armed civilians are detrimental.

One half of those surveyed thought the narcos were behind the self-defense groups, and the other half thought they were supported by the government.

The Michoacán autodefensas—as the self-defense movement was known—were originally formed from the confluence of interest of three groups: large private farmers, the Mexican Army, and, most likely, rival drug factions within the Knights Templar cartel. But then the autodefensas quickly transformed into a popular armed social mobilization, with widespread civilian support. The indigenous tradition of self-defense in Michoacán was recomposed in the heat of the moment. And although it was never an antigovernment movement per se, some members of the autodefensas were clearly unwilling to submit to the dictate of the authorities.

The Michoacán autodefensas became, in fact, an informal army. Not only did they defend their municipalities but they also undertook military offensives on territory controlled by the drug cartels. That was until they became a headache for President Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration. Under pressure from international business corporations and even the U.S. government, the authorities were forced to act to dismantle them.

Government attempts to disarm and demobilize the autodefensas met with numerous obstacles. The arrest and attempt to demonize movement leaders failed to stop the movement. Although the autodefensas agreed in principle to surrender their arms—one faction formally disarmed at an official ceremony May 10, 2014, and announced its integration into a newly formed state rural defense force—they still maintained checkpoints and engaged in combat with organized crime. Arms were not carried openly as before, but they were still put to use.

The Michoacán experience triggered the formation of similar groups in almost one-third of the country. A true effervescence of armed civilian associations formed to deal with the public security crisis. The national debate on self-defense escalated to extraordinary levels. Curiously, the president of the National Human Rights Commission (Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos, CNDH), Raúl Plascencia, became an impassioned crusader against the autodefensas. Instead of denouncing the violations of the rights of individuals by the state, the ombudsman dedicated himself to a national campaign against the community police and self-defense groups.

Nevertheless, despite widespread criticism, self-defense groups continued to emerge in the most diverse corners of the country.



A Necessary Distinction

Although they are often considered to be the same, community police and autodefensas are, in fact, different entities. “Community policing is a reality throughout the country,” explained Mixteco lawyer Francisco López Bárcenas; “it has a history and there are different types. In the north of the country, for example, there are the traditional guards of the Seri and Yaqui peoples, with a military structure. They are a product of the Jesuit influence on them, but the guard system also arose as a result of the long struggle with the Mexican state during the twentieth century. In the south of the country there is the traditional Mayan guard that protects Chan Santa Cruz in the municipality of Carrillo Puerto. Community policing emerges from indigenous peoples’ structures forged over the ages, according to the circumstances they endure. The community police force exists alongside the communities, and year after year the community appoints people from within to take care of security. These are millenarian practices.”

On the other hand, the autodefensas are groups of armed citizens who seek to defend themselves against organized crime and police abuse. Its members are not appointed by their communities and they are not accountable for their actions. They usually lack standard regulations and operating principles.

The autodefensas, in turn, must differentiate themselves from the guardias blancas (white guards), the death squads, and the paramilitaries, all of these distinct from each other. The guardias blancas are groups of gunmen in the service of large landowners or big ranchers. Death squads are clandestine groups that operate mostly in urban environments, threatening and attacking political activists and human rights defenders. They are usually anticommunist and made up of off-duty members of the security forces.

Paramilitary groups, on the other hand, are networks of small irregular armies with military structures and commanders. The rank and file is composed of poor and indigenous people, recruited from communities that benefit from traditional PRI clientelist networks. Paramilitary groups are financed and trained in a kind of joint venture or strategic alliance between security forces and local power groups. Their main objective is to try to stop the expansion of independent peasant and indigenous organizations.

Unlike the Mexican Army or the police, paramilitaries are not beholden to any official authority and are independent from any kind of public scrutiny. They act with absolute impunity and sometimes present themselves as victims. Paramilitary forces are formed out of a strategic decision taken by their powerful benefactors. They are an instrument of war when the Mexican Army’s hands are tied, in order to stop an insurgency from spreading.

On a national level, the action of the community police within indigenous communities is supported by Article 2 of the Constitution, which guarantees the right of the indigenous to decide their own internal forms of social, economic, political, and cultural organization. It also gives them the right to apply their own normative systems in the regulation and solution of internal conflicts, and to choose, according to their norms, procedures and traditional practices, and their own authorities or representatives to exercise their own forms of internal government. At state level—in entities such as Guerrero—there are further conventions that legitimize the existence of indigenous policing forces.

International legislation also provides legal cover, recognizing the existence of indigenous peoples and some collective rights, including the right to self-determination expressed as autonomy, and as part of this, recognition of self-government set up according to their own norms.

“Let three hooded guys in a room take a photo with a bat and say they are a community guard.… Oh please, that’s a load of rubbish,” said the governor of Veracruz, Javier Duarte de Ochoa, reacting to the unwelcome news of the presence of community guards in his state. “They have no legal or judicial basis,” he continued. “It has about the same effect as a photo of three people disguised as Batman, Blue Demon and Wonder Woman.”

The indigenous people and peasant farmers who rose up to take charge of their own security and that of their peoples are far from being comic-strip superheroes. They are far from possessing superpowers to confront the criminals who attack them. They are, however, something much closer to home and, at the same time, something more powerful—they are brothers in arms. And this book is about them.



	1. Translator’s note: Compañero is a popular term used to refer to someone of an equal status, falling between companion and comrade. The female form is compañera. It is often shortened to compa.











 



1  Renaissance in the Zapatista Mayan World



The EZLN and Self-Defense

“Did you hear?” the communiqué asked, succinctly. “It is the sound of your world collapsing. It is our world coming back. The day that was the day was night. And night will be the day that will be the day.”

On December 21, 2012, the date of the Thirteenth Mayan Baktún (cycle), some forty thousand Zapatista Mayan rebels peacefully and silently occupied five towns in the state of Chiapas. It had been a while since their last public appearance—more than a year and a half to be precise, May 5, 2011, when twenty thousand marched in San Cristóbal de las Casas to support the National March for Peace and Justice, called by the poet Javier Sicilia.

Those same streets had first seen them on January 1, 1994, armed and on war footing. More than just a return, the Zapatista march marking the end of the Baktún was a reaffirmation of their strength. After all, it can’t be said that the Zapatistas returned, because they never left.

Founded in 1983, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, EZLN) has been active for more than thirty years. It grew underground for a decade, and then in 1994 made its appearance in public for the first time. Since then, it has been loud at times and silent at other times, but it has never been inactive. Repeatedly declared dead or irrelevant, the Zapatistas have always bounced back.

Just three weeks before the mobilization, Enrique Peña Nieto assumed the Mexican presidency. The return of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) to Los Pinos marked the end of one cycle of political struggle and the beginning of another. With its massive mobilization on December 21, 2012, the EZLN anticipated many of the events that would happen in the country in the coming years. In some way the EZLN announced the collapse and resurgence of the two worlds alluded to in their communiqué.

After twelve years of government by the National Action Party (Partido Acción Nacional, PAN), 2012 brought a series of changes in a new political environment. The most obvious was the return of the old PRI dinosaur to the National Palace in the form of one of its toughest factions: the authoritarian Atlacomulco group. Another was the signing of the Pact for Mexico, an agreement between the leaders of the three major political parties which attempted to alleviate social conflict but in the process excluded ordinary Mexicans. One more was the launch of National Crusade Against Hunger, a government program to combat poverty, clearly part of a counterinsurgency policy. The reorganization of the left political parties, with the formation of the National Regeneration Movement (Movimiento Regeneración Nacional, Morena) was yet one more novelty in 2012. Finally, there was the emergence of new social movements, and the formation of armed and belligerent civil associations focused on restorative justice, resisting dispossession, and confronting public insecurity. These are the key developments that mark the new epoch.

This irruption of community police and armed civil groups across almost one-third of the national geography was not unconnected to Zapatismo—not because the rebels sponsored or controlled them, but for other reasons. First of all, the very existence and continuity of the Zapatista autonomous project set a precedent and provided an inspiration for those embarking on the path of community policing.

Secondly, the Zapatista struggle opened up a new space legitimizing indigenous demands and provided a template for a new kind of struggle in which community security and justice were key factors.

Since first appearing on the national stage, the Zapatistas have identified as both a warrior and a guardian force. “We come from a race of warriors,” said Subcomandante Marcos in March 2001, during the March of the Color of the Earth, as he outlined the Zapatista vision and origin to the National Indigenous Congress in the community of Nurío, Michoacán. “The blood of the ancient Mayans runs through us, it gives us life and arms us. We are warriors.”

“We are the last of a generation of men and women whose collective mandate has been to be the guardian and heart of our peoples. We are guardians; we don’t take anything from anyone, and we don’t allow anyone to take anything from us.”

While the insurgents have expressed their support for other indigenous communities embarking on the road of self-defense, this does not imply that they are one and the same. A distinguishing feature of Zapatista self-defense is that it is part of an ambitious and radical project of social transformation from below, with the construction of autonomy as its guiding principle.

A new cycle of peasant and indigenous struggle for self-defense began with Zapatismo. The formation of the Regional Coordinator of the Community Authorities (La Coordinadora Regional de Autoridades Comunitarias, CRAC) in Guerrero was deeply influenced by the rebel insurrection. The Ostula Manifesto, proclaimed in Michoacán in 2009, which reaffirmed the inalienable right to indigenous self-defense, clearly has the seal of approval of the Zapatista insurgents. The dynamics of the Michoacán self-defense groups would be unthinkable without the precedent of the Chiapas uprising.

Of course, the history of peasant self-defense groups in rural Mexico does not begin or end with the EZLN. Many years before the uprising in Chiapas and in the most diverse regions, the struggle against the guardias blancas (white guards) of cattle ranchers and gunslingers in the service of caciques and hacendados (large landowners) forced several peasant nuclei to organize and take up arms to defend themselves against repression. Even Lucio Cabañas’s guerrilla forces in Guerrero had a strong component of self-defense in the beginning.

Nevertheless, Zapatismo represents a watershed in terms of indigenous self-defense.

In a February 1994 interview published in La Jornada, Subcomandante Marcos told Blanche Petrich and Elio Henríquez that beyond being a politico-military organization for revolutionary transformation, “the EZLN was born as a self-defense group.” It was a force that the indigenous of Chiapas made their own, explained Marcos, in order to confront “a very arrogant armed group—the landowners’ guardias blancas—who take their land away and mistreat them, and by doing so, limit the social and political development of the indigenous people.”

“Then the compañeros saw that the problem was not limited to the self-defense of one community, or one ejido [communal land],” continued Marcos, “but it was necessary to establish alliances with other ejidos, with other communities and began to form larger military contingents, but still with the idea of self-defense. There was a stalemate until the supreme government had the brilliant idea of reforming Article 27 and that was a powerful catalyst in the communities. Those reforms closed down all possibility of legally owning community-held land, and ultimately, kept them as an armed self-defense group.”

Finally, he concluded, “the election fraud of ’88 came and there the compañeros saw that the vote was not of use either because it was obvious that it was not respected. These two factors were the triggers, but I think the reform of Article 27 radicalized the compañeros most of all. It was like closing the door for indigenous people to survive in any kind of legal and peaceful manner. That is why they rose up in arms, so that they could be heard, because they were already tired of paying such a high price in blood.”



Absalom and Zapatista Justice

Wolonchán occupies a special place in the geography of Chiapas ignominy. In 1980, the Mexican Army massacred a group of peasants in that community located in the municipality of Sibacá. At least twelve were murdered and their bodies incinerated. General Absalón Castellanos Domínguez was the head of the Thirty-First Military Zone. A grandson of Don Belisario Domínguez, he governed the state between 1981 and 1988, an era marked by increased repression and the expansion of his own properties.

On January 3, 1994, the Zapatistas took him prisoner on his El Momón ranch. The general and his bodyguard, René Rodríguez, were seized by hundreds of insurgent militia men and women, many of whom (or their children) were peons from these very ranches. For a few hours, the hull of the old family ranch became the tyrant’s prison. Later, he was transferred to the warehouse of a coffee organization in the municipality of Las Margaritas, and from there to the Zapatista headquarters at La Realidad.

Put on trial before a people’s court on January 13, Absalón Castellanos Domínguez was found guilty—not only of the Wolonchán massacre but also of violating the human rights of indigenous people, robbery, dispossession, kidnapping, corruption, and murder. Furthermore, the insurgents found him guilty of driving the indigenous population of Chiapas to take up arms “against the injustice of closing all legal and peaceful routes for their just demands during the period in which he served as head of the State Executive in Chiapas.”

Despite the extent of the grievances and charges, the rebel resolution condemned him to live “until the last of his days with the shame and embarrassment of having received the forgiveness and the kindness of those who have been humiliated, kidnapped, dispossessed, robbed and murdered for so long.”

A few days later, the EZLN delivered the prisoner to the state commissioner for peace, Manuel Camacho, in the community of Guadalupe Tepeyac. “I have come to hand over a prisoner of war,” announced Zapatista major Moisés. “General Absalón Castellanos Domínguez, a distinguished member of the Army, for having governed Chiapas for six years.” The prisoner was healthy and unharmed.

The trial and punishment of General Castellanos Domínguez was the first public demonstration of Zapatista justice in action. The novel manner of the execution of justice and the spectacular nature of the ceremonial handover had a great impact on the indigenous world.



The Baktún

With the arrival of Enrique Peña Nieto to power in December 2012, the Mexican elites began to feel as indomitable as they had during the reign of Carlos Salinas de Gortari twenty years before. The Salinas presidency (1988–94) oversaw a project to reform Mexico in an authoritarian manner at whatever cost, beginning with the electoral fraud against Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas in 1988. Salinas projected the image of a crusading president tackling Mexico’s historical burdens. His public approval ratings skyrocketed and it seemed that he was laying the foundations of power for beyond his six-year term.

Salinas pushed through the reform of Article 27 of the Constitution—privatizing collectively held ejido lands and opening the way for the concentration of rural land—with relative ease. Equally, the amendment of Article 130 granting political rights to the clergy passed without a problem. With the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Salinas and the political elite were convinced they were on the precipice of an era of abundance, progress, and prosperity.

The reign of Carlos Salinas and his political policies—known as Salinismo—was seen to be all-powerful and permanent. Never before had there being such sweeping reforms to the Mexican state. The opposition were powerless to stem the neoliberal tide. The Party of the Democratic Revolution (Partido de la Revolución Democrática, PRD) was crushed in the 1991 midterm elections and more than three hundred of its party militants assassinated. The president’s arrogance was such that he tried to modify the name of the country. Instead of Republic of Mexico, Salinas signed the NAFTA agreement simply Mexico, insisting that international financial organizations identified the country as such.

The emergence of the EZLN in January 1994 changed everything. The uprising derailed Salinas’s long-term project, and blew apart his authoritarian rule. The Zapatista impact was enormous: it placed the indigenous question at the center of the public agenda, unmasked the government program to combat poverty as a farce, opened space for a wide variety of previously blocked political and citizen forces to expand, and forced the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) to become a citizen-led organization. The effect of Zapatismo laid the foundations for the political reform of 1996, ended the reign of the two political-cultural hegemonic blocs, and opened up public debate on the country’s destiny.

The Zapatista rebellion quickly gained a substantial amount of social legitimacy. Political and juridical recognition came first in the Dialogues of the Cathedral, and then in the Law for Dialogue, Conciliation and Peace in Chiapas. Broad sectors of the population were drawn to Zapatismo, first and foremost the people feeling the effects of Salinas’s devastating modernizing reforms. For these victims of Salinismo, the insurgents were their avengers. The rebels justified the armed uprising as a consequence of the counterreform of Article 27 and the signing of NAFTA, among other reasons.

The emergence of Zapatismo did not stop the cycle of neoliberal reforms, but the reformers were forced to slow down. The Zapatista movement did not have the strength to change the party system, but it exposed the crisis of political representation in which the regime was out of step with society, and was instrumental in pushing for another kind of politics. Nevertheless, the big players ensured that the insurgents would not occupy a permanent place at the national political table.

This was evident on at least three separate occasions. The first was in 1996 with the government’s failure to comply with the San Andrés agreements and the subsequent signing of the Barcelona agreements. These agreements carved up political power among the three main political parties, reinforcing the partisan monopoly of political representation and leaving out the many political and social forces not identified with the three mainstream political parties.

Second, in 2001, in what is the antecedent of the current Pact for Mexico, PRI, PAN, and PRD voted together to pass a caricature of indigenous reform in the Senate that made the San Andrés Accords a dead letter. This betrayal of the San Andres agreement shut down the possibility of the EZLN and its allies from entering the national political space by this means.

The third occasion occurred with the launch of the Zapatista political initiative, the Other Campaign in 2005. The campaign promoted a nonpartisan, nonelectoral process of anticapitalist political change, “from below and to the left,” placing popular participation at its center. The Other Campaign was derailed by brutal government repression in San Salvador Atenco and misunderstood and maligned by sectors of the institutional Left.

Despite all this, the Zapatista vision of indigenous self-determination and armed defense traversed the country from one side to the other, generating a considerable amount of grassroots enthusiasm.



Trial by Fire

On February 14, 2014, a peasant union in Chiapas called the Independent Confederation of Agricultural Workers and Peasants–Historic (Cioac-H) announced the formation of self-defense units. The Cioaquistas (members of the union), said the self-defense units were necessary to ensure the safety and integrity of their organization and its leaders. “What we want is to create a climate of defense,” said the secretary of the national organization, José Dolores López Barrios, in the organization’s bulletin.

On May 2, in a coordinated attack, its members assassinated José Luis Solís López, a well-known Zapatista with the nom de guerre Galeano, and wounded fifteen other rebels with firearms and machetes. Both the assassins and the victims were part of the rural community of La Realidad, where Zapatistas and Cioaquistas coexisted uneasily. Galeano was shot with .22-caliber bullets, hit in the face with machetes, and finished off with a shot to the back of his head. By committing the crime collectively, the Cioaquista paramilitaries sealed a pact of impunity.

This was no random act of savagery. The murder of the Zapatista was a deliberate and premeditated attack, planned and orchestrated with military logic. During the attack, the emblematic Zapatista community school and health clinic were destroyed. It was an ambush, a paramilitary assault.

Nor was it an isolated event, but the last link in a chain of attacks against the Zapatistas by government-linked peasant groups, such as the Cioac, the Orcao, the Oruga, the URPA, and a sea of acronyms more. It was a deliberate provocation in the heart of the Zapatista headquarters of La Realidad, an emblematic place for the EZLN and a sinister blow at a time of resurgence for the national indigenous movement.

Of course, this kind of aggression against the Zapatistas was nothing new. The Cioac-H organization had a history of cutting deals with the various governments of Chiapas. It maintained excellent relations with the ex-governor Juan Sabines, who continued to pull strings within the state apparatus. “I would like to reiterate my admiration for the organization, my personal affection for the Cioac,” he said in December 2012, “and offer my gratitude for the support I received as a candidate and then as governor. I greatly appreciate the gesture. In me, they will always have a friend and an ally.”

Originally, the Cioac peasant union was formed with the support of a group of catechists influenced by liberation theology and had links to the Mexican Communist Party (PCM), the Unified Socialist Party of Mexico (PSUM) and the Mexican Socialist Party (PMS). It was at the forefront of struggle for land in Chiapas during the 1980s, unionizing agricultural laborers, organizing coffee producers, and mobilizing peasant protest across the state. But then in 1994, the Cioac entered into an intense process of decomposition.

It fractured around the Zapatista uprising. Many of its grassroots supporters joined the rebel ranks and abandoned the Cioac. Some of its leaders aligned themselves with the government. The organization shelved its original radical ideals and transformed itself into a clientelist and rural corporate apparatus, dedicated to procuring government projects and seeking political positions.

In 2001, the Cioac-H leadership won the mayoralty of the town of Las Margaritas (the constitutional municipality in which La Realidad is located), allied with a group of ex-PRI businessmen known as the Authentic Margaritenses. They held the office for three consecutive terms.

The Cioac organization declined in a series of deadly splits fought with bullets and blows, mostly due to the ambitions of its fragmented leadership. A plethora of separate organizations claiming the Cioac name emerged: Historical, Democratic, Independent, New Force, Autonomous North Region Zoque-Tzotzil. Often a new Cioac group was formed solely to scramble for a particular government handout.

“Everyone became corrupt,” said Alberto Alfaro, one of the original leaders. In the book Popular Movements in Autocracies: Religion, Repression, and Indigenous Collective Action in Mexico, by Guillermo Trejo (Cambridge Studies in Comparative Politics), Alfaro and other ex-leaders explain the Cioac’s process of surrender and moral decomposition. “Now there are no social movements in Las Margaritas, only political machineries,” lamented Antonio Hernandez, another of its original leaders. “Democracy has become a business in which they exchange votes for resources.”

Ditching a legacy of historic peasant struggle and unscrupulously devoted to the business of negotiating with the government for economic resources, the Cioac-H and its paramilitaries—disguised as a self-defense force—struck back against the Zapatistas.

How did the EZLN respond to the murder of their compañero? In a principled and just manner. First they waited for the Zapatista support bases in La Realidad to request their direct intervention. “The EZLN cannot get involved just like that in the communities and local autonomous governments,” explained Subcomandante Moisés. “It can only become involved in the affairs of the Zapatista communities upon the request of the autonomous authorities themselves.”

Meanwhile, the Zapatistas prepared an extensive investigation of the crime and surrounding events which they made public. Recognizing the danger of escalating violence, they called for national and international solidarity and organized a peaceful mass mobilization of their civilian support bases in Chiapas. The slain Zapatista rebel Galeano was buried in La Realidad during a dignified funeral ceremony attended by thousands of supporters united in their condemnation of the paramilitary aggression.







 



2  Nota Roja Country



Bloody Saga

Mexico has become a nota roja2 country. It’s not a matter of perception, but a matter of fact. Since 2006, the level of violence in Mexico has skyrocketed and crosses all social boundaries. The criminal underworld has become spectacularly intertwined with politics and the business sector.

The press is not exaggerating to increase its audience or sell papers. The front pages of tabloid newspapers reproduce plain and simple what is happening in the public plazas and the back streets of the country. The press is no more sensationalist or scandalous today than it was a few years ago. Rather, the reality itself has changed and is construed of the daily deluge of criminal acts. It is not something that the media can turn their back on—they can construct a reality tailored to their intended audience, but not invent it.

The dramatic arrest of union boss Elba Esther Gordillo, the capture of El Chapo, the murder of sixteen young people at a party in Ciudad Juárez, or the armed actions of self-defense groups—to name a few links in the chain—are realities, not media inventions, as are, with all their brutal eloquence, the corpses hung on a bridge in Cuernavaca, the severed heads that regularly appear in Guerrero and other parts of the country, the execution of famous singers linked to drug cartels, and the death of the Monterrey Institute of Technology students.

In his book En Primera Persona: Nota Roja (In First Person: Red Press), Jorge Ibargüengoitia wrote: “I read the nota roja press frequently without being bloodthirsty or feeling morbid. I believe that all the news that is published in such a direct manner presents a moral panorama of our time and certain aspects of humanity that are unfamiliar for the ordinary person. I can also say that it affects me personally.”

By telling what is happening in Mexico as a nota roja country, the media describe, with all its harshness, the moral panorama of our country during this era. The real story of the Calderón administration was told not in the official articles and speeches but in the crime pages of the papers. Something similar happened with the government of Enrique Peña Nieto, even though the real level of violence remained hidden by misleading crime figures. The six-year term of Calderón will be remembered for the army in the streets, thousands of people killed, human rights violations, and a public security crisis. The six-year term of Peña Nieto will be remembered for the handover of the nation’s oil to foreign investors, the collapse of the economy, and the expansion of self-defense groups and community police.

In his book Terribilísimas historias de crimenes y horrores en la Ciudad de Mexico en el siglo XIX (Terrible tales of crime and horror in 19th-century Mexico City), Agustín Sánchez relates how the sensationalist nota roja press of the nineteenth century speaks to us of a defeated nation, of revenge and frustration reflected in the tales of theft, murder, and suicide. Similarly, today’s press speaks to us of the drama of the political and economic decomposition of the elite. Its pages narrate the pain and tragedy of ordinary citizens, the intrigue and hatred within the auditoriums of power, and the degree of civic corruption.

The administration has made sporadic attempts to contain the damage. When the cadavers began to pile up at the beginning of Calderón’s presidency and the press was filled with blood and guts, government spin doctors went to work. They pressured media executives to use less offensive and grisly language: to be dead was okay, but to be executed was too much. The initiative fizzled out quickly. Years later, Peña Nieto’s spin doctor’s strategy was to change the narrative in the media. Reports about the self-defense groups, for example, were excluded from the news cycle.

President Felipe Calderón’s administration tried to portray the rampant violence as a matter of perception and not of facts. The media may present it as if the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse were galloping across the country but, they insisted, the catastrophe was not as terrible as it was reported. With all the resources at their disposal, the government tried to build a counternarrative for the media to moderate their coverage. The renegade Salvadoran guerrilla Joaquín Villalobos, adviser to the Calderón administration, was given the job of tutoring the media on how to report the news. From the pages of Nexos magazine, he chastised those in the media who dared question the success of the government’s strategy in combating drugs. Far from being an analyst, it was clear that Villalobos was a mere publicist.

As the public security crisis deepened, Enrique Peña Nieto tried to silence the media. The strategy was a disaster. The U.S. Department of State embarrassed the administration by continually warning about the serious risks of traveling in various parts of Mexico. The U.S. press routinely published shocking reports about events in Mexico. Even the usually pliant national television channels began broadcasting images of the violence that undermined the government de-escalation strategy.

What drastic measures will the government come up with next? Will it take inspiration from the Congress of Romania by insisting that 50 percent of all news in the media must be positive? Or maybe it will produce a Mexican version of the U.S. publication Good News. Bad news was prohibited from Good News. The publication lasted sixteen months and, of course, refused to report its own demise. Its final issue ran with the headline “No War Declared in Sixteen Weeks.”

Mexico has become a nota roja country, and it is an accurate portrait of the decadence of its economic and political elites. While it is understandable that the elites are furious to be portrayed this way in the press, it is inadmissible that there are some newspapers that fail to use their platform to reflect the decomposition of the country.



The Militarization of Politics

Vicente Fox began his six-year term in the year 2000 with a big fiesta. In 2006, Felipe Calderón started his with a military parade. This was no coincidence. What stands out from Calderón’s mandate was his fondness for military uniforms, fanfares, and public appearances with the armed forces as a backdrop.

The chief executive wore a military uniform during his first public activity on January 3, 2007, in Apatzingán. Four months later, on May 8, again in Apatzingán, he continued in the same vein, flanked by army personnel, armored vehicles, and grenade launchers, as if preparing to launch an offensive against the narcos.

With his get-tough approach, Felipe Calderón wanted to convey a message of power and discipline. Badgered by citizen demonstrations disputing the election results, the president tried to break his social isolation and lack of legitimacy by using the war on drug trafficking as a pretext. With the support of the de facto powers that made him president, he made the Mexican Army his main base of support from the very beginning of his administration.

The war on drug trafficking became the axis of Felipe Calderón’s government. The fight against organized crime gave his mandate a sense of legitimacy denied by the polls. The militarization of politics gave him the tools to administer the country with emergency measures. The politicization of public security facilitated the restoration of the command-obedience chain.

In a similar manner to which the September 11, 2001, attacks were used by George W. Bush to push through a new neoconservative order, the battle against the drug cartels enabled the Mexican chief executive to strengthen and perpetuate his government. But instead of sending troops to Iraq and Afghanistan, the Mexican leader ordered them out of their barracks and onto the streets across the nation.

From then on, the military was present in countless localities around the country, performing functions beyond its statutory duties. It maintained permanent roadblocks, carried out inspections, and imposed de facto curfews. Military commanders took over policing responsibilities.

Felipe Calderón presented himself in the media as the commander-in-chief of a great national crusade and the defender of Mexican families. His movements around the country were arranged with the utmost secrecy. Soldiers of the Presidential Guard formed a tight cordon around him at every public appearance, and security forces shut down any protests.

Nevertheless, his war was an abject failure. “Calderón started a war without being fully informed, without a plan and without calculating the consequences,” said Jorge Carrillo Olea, former director of the Center for Research and National Security. “He was lost and didn’t know how to exercise power. He wasn’t able to control the military. The rank and file and the lower and middle level officers of the armed forces had very low morale. They don’t like taking on undefined missions.” According to Carrillo Olea, President Calderón was “the loner in the presidential palace living his own Vietnam, deaf and solitary.”

In the short term, the politicization of public security proved a success for the chief executive. Polls reflected a reasonable level of approval. The widespread protests that stirred around Mexico in 2006 simmered down. Nevertheless, he ended up losing the election.

Human rights were among the first casualties of the war against drug trafficking. Lost in the macabre parade of headless, unburied corpses and pozoleros (bodies dissolved in acid), the murder of social activists barely registered. Meanwhile, the steady criminalization of social protest continued.

It was of little concern to President Calderón that the body politic was unraveling with his strategy of militarization. He did not care that in the midst of the economic crisis, with national production stagnating, unemployment growing, and the escape valve of migration to the United States stalled, the country would bathe in blood. His solution was to decree a holy war and assume the role of commander-in-chief of the armed forces. In doing so, Calderón heralded a true national emergency.

At this point, a number of issues converge—social discontent, the impact of narcocapitalism, the growth of drug trafficking facilitated by rural devastation, the unbridled acquisition of firearms by individuals, and the emergence of armed self-defense groups. Cities like Juárez became epicenters of suffering and territories of resistance.

The final outcome of this explosive mixture was the emergence of citizen movements to curb Calderón’s war on drugs, as well as the germination of community police and armed self-defense groups in at least one-third of the national territory.



Social Discontent

How is one to characterize the manner in which Felipe Calderón’s government dealt with the chronic social problems plaguing the country? It seemed like more of the same as under previous administrations, but even worse. During the final year of his presidency in 2006, Vicente Fox turned to repressive security forces to put down growing social unrest and rebellion. New protest movements like the miners of Lázaro Cárdenas–Las Truchas, or the citizen uprisings in Atenco and Oaxaca, were put down with brutal force.

Felipe Calderón maintained the same iron-fisted policy that, far from solving conflicts, exacerbated them. He ordered the state security forces to crush the striking workers of the Mexican Union of Electricians and went so far as to persecute the miners’ union leader, Napoleón Gómez Urrutia. Nevertheless, the workers continued to stand up to the security forces with indignation and, far from being cowed, kept the struggle going.

The government’s offensive against social dissidence did not take into account the new conflict convulsing the country. The symptoms were clear: a multiplicity of new actors had appeared. As problems multiplied, grassroots organizations were radicalized. The institutional channels to meet their demands were more often than not closed. The logic of self-defense became part of this new era of social conflict.

The authoritarian brutality of the two PAN presidencies was a reaction in part to the fear felt among the comfortable classes provoked by the rising tide of struggles from below. In the wake of the Zapatistas’ March of the Color of the Earth in March 2001, the neoliberal ideologue Juan Sánchez Navarro advocated closing ranks for the well-off classes as a response to the rising tide of social protest. Dismayed by the widespread disorder, Sánchez Navarro demanded the vigorous application of the rule of law in place of negotiation with protesters.

This new cycle of social conflict began in 1999. In the course of the massive struggle against the government’s ultimately successful privatization policies, civil society became a people, and citizen demands were recycled into class struggle. Of course, civic and identity struggles continue to develop, but most found expression in terms of class. The leadership of the nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and citizen organizations gave way to the action of trade associations and workers. The widespread energy to change society transformed into a return of mass protest. Impressive workers’ movements emerged, alongside a multitude of local struggles against dispossession led by grassroots movements. The world of formal politics recoiled at the emergence of these “unruly” social actors. And this time, unlike previous mobilizations, some social movements were successful. The armed self-defense movement took off in this political climate.

From then on, a determined wave of social mobilization spread across the country with hundreds of protests by indigenous people, peasants, workers, the urban poor, women, human rights defenders, and ecologists. Some communities even established forms of self-government.

These multiple struggles were an expression of the disillusion and distrust felt toward the traditional political parties and institutional politics. However, social radicalization also emerged from within the sphere of institutional politics. The electoral fraud of 2006 led a significant number of people who previously trusted in the parties and the electoral system to rethink their political outlook. They too joined the ranks of the anti-institutional and peaceful civil resistance.

Much of the recent social protest has taken the form of civil disobedience. Violating laws and decrees considered immoral, illegitimate, or unjust, protesters have stepped outside the law to undertake acts of resistance. They transgressed for the good of the community in exemplary acts of disobedience for reasons of conscience. Although not peaceful, community police and self-defense groups continue along this line of resistance. They represent, in part, civil disobedience by other means.



White Gold

“Drug lord El Chapo Guzmán,” said Italian writer Roberto Saviano, author of the book Gomorrah (2006), “possessed the mystical authority of a pope.” El Chapo’s genius allowed him to see new market spaces, said Saviano in an interview with finanzas.com, and was like “a Steve Jobs of cocaine.”

Mexico is host to the most powerful and bloodthirsty criminal organizations on the planet. The cocaine business is a multibillion-dollar industry. The money is then laundered in reputable banks in the United States, according to the U.S. authorities themselves. Mexico is like one more state of the United States, but without its laws or rules. The Italian author says that organized crime enjoys all the advantages of the United States’ market without the regulatory drawbacks.

Mexico is a major producer of drugs and a strategic territorial step for distribution in the United States. It is the main supplier of marijuana and a leading supplier of methamphetamines. Although only a small heroin producer, Mexico supplies a significant portion of the total U.S. consumption. The Department of State estimates that 90 percent of the cocaine sold in the United States arrives through Mexico. According to the National Drug Intelligence Center, Mexican cartels dominate the drug market in the United States.

Cocaine is not a speculative business, explains Roberto Saviano in another of his books, CeroCeroZero, but a real economy. “Cocaine is a safe investment. It is a commodity that is not subject to fluctuations in demand, which is always high, always expanding. It’s not a speculative commodity; it’s like buying gold or oil. Its cultivation and production is risky and it is illegal merchandise, which elevates its price.”

Drug trafficking in Mexico has changed rapidly in the last two decades. Today the cartels seek not only protection but also political power. If previously they negotiated protection from a position of subordination to the authorities, today they are able to set the rules on economic, social, and political issues.

In 1989 there was an important transformation in the relationship between the big dominant drug cartels of Cali and Medellín and their Mexican partners. Before, Colombians had paid protection money to Mexicans. Beginning in 1989, payment was made in drugs. This transformed the dynamic of the Mexican operation, which up to then lacked infrastructure. The necessity to commercialize the drug allowed the Mexican cartels to grow. From that moment, Mexico ceased being a trafficking country to become one of consumption (Vargas Aguilar, Simón: Narcoestado o auge del narcotráfico? [Narcostate or drug trafficking boom?]).

According to investigations by the nongovernmental organization Global Financial Integrity and Columbia University in New York, profits in 2012 for organized crime in Mexico oscillated between 36 and 38.8 billion dollars (3.6 percent of the GDP) with between 10 and 14.5 billion dollars most likely laundered.

In a piece entitled “Vast Web Hides Mexican Drug Profits in Plain Sight, U.S. Authorities Say,” New York Times correspondent Randal C. Archibold pointed out how dismantling the networks of companies laundering money from drug trafficking is more difficult than capturing cartel leaders.

Drug money invested in lawful activities has been extremely beneficial to certain sectors of Mexican society. Culiacán is one such example. “The city is kept afloat by narco money,” said Javier Valdez Cárdenas, founder of Ríodoce, a Culiacán newspaper. “The amount of bistros, restaurants, spas, shopping malls, luxury car dealerships, condos—it does not correspond to the life of everyday Sinaloans. It’s the narco presence.”

Local criminals are often hired by the cartels on the back of this economic and political strength. A wave of extortion, kidnappings, robberies, rapes, and all kinds of abuses against the local population inevitably accompanies the consolidation of the local drug trade. Self-defense groups have emerged in many localities to put a halt to the destructive spread of these criminal networks.



Paradoxes of Rural Devastation

It is a curious irony that the principal rural export, the most profitable and the one that brings the most foreign currency into Mexico, is the only component that was not negotiated in NAFTA.

The migrant labor force was left out of the commercial agreement. It grew enormously as a result of NAFTA’s signature. It works in terribly disadvantageous conditions in relation to formal workers and has no protection whatsoever. Yet each year the migrant workforce sends around twenty-one billion dollars from the United States in the form of remittances.

The combined action of opening borders to food imports, privatization, and deregulation has depopulated the agricultural field. According to a World Bank report, the Mexican countryside has lost a quarter of its population since forming part of NAFTA; however, around twenty-eight million inhabitants live there in absolute numbers, the same figure as in 1994, the year the treaty came into force.

But the expulsion of labor continues, hand in hand with the destruction of the rural social fabric. Young people from traditional peasant backgrounds leave their villages and their lands to seek employment in urban centers or on the other side of the border. The country has become the world’s main exporter of its own workforce with the United States as the principal destination.

The Mexican negotiators of the treaty knew that this was going to happen. Draining the countryside and driving the population into the cities was for them a necessary step in the process of “modernization.” From this perspective the 30 percent of its population based in rural areas in Mexico had to be reduced.

The techno-bureaucrats insisted that NAFTA would stimulate economic growth and create enough jobs for the exiles. The peasant population could be more efficiently dealt with as urban poor. The techno-bureaucrats said that importing basic grains and oilseeds from the United States was good for Mexico and for its most disadvantaged sectors, because it was cheaper than producing them here. They promised that Mexico’s comparative advantage in semitropical agriculture—the market niche in which Mexico is more profitable—would create wealth in the countryside and compensate for imported food.

None of that happened. Opening up the markets pitted two very unequal partners against each other, and devastated Mexican farmers. Rural production was only marginally modernized. The economy did not grow significantly, nor was a sufficient quantity of jobs created. Programs to combat poverty in the cities fell short and the provision of services in the poor urban peripheries was cut. The price of basic grains on the global market rose and Mexico was forced to import what it had been previously been capable of producing itself. The harvest of products such as coffee and cocoa stagnated. Two decades after the signing of NAFTA, Mexico is left without food self-sufficiency and without comparative advantages.

The countryside has become an immense factory of poverty that expels its educated and enterprising young population. The ejidos and rancherías have become human parking lots in which the elderly, women, and children live, many reliant on the remittances sent by relatives on the other side of the border.

Of course, those who negotiated or inspired such a disastrous trade agreement for the Mexican countryside were never held accountable for the mess they created. On the contrary, they were promoted: Luis Téllez to the Ministry of Communications and Transportation during this current administration and Santiago Levy to director of the Mexican Social Security Institute during the Fox administration.

On top of suffering the expulsion of its inhabitants, the agricultural terrain became fertile territory for sowing narcotics and laundering drug money. In irrigated areas, for example, where neither commercial banks nor development banks provided sufficient credit, the financing of sowing and harvesting became the preferred location for laundering money.

In various regions of the country, the rural landscape reveals inconceivable discontinuities: Opulent farms are surrounded by miserable ejidos. Communities brimming with parabolic antennas and luxury vehicles stand next to very poor rancherías. Rural towns are replete with grand churches and elaborate public works constructed by generous nouveau riche benefactors. Such inequalities cannot be explained by mere financial good fortune, support from a governmental program, or an excess of remittances. Nor can it be explained away in terms of the entrepreneurial spirit of some and the lack of ambition of others. There is no shortage of inhabitants from communities located in rugged mountainous regions who have decided to convert from sowing basic grains to more profitable, illicit crops. And there is no shortage of peasants from ejidos in the north willing to serve as burreros (drug mules) to carry small quantities of drugs to the other side of the Rio Bravo.

States with a long history of marijuana and poppy cultivation include Chihuahua, Durango, Sonora, Guerrero, Oaxaca, Veracruz, Chiapas, and Morelos. But in the past twenty years this activity has exploded.

Certainly, the sowing of poppy and marijuana precedes and exceeds NAFTA, but the trade agreement has opened unanticipated possibilities for growth in the narcotics sector. A farmer can obtain the equivalent of ten years’ income in one “unconventional” harvest. The conventional crop cannot compete with the highly subsidized crop in the United States, but with this illicit alternative it becomes possible for the humble small farmer to afford a pickup truck, a modern weapon, and a few luxuries.

The peasants and laborers who sow and harvest the crops are rural people. A discernible amount of narcos, camellos (carriers), and gatilleros (gunmen) are the children of farm workers. A significant amount of drug money is laundered in rural activities. Some narco bosses own big ranches and raise livestock. Some even receive government subsidies from rural development programs like Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo (Procampo).

Alongside these economic power bases in the rural world, there are corresponding networks of political power at all levels. It is impossible to maintain large-scale narcotics production without the complicity of police and military. Frequently the drug lords donate significant resources to small towns to build roads, churches, and basketball courts, drill water wells, or provide medical services.

The cultivation of drugs inevitably attracts arms trafficking, and leads inexorably to the decomposition of the community. Substance abuse and alcoholism increase. The farmers sowing and harvesting the crop live with the constant risk of being arrested and losing their livelihood. The cultivation of drugs requires (and demands) the complicity of those who are not engaged in illicit activities. Minors are often responsible for tending and irrigating the crops. Of course, the amount of money the farmers make is small compared with the amount made by those who process and sell the product.

In Mexico, 7.2 million hectares are under marijuana and poppy cultivation, according to Ricardo García Villalobos, a former president of the Superior Agrarian Court. That means that almost one-third of the 27,300,000 hectares of arable and permanent crops in Mexico is used to produce illicit crops.

García Villalobos points out that this trend intensified in the wake of signing the NAFTA agreement, which forced the elimination of rural subsidies. Drug lords took advantage of the situation to provide peasants and indigenous people with the money and logistic support for sowing the crop.

For many years, narco money has been laundered in agricultural investment. For example, in September 2008, a greenhouse with fifteen thousand marijuana plants was discovered in Aguascalientes. The company was managed by Francisco Muñoz González, business partner of the Grupo Industrial Lechero SA (GILSA), the state’s largest dairy producer and distributor of San Marcos milk.

With an agricultural economy devastated by subsidized U.S. food imports, and with little prospect of finding employment in Mexico’s big cities, the children of peasant farmers with decreasing access to public education appear to have little choice but to go wetback across the Rio Bravo or enter the drug trade. The cartels often approach them directly in schools, offering young recruits drugs, money, weapons, pornography, and prostitutes. Quite a few youths are lured by the promise of wealth and status.

Drug trafficking has profoundly changed rural society. It has caused the decomposition of the social network in affected regions, most likely irreversibly so. The implementation of NAFTA and the opening of the markets have played a considerable role in this disaster. An increasing number of peasant and indigenous organizations are forced to confront the issue, and many community police and self-defense groups have emerged directly from the crisis.

These are the paradoxes of the new colonization: the conquest of Mexican agricultural markets by large U.S. agribusiness companies has rebounded back in the form of two contemporary nightmares—the rise of undocumented immigration and the increase in drug trafficking.

As the old saying goes, you can never tell who will benefit from the fruits of your labor.



The Illusion of Security

There were 15.5 million weapons in civilians’ hands in Mexico in 2007, according to a detailed study on arms traffic from the United States to Mexico carried out by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. This meant that one in three adults was in possession of a pistol, a rifle, an assault rifle, or a machine gun.

Mexico registered sixth in the world in terms of civilian weapon possession, according to a study conducted by the Small Arms Survey center. In previous years it had occupied twenty-second place.

Data from Mexico’s Secretariat of National Defense (Sedena) reveal that this growth in citizen possession of weapons is also apparent in legally held arms. The figure released by Sedena’s Federal Register of Firearms and Control of Explosives shows a jump from 2,300,749 legally held arms in 2009 to 3,118,592 in 2012, according to the UNAM (National Autonomous University of Mexico) academic Ernesto Villanueva’s research paper “Security, Firearms and Transparency.”

It is clear that, far from diminishing, the number of civilian-held arms has increased significantly during Felipe Calderón’s war against drug trafficking. International organizations estimate that in 2011 some twenty million illegal weapons circulated in Mexican territory. Adding the 3,100,000 arms authorized by Sedena, this indicates that for each legal weapon there are potentially six illegal ones.

Organizations such as the International Action Network on Small Arms (IANSA) and Oxfam calculate that two thousand weapons enter the country every single day, as reported in the magazine Contralínea, through the border areas and Pacific ports on the Asia-Pacific route.

Arms trafficking has become the second most significant crime of all organized crime, according to the Attorney General’s Office (PGR). The traffic and use of military-grade weapons represents 15 percent (about 1,200 in total) of all federal crimes committed in Mexico.

In 2006, before President Felipe Calderón launched his war against the drug cartels, the majority of the four thousand weapons confiscated were pistols and 41 percent were rifles. Five years later the proportion was reversed, with rifles representing 65 percent of the haul. On top of that, the total number of weapons seized in the country multiplied by eight in that span.

In her book Tráfico de armas en México (Arms Traffic in Mexico), Magda Coss explains how legal weapons acquired by the government became part of this market: “Many of the weapons on the black market are from Mexican Army supplies. Due to corruption or weak institutions, many of these arms are unlawfully diverted away from the military in a premeditated way, or through theft, to supply the black market. This is fostered by concealing the identity of the end user, and by the corruption of officials and agents from the armed forces and national security forces.”

Much of the war equipment in the hands of Mexican civilians comes from the United States. This fact is recognized by various officials. On November 1, 2010, during a hearing in the U.S. Senate, the assistant attorney general for the Criminal Division of the U.S. Department of Justice, Lanny Breuer, stated that sixty-four thousand of the ninety-four thousand weapons seized from crime in Mexico in the last five years came from the United States.

“To my knowledge 94,000 firearms have been recovered in the last five years in Mexico. These are only the ones that have been recovered, not all of those that are in Mexico, and of those 94,000 weapons that have been recovered in Mexico, 64,000 are traceable to the United States. We have to do something to prevent criminals from obtaining those weapons, Senator. That’s my understanding of the most accurate numbers,” said Breuer, in answer to the question set by Democratic senator Dianne Feinstein.

This arms race among Mexican civilians is not the result of lax legislation. The gun laws in Mexico are among the strictest in the world, comparable in many aspects to the laws in the United Kingdom, but with even more severe penalties, even for minor infractions.

The Mexican Constitution of 1917 recognizes the right to bear arms, with important limitations: it is illegal to possess arms prohibited by the state or reserved for military use only, and illegal to carry loaded guns in public without authorization.

In 2013, the Senate approved changes to the Firearms and Explosives Law to toughen sanctions for possession of unregistered or unlicensed arms. Penalties of up to thirty years in prison were introduced, and a fine of up to 720 days of minimum salary.

Despite these measures, civilian acquisition of weapons has not stopped. According to the previously cited UN report, 23 percent of the weapons that entered Mexico from the United States between December 2006 and March 2010 were destined for the state of Michoacán. Sinaloa ranks second, with 9 percent of total acquisitions, followed by Chihuahua, Tamaulipas, and Jalisco, all hotspots for the war against drugs.

The acquisition of weapons by civilians has gone hand in hand with the formation of self-defense groups and the emergence of community police. However, there is a real difference between the caliber of arms used by the two forces. Self-defense groups carry more sophisticated and powerful equipment. Civilian use of weapons was until recently largely confined to hunting and shooting clubs, often linked to local ranchers’ associations. Now community guards and self-defense groups are the main users.

The central point is that Mexico is armed to the teeth, and that most of the arms are not officially registered. It’s no longer about old hunting shotguns or .22-caliber pistols, as military-grade equipment is often now in the hands of private individuals. Nor is it a solely a rural phenomenon. Cities are also full of weapons, as witnessed by urban residents on a daily basis.

For better or worse, the belief that possession of a gun increases your security is an illusion firmly entrenched in the Mexican psyche.



The Incubation of Rage: Black Mourning and Metalheads

Twenty-one-year-old heavy metal musician Fernando López Alejandre was driving his father’s truck back from the New Year’s Eve celebrations in Ocotlán, Jalisco. His family was waiting for him at home. But he never arrived. A bullet from an AR-15SP1, .223 caliber, fired by a police officer named Rosendo Maldonado, alias El Flaco, took his life.

It was 1:15 A.M. on January 1, 2009. Fernando was accompanied by his friend David Briseño, a neighbor from Jamay, Jalisco. They were near the tollbooth on the Ocotlán–La Barva highway approaching a police checkpoint that gave no indication for them to stop. A GT-02 police car with the red and blue lights flashing began to follow them. Suddenly, shots rang out in the night. A bullet entered Fernando’s back and pierced his right lung. He lost control of the vehicle and crashed into a tree.

In tears, David held his dying friend’s head and screamed for help. Instead the police dragged him from the vehicle and beat him. At 6:20 A.M., the public prosecutor of Ocotlán called Fernando’s father, Luis Fernando López Lara. He was told to come down with his son’s birth certificate. Later, the authorities confirmed the young man’s death.

Fernando was killed at a spot well known to locals as a place where police routinely set up checkpoints to harass motorists, extorting fines and detaining people without cause. The armed agents wore blue uniforms and their pickup trucks had no official police markings.

The murdered musician studied at the Ciénega University Center and played bass guitar with the band Arcadia Libre. The band’s name evokes the ancient Greek utopian province of Arcadia, an imaginary place inhabited by peaceful shepherds. They were part of the metalcore scene, a fusion of metal and hardcore music. They had made a name for themselves in Guadalajara, Aguascalientes, Guanajuato, Mexico City, and Monterrey and had a support base in the United States.

Fernando López was the son of a wealthy family. His father is a local gasoline dealer. He loved to read H. P. Lovecraft, the great innovator of the horror story genre. By all accounts, he was a good guy. His fans, dressed in ubiquitous black, considered him a talented musician. A hardcore Metalero, he made his art a way of life or, at least, an attitude.

The assassination of Fernando caused a huge wave of anger in the region. The official version of events threw more fuel on the fire of rage. According to the police, the youths were transporting drugs and weapons, had ignored an order to halt, and finally, adding insult to injury, they claimed the bullet that so surely took his life had been accidentally shot.

The municipality of Ocotlán was governed at the time by the National Action Party (PAN). The chief of police Filiberto Ortiz, El Pinto, was a renowned human rights abuser. He was one of the perpetrators of the savage repression against young counterglobalization demonstrators arrested and tortured in Guadalajara, Jalisco, on May 28, 2004. At that time, Absalón García Ochoa, today mayor of Ocotlán, headed the Subsecretariat for Internal Affairs of the General Secretariat of Government.

In an attempt to appease citizen outrage, Filiberto Ortiz resigned. But the discontent continued. Nearly four thousand people marched in the municipal capital on January 9, demanding the resignation of all the municipal leaders. “We are fed up with this shit government,” read one of the banners, summing up the protesters’ feelings. The multitude pelted the municipal headquarters with eggs.

This expression of public rage came from multiple sources—compassion, solidarity, anger, and uncertainty. Blogger Othéner Kasiyas wrote: “There is something here that affects me more than just the emotional; it is the fact that I and thousands more like me are unable to move around freely in our own country. It affects me by being too afraid to go out at night, because while thieves go to sleep, unfortunately police do not. And you never know if a police commando might pursue you and shoot you in the back.”

The assassination of Fernando seems like a script from an H. P. Lovecraft horror story. But it is much more than that. Fernando was “punished” for being young, like so many other youth like him. Throughout the country, young men are the victims of zero tolerance policies, for having long hair, for dressing unusually, for having tattoos or piercings, for walking around the neighborhood, or for sitting on the sidewalk chatting with friends. In the eyes of security officials of all political colors, to be a young man is reason enough to be considered a criminal or, at least, fresh meat for extortion.



Self-Protection Networks: The Le Barón Community

Christmas of 2009 was a sad one in the town of Galeana, Chihuahua. Two widows spent it without their husbands, and ten orphans, all under seven years of age, without their fathers. Five months previous, on July 7, 2007, Benjamín Le Barón and Luis Widmar were appallingly murdered by an armed gang of some twenty hit men.

Benjamín and Luis were prominent members of the Le Barón community, a dissident congregation of the Mormon Church. Just a few days earlier, Benjamín and the congregation had successfully confronted the criminals who had kidnapped his seventeen-year-old brother, Erick. The young man was released unharmed and the community did not hand over the million dollars’ ransom. Now his captors were determined to avenge the insult.

On July 7, the kidnappers, dressed in military uniforms, came in the night to Benjamín’s house, breaking down doors and windows. Before taking him away, they tortured him in front of the family. When his brother-in-law Luis tried to intervene, they grabbed him too. Both men were executed in a ditch outside the town of Flores Magón. A handwritten sign was left by their corpses: “This is for the Le Baróns, who did not believe and continue not believing, for Klery Jones (former mayor and community leader), for the twenty-five lifted in Nicolás Bravo. Sincerely, The General.”

The message referred to the events of June 11, 2009, when the Mexican Army detained twenty-five hit men camouflaged as soldiers in the nearby town of Nicolás Bravo. The gunmen worked for the La Línea gang, associates of the Juárez Cartel.

Benjamín was aware he was in danger, said his brother Julián in an interview with journalist Nacho Lozano. “My brother called me up to warn me. ‘Buddy,’ he said, ‘I feel in danger.’ I asked him why and he told me he had seen suspicious trucks driving around. ‘I feel that they are going to attack me, that something will happen to me.’ And I said, ‘Don’t worry, buddy, you are the bishop and you have the Lord on your side, what are you worried about?’ And he replied, ‘I want you to promise me that if anything happens to me, it will never be acceptable, it will never be okay,’ and he asked me to promise and I assured him I would. That day, at 10:30pm, my phone rang and I thought, ‘Something bad has happened.’ I answered and my sister-in-law was screaming that they had just taken Benjamín and Luis away.”

In 1955 the Le Barón group founded the Church of the Firstborn of the Fullness of Times (or, the Le Barón order). They formed a colony of 1,500 people on land thirteen kilometers outside the municipal seat of Galeana. They produce nuts and raise cattle. Relatives working in the United States as carpenters and construction workers send back remittances to support their families.

For months the criminals had been harassing the colony for protection money until finally, in mid-2009, Erick Le Barón was kidnapped. The congregation agreed not to pay the ransom. “We have decided,” they informed the public, “to not give a single penny to the criminals. If we did so we would be accomplices, and it would be like giving consent to kidnapping and killing us.”

The Le Baróns mobilized in Chihuahua, three hundred kilometers from their town, to put pressure on the authorities to intervene. They established a protest encampment outside the government headquarters. “We know that you have information about the criminals,” they told the governor when he finally acknowledged them, “and we know that you have the information to rescue Erick.”

A week after his abduction, on May 9, Erick was released. “It was a triumph of everyone’s prayers,” said Benjamín, “of the pressure the community applied on the government, and the courageous attitude of my brother with the kidnappers.” Less than two months later, the kidnappers took their revenge. Benjamín Le Barón, his family, and their community did not receive any protection from the police.

The homicides of Benjamín Le Barón and Luis Widmar created a wave of indignation in Mormon communities all over the world. “The most serious thing,” wrote Adrián Le Barón and Lenzo Widmar, brothers of the murdered man, in La Jornada in December 2009, “is that we know that those responsible for overseeing justice and security in our state are irresponsible and are letting these things happen.”

The government responded by offering weapons training to the communities’ young men so that they could form a community police force. The proposal was met with an avalanche of media and opposition criticism, and the government backed down. Nevertheless, the Le Baróns took it upon themselves to organize in self-protection networks. The youth received weapons training, guarded the community, and reported any suspicious movement.

“The defense organization started with the men,” explained Nefi Le Barón, uncle of Julián, to Marcela Turati from Proceso. “The young people watch over the town to alert the people of any danger while they sleep. They coordinate by cell phone and we are always a phone call away if we need to defend ourselves. Because one has a right to defend what one has.”

Although the federal and state police and the Mexican Army established bases in the community, the Lebarónes take care of themselves and some of them are armed. “Here everyone has cattle ranches and calves and some own .22 rifles in case the coyotes come,” said Nefi. “All rural communities have arms like these.”

Julián Le Barón took over leadership in the community defense against organized crime. “A lot of us are armed, and many are members of the nearby shooting range, and we are trying to acquire weapons legally,” he explained.

“For a society to survive, it has to root out crime from within it.… I think that everyone has the same right to defend themselves,” he told journalist Nacho Lozano, “just as the country’s president surrounds himself with an armed guard to insure his security.”

The Le Barónes are organizing to prevent another tragedy like that in 2009. “The most sacred right of the people is the right to defend themselves,” asserts Julián. “Quite simply if there is no response from the authorities, then what other option is left for the people?”



Ciudad Juárez, the Nameless Dead

José Darío Álvarez Orrantes was nineteen years old. He was studying his first semester of sociology at the Autonomous University of Ciudad Juárez, in the state of Chihuahua on the U.S. border. On October 29, he attended his eleventh March against Death, or Kaminata, a weekly citizen protest against the militarization of the city. He was marching peacefully when the Federal Police shot him in the back. He was left fighting for his life.

José Darío has a name, and despite his critical situation, he survived. The same cannot be said of the almost eleven thousand people murdered violently in Ciudad Juárez during Calderón’s six-year “term of death.” Not only did they lose their lives, but the majority of them simply disappeared into the macabre statistics of victims of the war against drugs. Their deaths have never been investigated, and the government has sown seeds of doubt about their innocence. As far as the authorities are concerned, the dead are assumed to be criminals unless proven otherwise. If not criminals, then at best they are seen as collateral victims of the war against the drug dealers.

The Kaminata protests were organized simultaneously in Ciudad Juárez and Chihuahua and took place every Friday afternoon. They were a call for citizens to take a stand against the militarization of the city. They were autonomous, not aligned with drug traffickers or the state.

Professor Willivaldo Delgadillo, a fellow marcher alongside José Darío, described what happened:


I was on that march with my twelve-year-old son. I took him along because the Kaminata is a peaceful citizen protest and one that is necessary in the face of the humanitarian debacle happening here. I don’t want my son to get used to such levels of violence or impunity. However, at the end of the march, about twenty four Federal Police arrived in three pick-up trucks. They opened fire at least five times, in two rounds. The attack was deliberate. Some minutes later a helicopter began to fly over the university campus. It was evident that it was an attack against social protest. The world must know that in Juárez the only war here is against young people, against the most vulnerable. The supposed war against drug trafficking is just another piece of good business for the regime. Even so, today we will go out to march again.



In the wake of the attack, students from various universities including UNAM, the Autonomous University of Mexico City (UACM), and National Polytechnic Institute of Mexico (IPN) demonstrated in Mexico City denouncing the systematic crimes against students. One protest held at the UNAM brought together seven thousand students under the umbrella group Metropolitan Coordinator against Militarization and Violence (Comecom). A huge map of Mexico was traced with burning candles for the dead.

Ciudad Juárez has a history of violence. On January 30, 2010, in the Villas de Salvárcar district, sixteen young people, some almost children, were massacred during a house party. Adding insult to injury, forty-eight hours later, President Felipe Calderón announced that investigations had shown they were almost certainly killed as a result of a confrontation between rival gangs.

The parents of the victims hung placards outside their houses: “Mr. President, until those responsible are found, you are the murderer. What would you do, Mr. President, if your son had been one of the victims?”

On February 11, during a public meeting in Ciudad Juárez, María de la Luz Dávila, mother of two of the murdered victims, Marcos and José Luis Piña Dávila, stood up in front of Calderón and interrupted his speech. Looking him straight in the eye, she said:


Excuse me, Mr. President; I cannot welcome you here because you are not welcome. People have been murdered here. I want justice to be done and I want my kids back. I won’t shake your hand because you are not welcome here. I want you to withdraw what you said about my kids being gang members, and to ask for forgiveness.… This much I know—if it was your son they had killed, the murderers would have been caught by now. The governor and the mayor keep promising us justice but nothing has been done. I demand justice!



María de la Luz Dávila’s rage against the government was shared by the whole community in Ciudad Juárez. It was what brought José Darío Alvarez Orrantes and his friends onto the streets in the March against Death. It was what fed the demands for justice from thousands of parents who have lost their sons and daughters.

This anger was born not only out of the thousands of violent deaths, but from the daily abuses and assaults by the police and military. The list of abuses suffered by the city’s citizens is extremely long. The population fears the security forces as well as the narcos. Young people are suspect simply by virtue of being young. They are stopped in the street and threatened at gunpoint. The police break into private houses without a warrant and terrorize the inhabitants. The first victim of the war against the drug traffickers has been human rights.

The vast majority of the killings over the past two years have been against unarmed people who were not involved in any kind of confrontation. These were not murders committed in the course of battles between drug cartels, or in armed confrontations between the police or the army and criminal gangs. They were crimes committed in a city living under an undeclared state of siege, patrolled day and night by ten thousand armed soldiers, and full of checkpoints.

Perhaps that is why broad sectors of the population share the view that the police and army are not in the city to fight drug trafficking, but rather to support one drug cartel against another. People notice how the security forces sometimes stand back and let certain criminal acts occur. They intervene selectively.

Meanwhile, in the state of Chihuahua, a long list of well-known social leaders have been murdered since the beginning of the war against drugs. Armando Villarreal Martha, a peasant leader and campaigner against the Federal Electricity Commission price hikes, was gunned down by unknowns. Manuel Arroyo, a researcher for trade unions; Géminis Ochoa, spokesperson for street traders; and the human rights campaigner Josefina Reyes were all murdered, according to the Civic Assembly of Ciudad Juárez and the National Front against Repression. Ochoa had been threatened by the Federal Police for participating in the organization of a protest march against military abuses, and Reyes was persecuted by the army after she publicly spoke out against the militarization of the city.

In an article published in La Jornada during the mass mobilizations for peace led by Javier Sicilia in 2011, Julián Le Barón and Adrián Le Barón wrote: “What were the people piled up in clandestine graves thinking before they stopped breathing? What are their families thinking when their loved ones [are] disappeared and all their emotions and fears remain in an inconclusive and indefinite limbo? What are they thinking as they wait in a state of uncertainty for the next clandestine grave to be uncovered, for the next bones discovered to be the ones that finally give them peace of mind?”

Chihuahua in general and Ciudad Juárez in particular were symbols of the war against drug trafficking, and have now become symbols of the war’s abject failure.



Don Alejo

On November 14, 2010, Alejo Garza Tamez prepared to die. He told his farm employees that they need not come to work the next day. He placed four hunting rifles in key points around the house and waited for the gang that was coming to attack his property.

The criminals had given him twenty-four hours to vacate his San José ranch. “If you don’t pack up and leave,” they threatened, “expect the consequences.” Don Alejo replied that he would not hand over any property, and if they came for him, he would be there waiting.

He was seventy-seven years old. Born in Allende, Nuevo León, he learned the wood trade from a young age working at his father’s sawmill. He founded the El Salto logging company in Monterrey with his brother. Years later, he and his brother bought a ranch adjoining the Padilla Dam, a few kilometers from Ciudad Victoria, in Tamaulipas.

He was a man of his word, and had a reputation for being a sharpshooter. He helped set up the Dr. Manuel María Silva Hunting, Shooting and Fishing Club, located in Allende, Nuevo León.

Shortly before dawn, members of the narco gang arrived to claim their spoils of war. There were more than thirty of them. They got out of their pickup trucks and fired shots into the air. Don Alejo met them with bullets. His aim took out four and wounded two others. A storm of fire fell upon him. The bursts of automatic weapons were followed by a rain of grenades. The attackers eventually turned and fled into the night.

When the army arrived at the ranch, it was already too late. The rancher died with two rifles by his side. “I am proud to be my father’s daughter,” said family member Sandra. “It’s painful and awful to end in such violence. It is a disgrace that the authorities are doing nothing to stop the violence. I myself have been involved in politics for many years and I’m ashamed to say that now.”

His name became legend in parts of Mexico. One of the many corridos (songs) written in his honor went like this: “A brave and honorable man / He overcame his pain / Born a northerner to the brim/ And as such he defended his honor.”

“Don Alejo is a hero who preferred to face the assassins rather than surrender his properties. He is an example for us all,” said Mormon leader Ray to the journalist Marcela Turati. “He had the right to open fire with the guns he had in his house. Alas, he lost his life.”

The seed of self-defense was sown. It would germinate within the relatives of the disappeared, the community guards and the autodefensas.



The Disappeared

On Friday, December 19, 2008, Dan Jeremeel Fernández Morán went to pick up his daughter from a friend’s house. Then he was going to collect his mother, Yolanda Morán, at the Torreón bus station. He never arrived. Since that day, his whereabouts have been unknown.

Dan Jeremeel worked as an executive for the Afore ING insurer in the state of Coahuila, where he lived. The last person to see him alive was his coworker Monserrat Diaz, when she went to his house in the afternoon.

So began the terrible ordeal of Dan’s family. They searched for him in vain in hospitals and the municipal jail. Yolanda Morán filed a missing person report with the attorney general of the state of Coahuila. She received no response.

On February 4, the police informed Dan Jeremeel’s mother that a kidnapper had been arrested driving her son’s car. The detainee was Ubaldo Gómez Fuentes, an army lieutenant assigned to the Eleventh Military Region in Torreón.

Lieutenant Gómez gave the names of five accomplices. The authorities captured three of them—two men, and a woman who worked in a dentist’s office. Two more accomplices remained fugitives—Ricardo Albino Navarro and Miguel Ángel Lara, both infantry lieutenants.

The four detainees were transferred to the Cereso de Torreón Prison. Barely an hour after their arrival, armed commandos broke into the male prison and attacked and killed Ubaldo and his two accomplices. The commandos doused their bodies in gasoline and set them alight. The attackers also freed nine inmates accused of organized crime and drug trafficking.

Months later, on March 25, 2010, Lieutenant Ricardo Albino Navarro was arrested in Mexico City and moved to Cereso de Torreón. On April 23 he too was murdered inside the prison.

Where is Dan Jeremeel Fernández Morán? Is he alive or dead? If he was killed, where were his remains deposited? Why was he disappeared? Despite the evident involvement of the military in his disappearance, the authorities have been unable or unwilling to offer any answers to these questions. If anything, the information they provided was contradictory.

Tragically, Dan Jeremeel’s case is far from being an isolated one. In Coahuila, around 1,700 people were disappeared between the years 2000 and 2012. The situation is getting worse, says Blanca Martínez, who has spent years investigating enforced disappearances in that state.

In February 2013, the Ministry of the Interior listed 26,121 reported disappearances. In May 2014, the national Ombudsman informed the Senate of 24,800 missing people. And in a statement deeply offensive to the families of the victims, the attorney general of the Republic claimed that the figure had dropped and only 13,195 cases remained from the original list. Meanwhile, the Secretariat of the Interior presented another number to the Senate—only eight thousand. The government bodies gave no explanations as to how they arrived at the greatly reduced figures.

Mexico has no protocol for the register and search of disappeared persons, said Ariel Dulitzky, head of the UN working group on forced and involuntary disappearances. The country lacks systematic procedures to identify corpses and suffers a chronic problem of impunity. The authorities, he said, have shown little willingness to investigate or even recognize the problem.

To break the wall of silence surrounding the disappearances of thousands like Dan Jeremeel, the mothers of the disappeared began organizing. They were joined by families of victims in other states.

The organizational platform was called the March for National Dignity: Mothers Searching for their Sons and Daughters and Seeking Justice. They demanded that the Attorney General’s Office begin an immediate search for their loved ones and guarantee the security of the families of the victims. The country has kept its silence for a long time, said the mothers, and now it is the time to speak out.

If some pain is irrevocable, dignity is the point of departure for any act of reparation. The march for dignity represented an exercise in the memory of persistence and the memory of solidarity. It was a stark reminder that forgetting should never become part of us.

“That amnesia never kisses us on the mouth,” writes Roberto Bolaño, “that it may never kiss us.”



Clandestine Graves

Allende, Coahuila, a few kilometers from the border with the United States, is a huge clandestine cemetery. In 2004, the authorities exhumed three hundred human remains there. In March 2011, the Zetas cartel arrived at the municipal seat. They violently seized dozens of people from homes and businesses and took them to nearby ranches. The people who were seized never returned.

Allende is a municipality like many others in Mexico. Under Felipe Calderón’s administration first and Enrique Peña Nieto’s later, vast regions of the country turned into Allendes. The discovery of graves containing the bodies of the nameless deceased is unrelenting. In 2013, in clandestine graves in eighteen states, 423 corpses were found. One hundred bodies were found under these conditions in Hidalgo alone.

According to the Attorney General’s Office (PGR), only 11 percent of the 1,273 corpses that were located in clandestine graves between 2006 and 2013 could be identified. Countless others have yet to be located.

According to the residents of Allende, many of those kidnapped by the Zetas were killed and their bodies burned in improvised crematories using diesel, oil, and other inflammables. In other locations, the “kitchens” where corpses are made disappear are even more macabre. On January 22, 2009, soldiers detained Santiago Meza López at the Baja Seasons tourist resort, along the Essenica Ensenada-Tijuana highway.

Santiago was born in Guamuchil, Sinaloa, and was forty-five years old at the time of his arrest. He had been involved in criminal activities since age nineteen and worked for the Arellano Felix Cartel. He was known as El Chago.

In custody, he admitted to disposing of at least three hundred people in 2008. He did this by dissolving their bodies in caustic soda, a more efficient manner of disposal than dumping corpses in city sewers or streams. Since then he became known as El Pozolero, roughly translated as the Stewmaker.

Santiago Meza López learned the secrets of the trade from two experts brought in from Israel. The corpses are dissolved in two 200-liter drums, mixing forty or fifty kilos of caustic soda with water. Twenty-four hours later, all that remains are bits of jaw and bone to be deposited in the Ojo de Agua, an area of desert.

The clandestine graves, the funeral pyres, and characters like El Pozolero serve as reminders that sooner or later, the dead speak and point to those, by action or omission, responsible for their murder. And once more, justice or revenge becomes the cry of the relatives of the dead.



The Blessed Consent

Víctor M. Quintana, a Chihuahua-based academic and farmers’ leader, recalls a sign hanging outside a local bookstore. “If knowledge is gained through punishment, then Mexico shall be learning a lot.” Under this criterion, Felipe Calderón was the president of learning. His war against drug trafficking had a tragic outcome: 8,867 dead in 2007; 14,006 in 2008; 19,803 in 2009; 20,757 in 2010; 27,199 in 2011; and 10,607 in the first four months of 2012. The National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) registered 106,249 murders in total up to mid-2012. This is an average of nineteen per day.

According to Amnesty International, the number of cases of enforced disappearance with the involvement of the Mexican Army during Calderón’s six-year term is alarming. It verges on generalized repression. Mexico’s human rights record could be considered on a par with the military dictatorships of the Southern Cone of Latin America in the 1970s and 1980s.

This is no exaggeration. Twenty-seven human rights defenders were killed and eight were victims of enforced disappearance between January 2005 and May 2011, according to the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH). There are 523 open investigations for presumed violations against human rights defenders in the last five years and five months.

Mariano Francisco Saynez, the then secretary of the navy, complained that such data unfairly tarnished the prestige and good name of the state security institutions. In his eyes, scrutiny of the security forces by citizen groups was counterproductive because, he claimed, criminal groups would take advantage of the clamor by human rights advocates to do their evil.

Journalists do not fare much better: Mexico is one of the most dangerous places in the world to exercise what Gabriel García Márquez referred to as “the best trade in the world.” Sixty-eight journalists were murdered between 2005 and March 2011, according to the CNDH. In the same period, thirteen media workers disappeared. Eighty-nine percent of the crimes went unpunished.

The situation did not go unnoticed by the United Nations. “Attacks and killings of media workers seriously undermine the right of citizens to be informed, in addition to creating fear in society” said Irina Bukova, general director of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

Not even good relations with the afterlife were any guarantee of security under the Calderón administration. More than a hundred evangelical ministers were kidnapped during the six-year term, according to Arturo Farela, president of the National Confraternity of Evangelical Churches. A report released by this organization stated that between 2008 and 2011, the most dangerous states for pastoral work were Baja California, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Durango, State of Mexico, Guerrero, Jalisco, Michoacán, Nuevo León, Sinaloa, and Tamaulipas. Congregations of evangelical and Christian churches in eleven states of the republic have had to pay out extortion fees of between ten thousand and thirty thousand pesos for their security. Pastor Josué Ramírez Santiago of the El Shaddai Evangelical Church, in Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán, was kidnapped by a criminal gang. His captors demanded almost twenty million pesos for his release.

Catholics did not fare better. Mexico ranks the third most dangerous country for priests. Fourteen Catholic workers, two priests, and two seminarians met violent deaths in Mexico during the Calderón era. The most violent year was 2011. This compares with one death under Carlos Salinas de Gortari (Cardinal Juan Jesús Posadas Ocampo), three under Ernesto Zedillo, and four under Vicente Fox, according to the Multimedia Catholic Center.

Even election pollsters fell victim to organized crime. Nine were disappeared in the run-up to the governor’s election in Apatizangán, Michoacán, in August 2011. Nobody is safe in this municipality—four distributors of the Yellow Pages were also disappeared.

La Venia Bendita (The Blessed Consent) is a popular song sung by Marco Antonio Solís. The ballad laments “so many deaths nowadays—where to bury them all?”

It is not hard to take this song sung by Los Bukis as the unofficial anthem of the Calderón era.



	2. Translator’s note: Nota roja, literally “red note,” or red press, is a popular genre of Mexican tabloid press devoted to sensationalist stories of criminal violence and gore.











 



3  The Emergency Brake



The Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity

“I am Nepomuceno Moreno Núñez,” said the man with gray hair and thick mustache in front of a crowd at the Theater of Peace in San Luis Potosí on June 5, 2011. “I am fifty-six years old and I come from Hermosillo, Sonora. I am here because I have lost my nineteen-year-old son, Jorge Mario Moreno León. Four boys disappeared that night, and tragically one of them, Mario Islas, was killed. My son and his two friends, José Francisco Mercado Ortega and Giovanni Otero, are missing for over a year now.”

“The authorities have been no help to us,” he told Desinformémonos. “They always say the same thing, just wasting time. I have filed a lawsuit against them because they spoiled the video evidence. Even then I managed to solve the case but they didn’t want to know anything. This is because they are colluding [with the criminals]. The police picked up the kids and handed them over to criminals. The authorities like to say that the state of Sonora is safe, and they always come out with data and statistics saying that the state has one of the lowest crime rates. These are pure lies—the dead are hidden, that’s all.”

“We will have to wait and see … I don’t know … they could kill one of us. What could happen is that they take one of us down. They will have to kill one of us because we are barking in their faces. That is just the way things are here.”

Implacable in his fight against the Sonora government to get his son back alive, Nepomuceno joined the march of the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity (MPJD) from Cuernavaca to the Federal District, in May 2011. Six months later, on November 28, he was murdered in the streets of Sonora. “The bullets that killed Nepomuceno were the response he got for a father’s love for his son,” the peace movement said in a statement, “for his desire for justice and his involvement in the cause of peace in Mexico.”

Nepomuceno Moreno Núñez is one of a long list of relatives of the disappeared and victims of Calderón’s war who fought a long, lonely battle with the authorities for the return of their loved ones. And suddenly, in forming a movement they found many others like themselves.

The MPJD was convened by the poet Javier Sicilia, an intellectual inspired by liberation theology and the thoughts of Ivan Illich. Sicilia’s son Juan Francisco was killed on March 28, 2011, by a gang of gunmen, alongside six other people. Thousands of people like Nepomuceno breathed life in this unprecedented, genuine, and vigorous movement that demanded that the authorities put an end to insecurity, impunity, and the failed war against drug trafficking.

“We have had enough!” shouted Javier Sicilia, filled with pain. His scream was directed at both the criminals and the government. Through his outrage he sought not to lobby the authorities but rather to mobilize society. Without mainstream media backing, the movement emerged as the most definitive expression of citizen frustration against criminal violence and Felipe Calderón’s war against drug trafficking.

The movement worked out a program with six demands, read by Sicilia in the Zocalo plaza in Mexico City:

We demand truth and justice for the dead and disappeared, and for the victims to be named.

We demand to put an end to the war strategy and to assume a citizen security approach.

We demand to combat corruption and impunity.

We demand to combat the economic sources and earnings of crime.

We demand immediate attention for the youth and effective actions to restore the social fabric.

We demand a participative democracy, a better representative democracy and the democratization of the media.

The vigorous and nascent citizen movement against violence, the militarization of the country, and the criminalization of its victims took to the streets on May 8, 2011. A day earlier, carrying the national flag as a standard, a caravan of two hundred people began a march from the city of Cuernavaca heading to the nation’s capital.

Like a river that feeds on its tributaries, the cry of “Enough is Enough!” brought together various already existing movements, movements like the Kaminatas against Death protests in Ciudad Juárez and Chihuahua, and the protests by the parents of the victims of the ABC nursery massacre in Sonora. The No Más Sangre (No More Blood) campaign joined the MPJD mobilizations, as did the followers of Benjamín Le Barón and Fr. Alejandro Solalinde Guerra’s movement in support of undocumented immigrants.

The No Más Sangre campaign was a watershed in this process of organizing citizen discontent. Convened by a group of cartoonists led by Eduardo del Rio, known as Rius, thousands took to the streets to protest on January 10, 2011. The aim of the initiative, according to the cartoonist, was to show the government that people were fed up living in anguish and widespread fear. “We hope that people join this campaign and not wait cross-armed for the government to do something to stop this absurd war that serves no purpose,” said Rius.

Father Solalinde is the coordinator for the Pastoral Care of Human Mobility organization based in the south of Mexico. He has been constantly threatened and attacked by both local authorities and criminal groups. His crime is to run a shelter for migrants offering a temporary roof and food for those traveling by railroad to the north. In 2008, the mayor of Ixtepec backed by a dozen policemen and three dozen locals threatened to burn the shelter to the ground if it did not close within forty-eight hours. Father Solalinde has been imprisoned several times on bogus charges.



The Emergency Brake of History

In his book One-Way Street, Walter Benjamin argues that if the proletarian revolution fails to materialize in time, the economic and technical progress of capitalism is destined to end in disaster. One can apply a similar logic to the idea and energy behind the formation of the MPJD: the militarization of the country will inevitably lead to disaster if the citizen revolt led by the victims of Felipe Calderón’s war against drug trafficking does not come in time.

“Marx says that revolutions are the locomotives of world history,” wrote Benjamin. “But the situation may be quite different. Perhaps revolutions are not the train ride, but the human race grabbing for the emergency brake.” The metaphor illuminates the awakening against the police and military intrusions of the Calderón era. Like a brake to stop the train, the civil resistance that refused to remain silent organized to stop the government war strategy from driving the nation to the abyss.

Such a movement can only be constituted from the moral authority of the victims and their families. It can only prosper from the dialogue of those who are suffering the loss of loved ones, those who are directly suffering because of government strategy. The victims must speak out, and not their lawyers or their intermediaries. They have the right to raise their voices and must define the path of their own struggle. They are the heart of the movement, its inspiration and source of legitimacy. This has been understood by Javier Sicilia and his compañeros and acted upon.

As evidenced by the experience of the MPJD, the victims began to politicize their suffering when placed on the front lines of a radical experience. The starting point for their activism springs from an individual moral decision born out of injustice. They choose an ethical alternative. The power to demilitarize the country and repair the damage is found in the morality of their actions, both individual and collective.

The movement for peace sought to bring each and every voice to the cause, because only with collective action could the locomotive of war be derailed. It sought to add the notables and the commoners, the religious and the atheists, the literate and the plain people. Each and every one had something to say. But the voice of the victims was the most prominent.

The call was taken up by a diverse congregation of political actors and social groups excluded from the current party political regime. They were joined by grassroots sectors of the Catholic Church who wanted nothing to do with the barbarities perpetrated by its hierarchy. The Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity opened a civil space for the excluded to slip into.

The movement was born in a random manner. The path of many of its participants went from fear to indignation, indignation to protest, protest to mobilization, and mobilization to movement. Its organizing platform was precarious by nature since birth and its perspectives as diverse as its origins.

Forging unity between the victims was an arduous task, in part due to the diversity of circumstances and visions of the affected. The map of pain drawn by the war against drug trafficking was traced with all the colors of the political, social, and religious spectrum.

Forging unity in a movement beyond particular interests and ideological stereotypes was a delicate procedure, perhaps only made possible because of the urgency of the national catastrophe.

Nevertheless, along the way some leaders of civil organizations involved in the campaign were bought off with money and perks by the federal government, while other leaders were offered public positions in order to silence them.

The poetry of the MPJD’s dissidence became an exercise in arduous organizational grammar. Determined to pull the emergency brake on the locomotive of militarization, the citizen revolt born of the moral pressure of the victims created a sui generis social mobilization.



The Caravan of Solace

Seventy-seven days after the murder of Javier Sicilia’s son, more than five hundred people formed the Caravana del Consuelo (Caravan of Solace) in June 2011. The caravan traveled almost three thousand kilometers across Mexico, crossing twelve states and holding mass events in nine. During those seven days, hundreds of mothers, wives, and children gave testimony to their pain as the caravan provided a platform for them to find their voice.

Other victims joined them along the way, and together they found a little solace from the grief, anger, and fatigue afflicting and oppressing them. In doing so, they began to form a devastating and authentic critique of power born from the experience of unjust suffering.

By their side, thousands of citizens accompanied the victims in demonstrations, meetings, and gatherings. They showed that, as Theodor Adorno once wrote, our most elementary evaluative judgments are based on compassion and our feeling for the pain of others.

If the victims were aggrieved because they felt ignored and unable to speak out about their suffering, then the Caravan of Solace was first of all an act of justice. The caravan gave the victims a platform to speak from and obliged others to listen, and as such, was the first step toward addressing the victim’s grievances. As they aired their grievances, their testimonies entered the public imagination, and from there into the nation’s political consciousness. And in doing so, it brought down the barriers that segregated the right of victims to communicate to others about their suffering.

The Caravan of Solace—as before with the Caravan of Peace—began to pry open the doors of dialogue. It did so without having to temper its voice or, better said, it constructed its own voice along the road. In The Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari wrote: “It is the despot who establishes the practice of writing; and it is the imperial formation that makes graphism into a system of writing in the proper sense of the term.” In this sense, the caravan managed to say “no!” to that vocabulary. In a time of confusion and perplexity and in a moment of fear and mistrust, the caravan took the floor without asking permission and said something different about the militarization of the country. “More poetry, less police!” was the clamor at the San Luis Potosí event. For the victims of the war against drug trafficking, the caravan simultaneously seized the right to speak and gave legitimacy to the victim’s voice.

Along the way, it became evident that the voice of pain has a woman’s face. The heartrending chorus of women’s laments showed that, in addition to being victims of violence, they also face gender discrimination as well as being considered “spoils of war” by aggressors.

María Herrero Magdaleno was one of those voices. She was holding a canvas with a photograph of her four children: Gustavo, Luis, Salvador, and Raúl. Two disappeared on August 28, 2008, in Atoyac, Guerrero, and the other two on September 22, 2010, on the road to Vega de la Torre, Veracruz. “I don’t know how to speak,” she told the crowd, her face covered in tears, “but with all the pain I carry, I have come to speak to you.”

The Caravan of Solace also revealed the extent of the violence inflicted upon the indigenous population. First of all they are trapped by location, since their territories are used by drug cartels to grow narcotics or as clandestine transit routes. Secondly, the narcos use the indigenous as field labor in the cultivation process, or as drug mules to cross the border. On top of this, indigenous communities suffer repression from military and police, forces that are often in collusion with the cartels.

Of all the denunciations heard by the caravan along its route, the plight of the indigenous of Ostula, Michoacán, was one of the most dramatic. Almost three dozen community members had been killed or gone missing as a result of the war, leaving scores of widows, orphans, and displaced families.

Ostula is an indigenous community caught up in a vicious struggle to defend its territory and autonomy, while exercising the right to self-defense. For the members of the community, the war against drug trafficking is a continuation of the same historical process of dispossession, this time by drug cartels. The violence continues a long Mexican tradition of irrigating the land with indigenous blood as the usurpers steal what is left of the heritage of indigenous communities and the nation.

On June 10, the Caravan of Solace arrived in Ciudad Juárez, baptized by Sicilia as “the epicenter of pain.” Meetings were held in the Autonomous University of Ciudad Juárez to discuss the program and future of the movement. The debate was intense. What emerged from the sessions was a long proclamation listing an array of demands going far beyond the scope of the movement’s previous work.

A day later, Javier Sicilia addressed a meeting with the Latino community in Texas. Leaving aside the new program approved at the heated Juárez sessions, he read out the original six starting points of the movement. This caused a rupture in the movement between Sicilia and the main body of the movement body, supported by some left-wing groups.

Sicilia argued that he had not broken the mandate of the Juárez agreements. He felt the final document from the Juárez meeting was not complete and contained some very real procedural problems. For the poet, consensus had not been reached with the new program for the movement.

The symbolism of the city of Juárez was at the center of the dispute. Local activists wanted the city to be the epicenter of the movement, as well as “the epicenter of pain.” The initiative was not supported by other activists who preferred a more national perspective.

According to María Elizabeth Flores, director of the Center for Pastoral Work in Ciudad Juárez and an active participant in the meeting, “the agreement with Ciudad Juárez was that the pact [would come out of] the discussion of an agreed agenda that would be developed through discussion tables in the classrooms of the Autonomous University of Ciudad Juárez, and not from any pre-established pact.”

Javier Sicilia did not comply with the agreement, said Flores. “In the end, every resolution from each table was agreed upon,” she wrote in a letter published in Proceso. “One cannot leave out any of them, nor evaluate if any demand should be included or not. We are all participants, mediators and facilitators of the dialogue, not censors.”

In response, the poet claimed that the “hard Left” had taken over the sessions and pushed through a set of “crazy and absurd” resolutions on top of the original six points of the movement. According to him, these demands were gibberish. Taking these demands into the dialogue with the government would be a suicidal move, claimed Sicilia.

Despite these internal tensions, the caravan was a success. It brought people’s grief, previously silenced, discredited, and scattered around the country, into the public arena. The value of the victims’ dignity was given some public recognition. For the first time, relatives of the victims became recognized as victims of an absurd war and not as suspected dupes for organized crime.

Thousands of citizens overcame their fear of criminal gangs, police, and military by going into the streets, speaking out and demanding the return of soldiers to their barracks. Others began to see that collective action makes sense. And almost everyone involved in the mobilization was in agreement that things would never go back to how they had been before.

Despite these achievements, the movement had difficulty in sustaining momentum. The victims would have to not only organize themselves but also ensure that their voice was still heard when the clamor of the caravan and the mobilization had passed. The legitimacy and raison d’être of the movement rested on the shoulders the victims, but they were not as yet organizing autonomously. Sicilia and the original organizers understood this as key to the continuity and moral authority of the movement.

The MPJD successfully changed the discourse and language used by the government in talking about the war against drug trafficking. Through dialogue it forced the government to make the victims an official concern, when before they were merely suspected of sympathizing with the drug cartels. But despite these advances, it was not enough to change the government’s strategy to militarize the country.



The Chiaroscuros of the Chapultepec Dialogues

On June 24, 2011, the Movement for Peace held a public dialogue with President Felipe Calderón at Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City, unleashing an intense and bitter debate. The media and journalists traditionally close to the government presented it as an example of Calderón’s ability to listen to his detractors. Conversely, significant sectors of the Mexican Left and various intellectuals criticized the talks as a maneuver to distract from bigger issues and a way of legitimating a severely disreputable government.

The issues at stake were complicated. No one wanted to give a sense of legitimacy to Calderón’s government, but an encounter of that nature should not be a matter of principles, but a correlation of forces. Any struggle that is not insurrectional must negotiate with the government. Moreover, a mobilization that demands justice, the reparation of damages, and policy change has an imperative to dialogue.

Within the victims’ movement itself, some argued against entering the dialogue because Felipe Calderón had stolen the elections and lacked legitimacy. Presented like this, the matter becomes an ideological matter with no exit. Of course Calderón lacked legitimacy, but that lack of legitimacy was precisely what led him to pursue the war against drug trafficking in the first place. However, to dialogue or not dialogue is not a matter of the legitimacy of the adversary, but of force. It is a matter of the movement engaging in dialogue with those who have the capacity to resolve their demands. And a convergence of victims demanding justice must necessarily negotiate with those responsible and capable of meeting their demands.

The MPJD managed to get the president of the republic to sit down and hold a public dialogue. Members of a victims’ group, heavily critical of the government’s policy, got to tell the nation’s president what they wanted him to hear in front of the media. Felipe Calderón was obliged to respond to their grievances. It was an extraordinary encounter for the nation, considering the authoritarian tradition of Mexico’s rulers as well as the climate of confrontation in which the dialogues took place.

This was the first opportunity for the victims to formally present their concerns to the president. When María de la Luz Dávila had addressed Calderón with her famous “Excuse me, Mr. President, I cannot welcome you here …” in February 2010 in Ciudad Juárez, it was an interruption of an official speech and against the current.

The victims who took the floor in Chapultepec did so not to endorse the president, but to tell their truth and demand justice. They gave no concessions. They were at the center of the dialogue, not in the wings. They addressed Felipe Calderón in no uncertain terms. “We are assaulted by authorities who know nothing of our right to autonomy and free determination,” said Salvador Campanur Sánchez, an indigenous representative from the community of Cherán. “They criminalize our struggles, steal our wealth and are applying a policy of extermination against us.”

Felipe Calderón also came out strong from the meeting and defended his war strategy. He did not give an inch on his position. We have reason, law, and force on our side, he insisted, reaffirming what he said on May 5, 2011. He used the mass media in his favor. And he took advantage of the opportunity to take a photo-op with his critics.

For those who considered his presidency illegitimate, the meeting was a total failure—a betrayal, even. What was central for them was not the victims’ vindication, or their opportunity to speak out. The defining takeaway from the meeting, according to this logic, was that Calderón gained a sense of legitimacy from the occasion. Perhaps those who considered the meeting a failure did not take into account the dignity of the victims’ cause or recognize the fact that the meeting allowed the victims to be seen as legitimate victims in the public eye and no longer suspected of being somehow involved with the criminals.

Nevertheless, it is important to look at the dialogue from another perspective. The Movement for Peace is, fundamentally, a convergence of victims demanding justice. Their program questions the entire political class and not just the president. Whether the president is legitimate or not is not their central concern. As a movement, the 2012 elections were not their focus and their actions were not premised in the fraudulent elections of 2006. This is another matter—it has other origins, a different perspective, and another language. To expect the victims’ movement to behave like a traditional oppositional social movement is to fail to understand its nature and its logic.

During the meeting, Javier Sicilia took the floor and greeted, embraced, and kissed his adversaries. Faithful to his Catholic, evangelical, and Gandhian origins, he presented President Calderón with a rosary. For Sicilia a kiss is a democratic act. But these gestures precipitated an avalanche of criticism from certain left-wing critics.

At that time the MPJD was not, in spite of its name, a broad movement, but a collective expression of solidarity around Javier Sicilia. It was more a state of mind than a permanent organization. The call of the poet had brought together thousands of citizens weary of violence and dismayed by public insecurity and the militarization of the country. The dialogues with the president gave the burgeoning movement a greater sense of political presence.

Up to the emergence of the MPJD, no political or social force had gained national visibility for the victims of the war against drug trafficking. Javier Sicilia’s initiative changed all that. The poet and his supporters managed to do what the Left did not want or was unable to do. Speaking from a radical pacifist position and from the perspective of the victims, Sicilia and his followers managed to harness a wave of social discontent against militarization.

When considering the Chapultepec dialogue, let us recall Mephistopheles’s words in Goethe’s Faust. “All theory, dear friend, is gray, but the golden tree of life springs ever green.” In the chiaroscuros of the meeting, we witnessed something of great relevance: the victims began to become the subjects of change. And that was more important for the country and its democratization than Felipe Calderón consolidating his grip on power in the short term.



The Caravan to the South

The first dialogue with the president was followed on July 28 by a meeting with high-level members of the Senate and House of Deputies, also in Chapultepec Castle. Electoral winds were already in the air. For five hours the activists did not hold back. From Sicilia’s opening speech on, they named names and pointed out the guilty and the responsible. The citizen movement accused the legislators of being co-responsible for the fifty thousand deaths in the war against drug trafficking. Moved by the testimonies, some legislators were driven to publicly apologize for not engaging properly with the issue.

The legislators made commitments to make a Victims Law and push through legislation to bring about an end to the violence. But they refused to sign any document, insisting that the true capital of elected representatives was their word.

“I have been criticized for embracing the president and kissing the hand of the prosecutor,” said Javier Sicilia, “but I don’t care. You are awesome and here are my affections.” The legislators were awarded with a round of the poet’s kisses and hugs.

Sicilia and the movement took an overtly optimistic analysis from the meeting. This was reflected in a piece written in El Universal the following day by human rights activist Emilio Álvarez Icaza, a leading light in the movement. “There are reasons for thinking that the people have recovered the Congress of the Union,” he wrote, confidently, “and that this act helps build citizens’ confidence in the institutions.”

This optimism was tempered immediately by José González Morfín, president of the Board of Political Coordination of the Senate. González clarified that the Congress of the Union would not offer any formal response to any commitments made during the meeting until the following September.

Álvarez Icaza warned that if the deal fell through, the MPJD would extract a toll at the election urns. It was, of course, a threat without sustenance. The peace movement was an exemplary social mobilization, making headway on many fronts in a short time. It brought the human cost of an absurd and failed war to light. It brought the president of the republic and members of the Congress of the Union to the table. It made an impact on public opinion. But it lacked the organizational and convening capacity to press the parties electorally in any way.

As the second dialogue of Chapultepec Castle approached, Javier Sicilia and an ad hoc group of supporters organized on Twitter held a demonstration at the Chamber of Deputies in Mexico City to press for electoral reform. Very few people turned up. It is one thing to have a large social media presence and another to summon people to action. Volumes of tweets do not signify a movement. Professional politicians may pay tweeters to work for them on social networks, but organizing a street movement is a different matter.

If the dialogue with the legislators was a mixed bag, attempts to dialogue with the judiciary power were a nonstarter. The magistrates reluctantly accepted a meeting but on the condition that it took place in their offices. The movement couldn’t agree to this and the initiative collapsed.

Another peace caravan was organized with the aim of mobilizing tens of thousands in the south of the country. On September 9, 2011, the Caravan to the South left Mexico City on a 3,500-kilometer route over an eleven-day period, mobilizing tens of thousands of people along the way before returning en masse to converge on the Zocalo.

As the caravan made its way through states like Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas, it met with indigenous communities suffering paramilitary and army repression, and documented 221 cases of human rights violations. Relatives of the disappeared of Felipe Calderón’s war against drug trafficking met with relatives of the victims of the dirty war demanding justice for the dead and the disappeared of the counterinsurgency war against the poor and indigenous in the south. Building this bridge of solidarity between the old grievances around land and power and the new grievances over public insecurity was one of the tangible outcomes of the Caravan to the South.

The clamor to stop the war that began up north in Juárez was placed alongside previous and current denunciations of military abuses down south. Before the Mexican Army went on the streets of Chihuahua, Nuevo Leon, or Sinaloa, it patrolled indigenous regions in the south and turned the state of Chiapas into a huge military barracks. Participants of the caravan began to understand the army violence in the north in the context of the history of repression in the south.

The meeting between the two sets of grievances was not always easy. If one of the first casualties of the war against drug trafficking has been human rights, in the south the violation of human rights is a historical and recurring occurrence. Back then it was simply called government repression. Many popular organizations in the south continue the struggle for recognition and justice for crimes past, and continue to suffer in the present. This experience has meant that they have built their own organizational culture, identity, and language over the long years. This culture is often quite different from that of the MPJD. At times the encounter between the different groups seemed like a modern version of the Tower of Babel. Of course the ubiquitous vanguard organizations of the Far Left were also added to the mix, with their insistence that the peace caravan take the insurrectionary route to the Winter Palace.

Despite this, at various points of the exhausting route, activists on the caravan and popular grassroots organizations found common ground during the meetings and discussions. Through the process of asking each other questions, they found common answers. How does the war against drug trafficking affect us? How are we dealing with the war? What are we doing to stop the war? How are we organizing to stop it? On what points of strategy do we agree or disagree? What acts of resistance can we take together to stop the war and build peace?

The passage of the Caravan to the South shone a light on the treacherous conditions for the poor and indigenous peoples in the region, and for undocumented Central American migrants. Kidnapping and extortion were not exclusive to the well-off. Teachers, factory workers, and peasants were also forced to pay fees to criminals or face the consequences. Organized crime acts with the protection of local police and authorities in a sinister pact of impunity.

The caravan also witnessed how some of the most successful self-defense experiences are the work of indigenous peoples and communities fighting for their autonomy. Despite harassment from both paramilitaries and the military, the Zapatista region in the state of Chiapas remains one of the safest in the country in terms of narco-violence. In La Montaña, Guerrero, the community police movement, like the Zapatistas, has reduced crime rates to minimal levels.

The Caravan of the South also served as a reminder of the enormous debt that the nation owes to the indigenous peoples. Despite signing the San Andrés Accords for indigenous rights and culture on February 16, 1996, the government has yet to fulfill its commitments. Instead the Senate and all the political parties pushed through a watered-down reform act on indigenous rights in 2001, widely recognized as a mockery. The betrayal of the San Andrés Accords opened a deep gap between the political class and the citizens, and created the conditions for the current crisis of representation.

Finally, and inexplicably, the caravan never met with the EZLN. Twenty-five thousand Zapatistas marched through the streets of San Cristóbal in support of the National March for Peace and Justice on May 7, 2011. “We mobilized to support those who fight for life,” said the rebels, “and to whom the bad government responds with death.” No other political force in the country took to the streets in such numbers, and yet the anticipated meeting never took place without either group explaining why.



Between the Ballots and the Blank Vote

After the presidential report of September 1, 2013, the forthcoming elections consumed the national political agenda. The left parties pressured the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity to become involved, but the organization and Javier Sicilia made a conscious effort to keep the struggle of the victims separate from the election campaigns. The distance between the left parties and the movement grew further. As election fever took hold, the MPJD found it increasingly difficult to keep the attention of the public or to mobilize people in the streets in any great numbers.

On October 14, three months after the first meeting at Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City, a second dialogue between President Felipe Calderón and the peace movement was held. The government attempted to bring other victims’ groups with clear government sympathies into the dialogue, but the MPJD resisted the maneuver. “We are not the same as these other organizations you want us to sit down with,” said Javier Sicilia to the then secretary of the interior, José Blake Mora. “We represent all the victims of the country that you have ignored.”

The atmosphere was tense. Even before the event began, Javier Sicilia created a scene when the Presidential General Staff tried to search him as he entered the chambers. The military security also intervened to prevent the victims’ relatives from bringing in photos of their loved ones.

At the meeting, Father Miguel Concha cast aspersions on the military strategy that “has caused possible irreparable damage to the country.” The Dominican priest continued: “One of the unwanted phenomena created by militarization is the emergence of paramilitary social-cleansing groups, at least tolerated and we hope not directly promoted by the federal, state and municipal governments.”

Felipe Calderón justified his position by reiterating the claim that the population had requested the presence of the army in the streets. He rejected any outright criticism of the state. “It is not the state that assassinates or systematically represses or mutilates victims.” He acknowledged that “it is true that (the state) has not fulfilled its function of protecting the people” and accepted the need to introduce a Victims Law.

During the election campaigns, support for the movement dried up. Nevertheless, some of the most pressing concerns came from within the movement itself. Activists like Julián Le Barón, the dissident Mormon leader and organizer of community self-defense in Chihuahua, broke with the coalition.

“I joined Javier Sicilia,” he explained in an interview with Nacho Lozano, “because he went to the government of Morelos demanding the arrest of those responsible for the murder of his son within exactly 13 days. But then the Movement for Peace entered into dialogue, and I think that was the biggest mistake. Because now we’re going in with the weakest tool we have—our rhetoric, and we are up against professionals who have us in their claws. That’s why I told him that I was separating from the movement and he understood. I think the only real way to dialogue with the authorities is through taking action.”

The Chamber of Deputies eventually approved a Victims Law, only for it to be blocked by Felipe Calderón on constitutional grounds. His reasoning was that legislation passed by Congress had no jurisdiction over states and municipalities and furthermore, the new legislation failed to clarify terms of compensation for the victims.

On May 28, 2012, shortly before the elections, the Movement for Peace met with the four presidential candidates again at Chapultepec Castle. Sicilia did not hold back. “You’re not listening to your heart,” the poet scolded Enrique Peña Nieto: “I don’t hear it vibrating with the pain of the victims. I only hear a cold speech that terrifies, terrifies us all. I don’t hear one word of mercy or compassion in the face of so much pain.”

Much to the irritation of his supporters, Sicilia snapped when confronting the left candidate Andres López Obrador. “For many people you signify intolerance and deafness. Your campaign slogan is for a ‘Loving Republic’ but you don’t practice what you preach with those that disagree with you. You showed little more than political resentment and vengeance in the wake of the 2006 elections. You suffer from a messiah complex and lack the self-critical ability to recognize corruption within your own political party.”

López Obrador responded that he could not be placed in the same category as the other corrupt and repressive politicians, considering his track record of fighting for human rights for more than thirty years.

In the end, Javier Sicilia advocated returning a blank ballot paper for the 2012 elections. Since not one of the political parties endorsed the six-point program of the peace movement, this was the only act of resistance remaining. Not going to the polls was, for him, “the only way to put pressure on the parties for a profound change that gives us justice.” His call was barely heard. The Left argued that a null or blank vote only benefited the regime and the PRI.

After the elections, the MPJD organized a new caravan, this time in the United States. It crisscrossed twenty-two cities in a month, denouncing the role that U.S. weapons play in the Mexican tragedy. The tour’s impact on public opinion was very limited. The movement’s moment had slipped away.

The incoming president Enrique Peña Nieto signed the General Victims’ Law on January 10, 2013. Mexico is a country hurt by crime, he said during the ceremony, where thousands of people have suffered the ravages of violence. The state cannot be deaf to the voices of society, he stressed, because the dignity of a nation is reflected in the way it treats the victims of crime and prosecutes lawbreakers.

Javier Sicilia welcomed the law on behalf of the Movement for Peace. “We recognize this gesture; we welcome it, we embrace it, we celebrate it as a consolation and a hope that comes to us in the middle of the night, as a first step toward the justice and peace that the nation merits, and as a great and profound democratic gesture.”

His initial optimism faded soon after, when it became clear that the government had no intention of implementing the law.

“The General Victims Law will be useless,” warned Sicilia on the occasion of the third anniversary of the MPJD, March 30, 2014, “unless the authorities give a clear sign of their commitment to strengthen and comply with it.” He lamented how the president gave the impression of being on the side of the victims, promoting the general law and recognizing the debt owed by the state, only to behave like all other governments in erasing the victims. Peña Nieto began his government like a statesman, said the poet, and then became like any old traditional authoritarian PRI leader. The poet accused Peña Nieto of returning to an imperial style of presidency. “One who wants to not only administer hell,” said Sicilia, “but to lord over it as well.”



The Murder Machine

The Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity, beyond its enormous achievements, could not be the emergency brake on the locomotive of a barbarous war. The movement survived but lost its previous capacity to mobilize great numbers in the street. Today it is closer to being a kind of NGO rather than a civic force. The cycle of caravans and national dialogues with the authorities has concluded. The Movement for Peace is still a moral reference in matters of public security but has lost the power to influence the political agenda.

The flourishing of community police and self-defense groups in one-third of the country in 2012 is not unconnected to the fact that the governments of Felipe Calderón and Enrique Peña Nieto closed down the peaceful path to address the national tragedy as represented by the MPJD.

The civic mobilization spearheaded by Sicilia underlined the urgency to find solutions to these challenges. The refusal of the powers that be to deal with them seriously created the conditions for a new cycle of struggle against public insecurity in which the citizens and communities could legitimately take matters into their own hands.

The MPJD clearly understood this new situation. For them, the emergence of self-defense groups in the country was a “necessary evil” and “an absolutely legitimate option” due to the inability of the authorities to provide peace and security for the population.

The defenselessness of the Movement for Peace became apparent as members were murdered with impunity. In December 2012, during a poorly planned caravan of solidarity in Ostula, Michoacán, community member José Trinidad de la Cruz—known as Don Trino—was tortured and murdered in front of twelve helpless caravan activists. The crime had a profound impact on the movement. Despite all their human rights denunciations and work to defend the victims of the war, they were powerless to stop the murder of even one of their own or to bring the assailants to justice.

“It seems worthy to me that someone would take up a gun to say: ‘They are not going to take my dignity away or the dignity of a community,’ ” said Javier Sicilia to Agencia EFE. “Nonviolence works with rational people,” he added. “Gandhi would not have worked in Nazi Germany. We have tried to make it work, but it seems that for all that we are doing … no.”

For the poet, it is “absolutely legitimate” to take up arms in self-defense. “I am against weapons, but I am much more against helplessness. It is intolerable that people are suffering as their children are being killed, their daughters kidnapped, raped, and dismembered because the government fails to fulfill its duty to provide peace and security for these citizens.” The poet was unequivocal on the issue: “I am in agreement with the people who arm themselves for self-defense.”

Sicilia saw the self-defense groups as a reflection of the fact that the Mexican state is “deeply corrupt and filled with impunity.” Insomuch as the so-called national emergency to protect citizens is not taken seriously by the government, it is a legitimate duty of the population to take up arms in order to defend its integrity.

“The political class has to learn to see and listen to what the self-defense groups are doing and saying. If the nation and the state are to be saved, the political class must change its conduct and work on the side of the citizen resistance, for the needs of the people and for peace and justice.”

“Otherwise,” warned the poet, “the authorities’ blindness and deafness will continue to feed the murder machine and leaves us with only one way to retain our dignity: to continue resisting.”







 



4  Bitter Guerrero



Hell in Paradise

On the afternoon of Saturday, November 16, 2013, two peasant farmers arrived at a community meeting in Atoyac in the state of Guerrero. A man was waiting for them. As soon as he spotted them, he opened fire with a 9mm pistol. Juan Lucena Ríos and José Luis Sotelo Martínez were shot dead in their white Nissan Estaquita truck, four bullets each. The gunman fled.

Juan and José Luis were community representatives from El Paraíso, a town of about six thousand people. The town is nestled in the heart of the coffee region of the Costa Grande, and many of its inhabitants are coffee growers. Poppy is planted nearby. The production of marijuana was abandoned because it’s no longer good business. La Familia and Nueva Generación Cartels are fighting for control of the territory.

The two El Paraíso community leaders were killed one day before the announcement of the formation of a community police force. They were preparing to take a stand against organized crime, like so many other beleaguered communities around them. A month previous, José Luis Sotelo Martínez’s twenty-seven-year-old daughter had been kidnapped by a criminal gang known as Los Rojos, allegedly associated with the Beltrán Leyva Cartel. The members of the community came to the decision that they had nobody but themselves to turn to. Nearly three hundred communitarians gathered what arms they had and located and rescued her.

El Paraíso was badly hit by Tropical Storm Manuel and Hurricane Ingrid, and flooding devastated the coffee plantations. As leaders of the community, Juan and José Luis had fought for hurricane relief funds to compensate for the damages, and against the efforts of the state government to relocate the town to another territory far from El Paraíso.

Juan and José Luis were not the only social leaders killed in Guerrero during Governor Ángel Aguirre Rivero’s tenure. The Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) representative took office for a second term on April 1, 2011. By the beginning of 2014, seventeen community activists had been murdered. Among the slain were Rocío Mesino, leader of the Peasant Organization of the Sierra del Sur (Organizatión de la Campesina de la Sierra del Sur, OCSS), killed on October 19, 2013, in the wake of the formation of a community police force in Atoyac. Also, social leaders Ana Lilia Gatica and Luis Olivares of the Popular Organization of Producers of the Costa Grande (OPPCG) were executed extrajudicially on November 10. Very few of these cases lead to prosecutions.

The bloody saga of Governor Aguirre began with the violent dispersal of a student protest on December 12, 2011. Jorge Alexis Herrera Pino and Gabriel Echeverría de Jesús, two students from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College, were shot dead in the street by the police.

These crimes, presumably committed by local authorities, are not isolated deeds. The areas of Guerrero with the strongest tradition of popular self-organization have been saturated with military and police. The armed forces came into the La Montaña region under the pretext of setting up food kitchens as part of the government program combating hunger. The army presence led to more rigorous controls and repression for the civil population.

Organized crime is thriving in Guerrero; large quantities of narcotics are produced in the region, which also serves as a transit route for shipments heading north. Communities located in the disputed territories like El Paraíso become caught up in violent disputes between cartels over drug routes and markets. Ironically, while the Mexican Army and the police concentrate on counterinsurgency maneuvers against organized peasant groups, the drug cartels go about their nefarious business with almost complete impunity.

Citizen and community police have also felt the brunt of government repression. On August 21, 2013, a police and military offensive led to the imprisoning of more than forty members of the community police. They were accused of being kidnappers and terrorists. As an added punishment, some were sent to out-of-state prisons.

The community police in Guerrero come from indigenous, Afro-descendant and mestizo peasant communities faced with increasing insecurity in their regions, which has obliged them to defend themselves. They have uncovered links between public officials, law enforcement, and organized crime in various municipalities.

Until recently, Mexican constitutional law offered legal support defending the rights of communities to organize their self-defense. Guerrero State Law 701 recognized the validity of a community-based security and justice system. However, the federal government strong-armed the state congress into approving new legislation replacing community self-organized forces with completely obsolete police bodies.

This offensive against the community police was justified by claims that they are a facade for guerrillas. According to retired admiral and former commander of the eighth Naval Zone based in Acapulco and now secretary of public security of Guerrero Sergio Lara Montellanos, armed political organizations take advantage of a context of insecurity and violence in order to organize in the communities. In an interview with Proceso magazine, Lara Montellanos claimed that guerrillas were trying to stir up unrest and create social instability in the state of Guerrero.

Guerrero is cascading back to the dark days of the dirty war of the 1970s and 1980s, a time of intense military repression and human rights abuses. Governor Ángel Aguirre is more than familiar with this, as he was appointed substitute governor of Guerrero between 1996 and 1999 by the state congress, after Rubén Figueroa Alcocer was dismissed in the wake of the massacre at Aguas Blancas. The state-sponsored carnage at Aguas Blancas marked a milestone in the modern history of Guerrero.



The Aguas Blancas Massacre

On June 28, 1995, seventeen peasants were killed and twenty-three injured in an ambush staged by the judicial police of Guerrero at Aguas Blancas, municipality of Coyuca de Benítez. The victims, poor farmers from the communities of Atoyaquillo and Tepetixtla, were members of the OCSS.

The group of about one hundred people traveled to a protest at the Municipal Presidency of Atoyac in two large trucks. They demanded the allocation of fertilizers, roofing for housing, and other agricultural supports from the state administration, headed by Governor Rubén Figueroa Alcocer. They were also protesting the forced disappearance of OCSS member Gilberto Romero López, missing for over a month.

The OCSS was founded in January 1994 in Tepetixtla, a poverty-stricken farming community of coffee and corn growers in the sierra of Guerrero. The organization petitioned for health services, housing, roads, education, and agricultural support for its base communities. Many of its leaders were veterans of the protests for the freedom of political prisoners and the return of the disappeared during the dirty war of the 1970s.

The first public mobilization called by the OCSS was in Acapulco on April 10 commemorating the anniversary of the death of Emiliano Zapata. One month later, on May 18, its members marched in Atoyac to commemorate the founding of Lucio Cabañas’s guerrilla force.

As researcher Hilda Iturralde recounts, the OCSS has always been a radical organization. Some more notable militant actions carried out by the organization include the expulsion of the motorized police force from Tepetixtla and an occupation of its headquarters, as well as the destruction of cranes and heavy machinery of a private company exploiting communal forests. Members of OCSS also blocked trucks transporting wood from local forests and repeatedly set up protest blockades on the Costa Grande federal highway, the region’s sole link between the tourist centers of Acapulco and Ixtapa-Zihuatanejo.

Governor Rubén Figueroa held the belief that the nascent organization was a facade for a guerrilla group. His administration attempted to divide it, imprisoning some of its leaders and the disappeared activist Gilberto Romero. In a September 1994 meeting, the governor agreed to address some of the OCSS demands but point blank refused to negotiate anything relating to the disappeared of the 1970s. “They have already gone to hell,” he told them; “they are not coming back.” Governor Rubén Figueroa presented them with a choice to work with him his way or start digging their own grave, according to Benigno Guzmán, one of the OCSS leaders present in the negotiation. The governor was blunt: “You are in a tough position. We can fuck you up any time we want.”

Figueroa’s threat was carried out on June 28 in Aguas Blancas. At 10:30 in the morning, the OCSS caravan was detained at a security checkpoint at the Las Hamacas River. A police agent fired into the air, signaling for the ambush to begin. Around four hundred heavily armed police from the Guerrero motorized, judicial, and antiriot units fired on the defenseless peasants. After the attack, they walked among the casualties strewn around the road, summarily executing any who stirred. Among the carnage, a few survivors managed to crawl away and hide in the surrounding tropical vegetation.

The massacre was videotaped. In the tape, the director of the Motorized Police, Manuel Moreno González, is seen taking the lead in firing at the defenseless peasants. High-ranking police and government officials were in charge of the operation.

The state government claimed it was a “confrontation” and that the police forces acted in self-defense. They were caught placing guns in the hands of the victims after the massacre. Photojournalists from El Sol de México and El Sol de Acapulco took photos of the victims before the police planted the incriminating evidence. As evidenced by these photos, the dead were unarmed.

Governor Figueroa was implicated by the mayor of Atoyac, María de la Luz Núñez Ramos from the PRD. The day before the massacre, Figueroa called her and said he was going to stop the peasant mobilization “by any means necessary.” After the massacre, they spoke again by telephone. According to Núñez Ramos, the governor said, “They came for war, and war they got. Are we, or are we not the authorities around here?”

Three days after the massacre, OCSS leader Benigno Guzmán spoke out. “The death of our seventeen compañeros is a warning and a clear sign of the governing style of the Figueroa family. The government won’t tolerate any kind of protest; it does not like the people organizing. The whole Figueroa family has a long history as repressors of the people.”

The truth leaked out in the press as Rubén Figueroa’s attempts to distort the facts came undone. Relying on witness testimonies, La Jornada and Proceso led the media investigation into the Aguas Blancas state cover-up. On February 25, the damning video recording of the massacre was aired on Ricardo Rocha’s Televisa show on national television.

Figueroa’s situation became untenable. On March 11, 1996, he went before the state congress to request “permanent license” to take leave from his post and facilitate the investigation of the case. Ángel Aguirre Rivero of the PRI was designated his interim successor.

Aguas Blancas was not an isolated case of repression against peasant and PRD leaders during Rubén Figueroa’s three-year stint at the head of the state government. The political boss employed repression as his main tool of political control and used state violence to stop the emergence of what he believed was a new guerrilla force, the expansion of the PRD, and the growth of social movements. There were 113 incidents of state violence in Guerrero in 1995 alone, according to a report compiled by the Prodh Human Rights Center.

Figueroa’s thirty-five months and eleven days in charge of the government were marked by the political murder of eighty-four PRD militants and social leaders. As the journalist Maribel Gutiérrez revealed in her investigation, sixty-five people were killed in ten multiple murders with the involvement of state police forces in the final eight months of his administration.

However, crimes with the fingerprints of the Figueroa family began before the governor took office. On October 14, 1992, Gorgonio Flores Cortés, president and founder of the Regional Union of Ejidos and Communities of the Costa Chica (URECCCH), was savagely murdered. Gorgonio, or Goño, had been kidnapped and tortured in the 1970s, accused of belonging to Lucio Cabañas’s guerrilla force. Despite this, he continued organizing peasant struggle in his locality up to the day of his murder. He was surprised by gunmen and shot in the head.

Journalist Gerardo Peláez documented the executions of other social activists like Juan Mercenario, PRD leader in the municipality of Metlatónoc; Julián Vergara Nava, ejidal commissioner of Xaltianguis, who led a defense against forest loggers; and Moisés Bruno López, another PRD leader in Moyetepec, municipality of Tlapa.

Maribel Gutiérrez, author of Violencia en Guerrero (Violence in Guerrero) describes the stormy meeting on February 21, 1995, between Governor Figueroa and the leaders of the Guerrero 500 Years of Indigenous Resistance Council.


The talks went smoothly at first with mutual respect, according to accounts by those attending the meeting. But then the governor brought up the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas. His tone changed from dryness to mockery and threats. He insinuated that the indigenous leaders were promoting a similar scenario in Guerrero, and made it clear that in such a case, a lot of people would die.

“And forget about Subcomandante Marcos,” said Figueroa menacingly. “Soon he will be at peace forever. Guerrero is not Chiapas. If that happens here, you have no idea what awaits. The first ones to die will be young people like you …” pointing his finger at peasant leader Martin Equihua. “I have already experienced it here, five thousand died; keep that in mind. You, Equihua, you are not from Guerrero, you are from Michoacán. I remember you … keep this in mind, especially you. I’m telling you to be absolutely clear. That is how it is going to be.”



The bloody saga continued. In June 1995, three Mixtec indigenous people from Tlacoachistlahuaca and activists with the 500 Years Council were killed while protesting at the Municipal Palace. Then on July 15, as a portent to the Aguas Blancas massacre, twelve members of the same extended family were executed on a dirt road in Ajuchitlán del Progreso, Tierra Caliente, by unknown assassins. Their assailants told survivors they were “applying the law.”

That same July 15, two founding members of the OCSS were executed by members of the Benito Juárez Organization, a split from the OCSS that was considered to be manipulated by Governor Figueroa.

Two days later, three kilometers from Cualac in the La Montaña region of Guerrero, a group of traditionally dressed indigenous men carrying AK-47s ambushed a motorized police unit. Five judicial officers lost their lives, while the attackers escaped into the dark of night. The action was claimed by a group called the Peasant Execution Brigade.

The first anniversary of the Aguas Blancas massacre in 1996 was marked by a remembrance ceremony attended by thousands of people, as well as the first public appearance of a new guerrilla organization, the Popular Revolutionary Army (Ejército Popular Revolucionario, EPR), a merger of several already existing guerrilla groups.

The emergence of the new armed group precipitated important changes in Guerrero. A state of siege was imposed on the Costa Grande and La Montaña, according to a report by journalists Rosario Cobo and Lorena Paz. “The Mexican Army is on maximum alert and decrees a virtual curfew by warning the population that it is not in their interests to leave their homes after dark, or transit between communities.”

The persecution of OCSS leaders was unrelenting. Hilario Mesino was arrested in Mexico City on July 3, 1996. There were nine orders of apprehension for Benigno Guzmán Martínez, accusing him of being responsible for a long menu of crimes. He was finally arrested on February 27, 1997, and charged as “ringleader of the EPR.” He was sentenced to thirteen and a half years in prison. A similar fate met Miguel Ángel Mesino, another of the historical leaders of the OCSS. Both were interrogated and tortured in order to extract confessions of being members of the EPR.

The community police emerged in Guerrero in this climate of political violence, public insecurity, and constant police abuses. The deep wounds caused by the dirty war of the 1970s festered and were aggravated by the continuation of the Figueroas lineage in state power. But there was also a climate of peasant resistance and democratic struggle, alongside a process of recovering their indigenous identity. With the ghost of Zapatismo riding all over the country, the peasant and indigenous population of Guerrero began to organize its own self-defense.



Recurrent Violence

Like tributaries feeding into a river, the general climate of violence in Guerrero is created by five distinct flows: ancestral cacique intolerance supported by the state government, police impunity, the kidnapping industry, drug trafficking, and popular self-defense. All these factors converge to make it a conflictive state.

Death has a history in Guerrero. Behind the murders of today lie the dead and disappeared, the arrested and tortured of the dirty war. It is a land of widows and orphans, of a nightmarish past that remains in the collective memory. Guerrero felt the impact of the 1970s’ dirty war more than any other state. For many, these grievances, still on the surface, have a name, and that name is Rubén Figueroa Figueroa, the “Tiger of Huitzuco.” Governor of Guerrero from 1975 to 1981, Figueroa oversaw the worst years of the dirty war. The appointment of his son as governor in 1993 was a bitter and painful affront for the victims. As the heir to his father, Rubén Figueroa Alcocer took special care to feed that affront daily, fueling social conflicts that filled the tabloid press with more blood and gore.

This violence has roots. In May 1967, amid a dispute over education, the lords of the sierra (the powerful local caciques) sent police and henchmen to massacre the population of Atoyac. Threatened with death, the leader of the movement, Lucio Cabañas Barrientos, a teacher, went to the mountains to organize a self-defense force. With the passage of time, they would become a political-military organization, the Party of the Poor (PdlP). Years later in May 1974, the guerrillas kidnapped Rubén Figueroa Figueroa, then PRI candidate for the governorship of the state, and another bloodbath engulfed the region. The memory of these grievances is etched in the people’s consciousness and is a permanent source of rebellious discontent.

New cycles of struggle have occurred intermittently since then, combining self-managed peasant organizations with civilian movements fighting for municipal democracy and against the caciques. Social unrest has been met time and time again with the full might of the security forces. The regional power groups prefer to “solve” social conflict by means of violence.

The leaders of the social movements have inevitably had to face persecution, jail, torture, and extrajudicial execution. Every small advance in popular organization and democratic representation has been met with state repression. With the systematic annihilation of each emerging leadership, social movements have had to adapt to survive. Despite this, popular self-defense groups have found room to develop within this repressive environment.

The situation was serious enough in 2008 for the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to seek the application of precautionary measures to protect social movement leaders and sympathizers from attack. The Tlachinollan Human Rights Center documented 201 criminal complaints of repression against social leaders and at least thirty politically motivated murders in the last two decades.

As if that were not enough, the economic crisis affecting the local agrarian-based economy, precipitated by the fall and fluctuations in the price of coffee and livestock, created fertile ground for drug trafficking and kidnapping to flourish. However, these illicit activities can only truly develop when there is a level of complicity with the existing powers. By action or omission, the public security forces in Guerrero are not unconnected to the proliferation of organized crime.

Today Guerrero is going through one of its worst epochs of violence, according to Abel Barrera, founder of Tlachinollan Human Rights Center. The collusion of drug traffickers with police and local bosses and the militarization of large regions of the state have led to a major public security crisis and the deterioration of human rights.

However, the violence that shakes the entity is not only the result of the war against drugs or disputes between criminal gangs, as witnessed by Javier Sicilia’s Caravan for Peace in 2011. A large number of homicides and disappearances are a verifiable product of a new dirty war against the popular movement. As many as thirty-two local leaders and militants of the PRD were assassinated during the governorship of Zeferino Torreblanca Galindo (PRD) from 2005 to 2011, as well as dozens of social and indigenous leaders and human rights defenders.

But Guerrero is also a land of exemplary popular leaders who, despite heavy repression, refuse to abandon their causes. Through tradition and history, the entity has been fertile ground for leaders like Zohelio Jaimes to emerge.



The Insubordinate Stubbornness of Zohelio Jaimes

“Don’t get involved in any bullshit,” Ruben Figueroa Alcocer, then governor of Guerrero, warned peasant leader Zohelio Jaimes Chávez in 1995. “You can get out of prison, but not out of the grave.” Zohelio Jaimes was a leader of the Coalition of Ejidos of the Costa Grande de Guerrero (CecgG), a combative organization of poor coffee farmers in the municipalities of Atoyac, Coyuca, and Tecpan. He was chosen as an adviser by the EZLN in the San Andrés peace dialogues. Two years previous he had appeared on government lists as the second most dangerous guerrilla in the country.

Zohelio was a tall Guerrero native with a robust build, dark skin, and a black beard, until the white hairs lightened it. He spoke with a coastal accent, precise and without haste. Caring and generous, he was an outstanding peasant leader in a land where social leaders are in abundance.

Governor Figueroa’s threat was nothing new for Zohelio. The first time he was arrested, on October 2, 1968, he was sixteen years of age. He was held for three days and released. Almost four years later, on July 16, 1972, he was arrested again, at his parents’ house in San Francisco Tibor, Atoyac. A sporting accident twelve months earlier had left him with a limp.

That day, the army surrounded San Francisco Tibor and sealed all the roads. It rounded up thirty-five inhabitants on the basketball court, including Zohelio’s father, who was the ejidal commissioner. On June 25, the guerrilla forces of Lucio Cabañas had carried out the first ambush against the armed forces, and now the soldiers were seeking revenge.

This time, Zohelio was not so lucky. He was tortured savagely in the Atoyac barracks for eleven days by the notorious general Arturo Acosta Chaparro. Then he was taken to Acapulco prison, where the torture continued. They gave him electric shocks to the testicles, nearly drowned him in water, and beat him within an inch of his life. They wanted him to sign a document admitting his participation in the guerrilla ambush. Without any evidence against him, he was sentenced to twenty-eight years in prison. After four years and five months, he was released at the end of Luis Echeverría’s presidency.

Neither torture, nor prison, nor threats held him back. Once liberated, he threw himself tirelessly into campaigning work for the return alive of five hundred disappeared political activists. He formed part of a tireless group of activists who compiled a list of the forced disappearances and documented the long list of abuses perpetrated by the Mexican Army in Guerrero. He committed to memory all five hundred names of the victims as well as the circumstances of their forced disappearances. In 1977 he traveled to Iguala to confront the visiting president José López Portillo over military abuses. His protestations were met with silence.

In 1980, Zohelio Jaimes began to organize the coffee growers of the Costa Grande, Guerrero. The air of repression still hung in the air, and convening assemblies to promote social struggle was a very dangerous activity. The region was under a state of siege. The meetings to form a genuine peasant movement had to be held clandestinely, with elaborate security measures to protect participants. The core organizing group was made up of eleven people, including Zohelio.

The clandestine organizational work paid off. Together with other organizers such as Arturo García and Patricio Barrientos, they formed the Alfredo V. Bonfil Union of Ejidos. It grew into a successful organization that effectively pressured the national coffee association Inmecafé for better coffee prices for growers, and made headway in promoting just regional development. Although the organization’s progress was disrupted by the hostility of the then governor José Francisco Ruiz Massieu, Zohelio and his compañeros set up the CecgG in 1987. From this platform, they sought ways for the peasant growers to take back control of the productive process. On a national level, the coalition participated in the formation of a national union of autonomous peasant farmers known as Unorca and in the early development of the National Coalition of Coffee Growers Organizations (CNOC).

In 1988 there was a groundswell of support for leftist presidential candidate Cuauhtemoc Cárdenas in the region, and the CecgG organization played a central role in driving the campaign and lending it grassroots strength. Pushing from below, the coalition emerged as a key player in the democratization of the region. However, it clashed with the bureaucracy and politicking of the PRD. In 1996 Zohelio obtained the candidacy of the PRD to run for mayor of Atoyac, but he was sacrificed due to petty party nepotism.

This bitter experience led him to conclude that the development of the people would not come through party politics. “The purpose of the organization is not to get candidacies or to win election seats, the objective is the struggle to improve conditions in the countryside, to fight for development,” he explained to researcher Guadalupe Gabriel Durán Férman. “That is why it is not essential to join a party like the PRD. The PRD does not have a program or a leadership truly committed to the people.”

During his final years, Zohelio’s concerns about the direction of Mexico’s peasant movement grew. “Sometimes it feels that we are going backward,” he told his compañeros from Unorca in 2010, at a time of rural devastation. “An organization or country is nothing without its grass roots. A push is necessary to get a momentum going similar to that of the 1980s.”

Events in his home state were a cause of dismay. “Guerrero,” he said, “is undergoing a period of intense repression; the people are up against common crime, organized crime, and institutional delinquency.”

His political formation came through Lucio Cabañas and the history of mass struggle, with the memory of the dirty war against the people of Guerrero etched into his skin. He held absolute conviction in the capacity of the peasants to take control of their own destiny. Zohelio was stubbornly insubordinate. “Injustice makes the revolutionary,” he often repeated, “the revolutionary makes the revolution and the revolution transforms the world in its own way.” Up to his very last breath he gave his life to transforming the world around him from below.

Zohelio Jaimes survived the witch hunt. Many other leaders did not. From the stories of their lives, just as in Zohelio’s, the reasons for the emergence of the community police movement can be found.



Lorenzo Fernández Ortega: A Climate of Terror

On February 9, 2008, the indigenous activist Lorenzo Fernández Ortega was kidnapped. One day later, his body was discovered under a bridge near the municipal seat of Ayutla, Guerrero, with visible signs of torture. His neck had been slashed with a knife. Fernández Ortega was a thirty-nine-year-old indigenous Me’phaa. He was a peasant farmer who had been working away from home as a bricklayer for two years. He was married and had two children, whom he visited every weekend in the community of El Camalote.

Between 1998 and 2001, fourteen indigenous women from El Camalote were deceived into being sterilized by a medical brigade from the Ministry of Health. The women were offered a clinic, doctors, medicines, groceries, clothes, housing, and scholarships. After years of campaigning for justice, the women’s case was highlighted by the Guerrero Commission for the Defense of Human Rights (Codehum) and the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH). They recognized that the fundamental rights of the fourteen indigenous women had been violated and recommended rectification for the victims.

Lorenzo belonged to the Me’phaa Indigenous Peoples’ Organization (OPIM). In March 2002, his sister Inés Fernández Ortega was raped by Mexican Army soldiers. Obtilia Eugenio Manuel also suffered abuse in the same incident. The case was presented to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CIDH).

Before he was murdered, Lorenzo was active with family and neighbors in the campaigns for justice for his sister and the sterilizations of the fourteen women. Lorenzo’s murder was not an act of isolated violence. A well-respected man, he had no personal enemies. According to Abel Barrera Hernández of the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, the crime occurred “in a context of systematic persecution, threats and intimidation against Inés and her husband, Fortunato Prisciliano Sierra, his family and against Obtilia.”

Who killed Lorenzo Fernández Ortega? Obtilia has no doubt that it was a warning to the members of the OPIM. A few days before the murder of Lorenzo, Obtilia received an anonymous phone call. “You better stop what you are doing,” warned a woman’s voice, “because my people are there watching you.” Rumors had been circulating for some time that they were going to kill members of the organization.

Orlando Manzanares, a representative of the El Camalote community, pointed the finger at a local paramilitary group headed by Alfonso Morales Silvino. The terror gang had close links to the Mexican Army and operated with impunity.

The region was heavily patrolled by the Mexican Army. Checkpoints were frequent, as was military aggression against the civilian population. This was nothing new. In 2006, the military entered and ransacked the community of Barranca de Guadalupe, killing indigenous leader Fortunato Flores Elena. According to witnesses, the soldiers were chanting, “We are Rambo.” Rape victim Inés Fernández had also lived in Barranca de Guadalupe.

On different occasions, the troops interrogated men and women about the presence of “armed groups or guerrillas in the area,” and threatened members of the OPIM. Invariably the soldiers plundered the fields, orchards, and crops of the peasant farmers, depriving them of their livelihood. Under the guise of searching for criminals, soldiers invaded houses and took what they could get their hands on.

The militarization of the region started in June 1998. On the night of June 7, 1998, ten Mixtec indigenous men and a UNAM student were executed by the Mexican Army while they were sleeping in the schoolhouse of El Charco. The peasants were members of the Independent Organization of Mixtec and Tlapanecos Peoples (OIPMT), founded in 1994. General Juan Alfredo Oropeza Garnica, head of the twenty-seventh military zone, was in charge of the operation. Ernesto Zedillo was president of the republic. The government tried to present the massacre as a confrontation between the army and guerrillas. It was a massacre.

In June 2003, the UN special rapporteur on indigenous peoples, Rodolfo Stavenhagen, visited the Costa Chica and Montaña de Guerrero. He documented the high level of conflict in the area. After witnessing the heartbreaking testimonies of rape victims Inés Fernández and Valentina Rosendo, he recommended that the army be withdrawn from the vicinity of indigenous communities, and their presence in these regions to be strictly confined to constitutional duties.

Lorenzo Fernández Ortega’s widow, Modesta Cruz Victoriano, was left in a dire situation. “The children are not old enough to farm the land,” she said, “and he’s not coming back.” Lorenzo was murdered on February 10, 2008. He was not the only social leader murdered in the entity around that time—Raúl Lucas and Manuel Ponce were the next victims.



Raúl Lucas: Killed on the Fifth Attempt

Raúl Lucas Lucía escaped four attempts on his life, but on February 13, 2009, his good fortune ended. On that day he was violently arrested and disappeared. He was killed three days later. It was another eight days before his remains were found. His body showed signs of torture and a summary execution. His compañero Manuel Ponce Rosas shared the same fate.

Insubordinate to the core, Raúl lived a life under constant harassment from the authorities. A survivor of the El Charco massacre in 1999, he was picked up a few days later and tortured by the Mexican Army. In September 2001, he was again tortured by soldiers in his community, along with his brothers and brother-in-law. On October 18, 2006, after the Zapatista Other Campaign passed through the Mixtec community of El Charco, he received death threats from the military. On February 15, 2007, he was shot in the neck during an ambush that almost cost him his life.

He fell on the fifth attempt. That tragic February 13, Raúl and Manuel participated in the official inauguration of the construction of school buildings in Ayutla de los Libres. It was just past one-thirty in the afternoon when three heavily armed individuals arrived on the scene, shouting “Police!” They beat the men about the head and threw them into the back of a revving black Liberty van. The two indigenous activists were taken to an unknown destination.

Half an hour later, Guadalupe Castro Morales, Manuel’s wife, received a call from her husband’s phone. “Don’t fuck with us,” a male voice told her. “Keep quiet or we will fuck up your husband. This is what happens if you organize Indians.” Nothing more was heard of the two men until their remains were discovered on February 21.

Raúl Lucas Lucía and Manuel Ponce Rosas were indigenous Mixtec and poor. Raúl was president of the Independent Organization of Mixtec Peoples (OIPM) and Manuel the secretary. The organization was founded in 2002 in communities nestled between deep ravines and soaring hills in the municipal seat of Ayutla de los Libres. The organization defends the rights of the nu’saavi indigenous people, denouncing human rights violations and managing productive and social welfare projects.

The OIPM grew out of the Independent Organization of Mixteco and Tlapaneco Peoples, founded in 1994. The OPIM also emerged from the latter. Both indigenous unions work in coordination with the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center of La Montaña.

Raúl was a native of the community of Roca Colorada in the Mixtec region of Ayutla de los Libres. He was a veteran organizer, working to improve the conditions of indigenous communities in the municipality. As president of the Coapinola town council, he was part of the community defense of the forests from illegal logging by companies plundering the forest wealth. He also led the Mixtec communities’ successful campaign against the implementation of the government program known as Procede (Program of Certification of Ejido-Communal Rights).

The murder of Raúl and Manuel was part of the bloody legacy of the El Charco massacre. A long list of indigenous leaders have been violently murdered since then. Among many others, Galdino Sierra Francisco, an indigenous Tlapaneco from Barranca de Guadalupe and member of the grassroots Ecclesial Communities, was killed in April of 2000. Activist Donaciano González Lorenzo was executed in January 2001. And that same year, Andrés Marcelino Petrona, an indigenous Mixtec leader from El Charco and member of the Committee for the Defense of Humans Rights, was shot dead on August 26.

As president of the Organization for the Future of the Mixteco People (OFPM), Raúl Lucas documented cases of military repression, including military and police intrusions into at least twenty of the twenty-eight Mixtec communities of Ayutla. He compiled details of how the Mexican Army accused communities of having links with guerrilla organizations such as the Insurgent People’s Revolutionary Army (El Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo Insurgente, ERPI) or the EPR or even more damaging, with drug trafficking. In the villages of La Fatima and Vista Hermosa, soldiers gave sweets to children and then asked them if they had seen guerrillas or drug traffickers.

In 2008, Raúl documented four cases of grievous human rights violations involving detentions, interrogations, illegal house searches, robberies, and damages carried out by the military in the Mixtec and Tlapanec populations. These cases merited not only a criminal investigation but also the filing of five complaints with the CNDH (National Human Rights Commission). Despite this, there was no respite from the repression.

The murders of Raúl Lucas Lucía and Manuel Ponce Ríos represented an intensification of the war of intimidation against the indigenous communities of La Montaña and Costa Chica.

Two worthy and courageous men, defenders of the rights of the indigenous peoples, were savagely eliminated. The military was responsible for violence, death, theft of harvests, and human rights abuses in the region, and this had sown a deep resentment. Instead of fighting organized crime, the military was focusing its efforts on fighting indigenous leaders.



Armando Chavarría

The violence in Guerrero affected not only peasants and indigenous people but also a progressive faction of the PRD. The unsolved murder of federal deputy Armando Chavarría was a case in point.

When Armando Chavarría Barrera was killed in 2009, he was a PRD leader in the Congress of Guerrero, an opponent of the governor Zeferino Torreblanca, and a leading PRD candidate for the governorship of the state.

Son of a tinsmith from Iguala, Armando Chavarría went on to become an economist. He was executed in a hail of bullets outside his house on August 20, 2009. His body was found fifteen minutes later, slumped against his Volkswagen Bora Sport. He had been assigned six bodyguards for his safety, but Governor Torreblanca had recently dismissed them. The crime scene investigators allowed the scene of the crime to be altered, according to Tomás Tenorio Galindo in Un asesinato politico (A Political Murder).

The government of Zeferino Torreblanca, then an ally of the so-called New Left faction within the PRD, was characterized by its close complicity with the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party). Law enforcement was given to Eduardo Murueta Urrutia, a confidante of Rubén Figueroa. Control of public education was handed to Elba Esther Gordillo of the PRI.

Armando Chavarría used his position to denounce corruption in the justice department and the climate of impunity in the state. He regularly clashed with Zeferino Torreblanca and was clearly a thorn in the side of the governor. Chavarría campaigned for the dismissal of corrupt officials and led the call for independent investigations into political crimes. He was the most viable candidate from within the PRD for the next governor’s race and had the best chance of winning the election.

Always a pragmatic politician, Chavarría constantly shifted his position and rarely made decisions based on ideological considerations. Once close to party leader Andres López Obrador, he eventually distanced himself. As secretary of government, he justified the repression against the students of the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College. He was criticized for owning a Mercedes Benz in one of the poorest states in the country.

The designated successor of Zeferino Torreblanca was Armando Ríos Piter, the PRD’s coordinator in San Lazaro and later a senator. Ríos Piter has led a peculiar political career, jumping from position to position and from party to party. As Zeferino’s secretary of rural development, Ríos Piter was an adviser to the secretary of the treasury, José Ángel Gurría, and undersecretary of agrarian reform with Vicente Fox. In the 2009 local elections, he was elected deputy for the Costa Grande, a district historically controlled by Rubén Figueroa, during an election in which PRD results in the rest of the state were disastrous. The then state president of the PRI, Marco Antonio Leyva, publicly revealed that Ríos Piter visited Figueroa before his nomination to ask for support. Piter claimed the meeting with Figueroa was mere coincidence.

Eliminating Chavarría from the running opened the way for PRI candidate Ángel Aguirre Rivero to win the governorship. A good friend of Enrique Peña Nieto, Aguirre triumphed with the support of local caciques, many belonging to the PRI with a right-wing program in one of Mexico’s most left-wing states.

The killing of Armando Chavarría remains an unsolved mystery, despite the fact that he was a politically powerful man. A similar level of impunity was prevalent here as with the multiple homicides of social fighters in the state. At the rally held in Acapulco by the Caravan for Peace in 2011, Marta Obeso, widow of Chavarría, spoke out. “Justice is not a matter of political profitability; it is a necessity to bring about peace.” Of course the politicians of the different parties were not listening.



The Guerrero Narco

The severed head of Mario Núñez Magaña, commander of the Federal Preventive Police of Acapulco, appeared in front of the offices of the Secretariat of Administration and Finance of the state government of Guerrero. It was February 20, 2006. A scribbled message accompanied the gruesome scene: “To teach them a little bit of respect.” It was a time of many such beheadings. Heads without bodies kept appearing in prominent places all over Guerrero and various Mexican cities. The conflict for control of the strategic port of Acapulco between the Zetas and the Pacific Cartel bathed the tourist enclave in blood.

This macabre spectacle of the slaughtered is part and parcel of the war between Mexico’s powerful drug cartels. It is a turf war over control of the “narco-plazas” and the transfer routes for drugs bound for the United States. Its main victims are hit men or police in the service of organized crime. Guerrero and its municipalities have been key battlefields in this struggle. In fact the entity has one of the highest rates of violence and bloodshed in the country.

Calderón’s war against drugs was not only a fight between the state and organized crime but also a serious confrontation between one part of the state and another. As the war broadened, military procedure for engaging in operations against the cartels was first to detain and disarm the local police. Guerrero was no exception.

The war in Guerrero between cartels has been savage. In 2012 alone, 925 people died in the dispute for control of Guerrero’s Costa Grande and Tierra Caliente regions, according to the Reforma newspaper. The weekly newspaper El Sur counted fifty-six people executed on the highway from Coyuca de Benítez to Zihuatanejo, many with scribbled narco messages by their sides. Countless homicides have not even been reported. Given the climate of terror, dozens of communities such as those in the Tlacotepec municipality have been abandoned by their inhabitants.

Accusations of links between drug traffickers and military commanders were made regularly. In December 2008, narco-signs were hung in Petatlán, La Unión, and Acapulco accusing the then commander of the Nineteenth Infantry Battalion of protecting the local narco boss Rogaciano Alba by providing soldiers to “search homes, disappear and kill people.”

A report in Proceso quoted police sources indicating that for many years the Beltrán Leyva Cartel controlled five of the seven regions of Guerrero through smaller proxy groups, such as the Independent Cartel of Acapulco, Los Rojos, and Los Guerreros Unidos. In the Tierra Caliente and the Costa Grande regions, the Beltrán Cartel allied with the Zetas to battle for territory against La Familia Michoacana, the Knights Templar, and the Gulf Cartel.

In 2011, five cartel gangs fought for control of the entity: the Pacific Cartel, the alliance between Beltrán Leyva and the Zetas, and the Knights Templar and the Gulf Cartel (which formed United Cartels).

A Mexican Army report leaked by Excelsior in September 2011 revealed how the five biggest cartels fragmented over the arrest or death of some of their principal leaders, leading to the emergence of seventeen mini-cartels, sowing terror in the entity. Colorful names were attached to these violent gangs: the Devil’s Commando, the People’s Avenger, the Street Sweepers, the New Cartel of the Sierra, the Black Commando, the Baldies, Luzbel of the Mountain, the Fearless, the Badgers, the Hot Ones, the Reds, the United Pacifist People, the Independent Cartel of Acapulco, the Company, and the Resistance.

The wave of violence engulfing Guerrero could be explained by the mobility of criminal cells from other parts of the country coming in to take over territories, according to officials of the Secretariat of the Navy. An inevitable proliferation of criminal activities came in the wake of these turf battles. Not even the poorest inhabitants could escape the ensuing wave of extortions, robberies, and kidnappings.

The first wave of violence in Guerrero in recent years—according to the navy report—arose from a territorial dispute between the Pacific and Beltrán Leyva Cartels in January 2008. As part of their attempt to gain control of the trafficking routes, the Beltrán Leyva gang brought in two henchmen as assassination squad leaders. Edgar Valdés Villareal, La Barbie, and Sergio Villarreal Barragán, El Grande, took over lieutenant roles in the cartel.

However, the group fractured after the death of Arturo Beltrán Leyva, El Barbas, who was replaced by his brother Héctor. With the arrests of La Barbie and El Grande, the gang fragmented even further. A multiplicity of criminal cells spread throughout Guerrero.

The map of scarcity and poverty in Guerrero coincides with that of the indigenous territories. According to the State Development Plan 2011–2015, “Guerrero ranks seventh in terms of indigenous population in the country, with a total of 625,720 people (Population Census and Housing 2010), representing 18.46 percent of the total state population and 5.4 percent of the indigenous population nationwide.” The Nahuas, Mixtecs, Tlapanecs, and Amuzgos live under very difficult conditions.

Sixty percent of the indigenous population is illiterate. Its schooling index is only 2.7 years. Half the indigenous population over fifteen years of age lacks a sufficient income. More than 90 percent of their dwellings lack plumbing and only 50 percent have electricity. The inhabitants of Cochoapa el Grande and Metlatónoc in La Montaña have the country’s highest percentage of population living in extreme poverty: 82.6 and 77 percent, respectively. Levels of infant mortality are chilling: in Cochoapa el Grande the rate is 60.4, in Metlatonoc 48.48, and in Acatepec 48.66 per thousand births.

Indigenous regions of the state became the hunting grounds of the dispersed criminal gangs. Thus in addition to suffering counterinsurgency violence, crime, and poverty, the indigenous people of Guerrero had the consequences of the narco-wars forced on them as well.

Bishop Raúl Vera was in charge of the diocese of Altamirano, Guerrero, between 1988 and 1995, and returned for a visit to the municipality of Ayutla in February 2014. He noted that the levels of impunity remain “more excruciating than ever,” nineteen years after his time there. The bishop warned that this was “the most important challenge for the state,” because impunity encouraged crime and the violation of human rights and human dignity. “If the political leaders governing here do not react,” he concluded, “the violence in the state will only get worse.”

Under these critical circumstances, a public security crisis without parallel arose in the state. This created the breeding ground for the emergence of citizen self-defense groups throughout Guerrero, many of them formed around the pioneering experience of the Regional Coordinator of Community Authorities (CRAC).







 



5  The Community Police



The White Hand

Pedro Cantú Aburto had a bad reputation around the Costa Chica and La Montaña regions of Guerrero. Some years ago the community police jailed him in an attempt to make him change his ways. It didn’t work out so well. He tried his hand as a teacher, a PRI activist, a cacique, and later a journalist, but in time he returned to form and became the leader of a violent criminal gang. And in retaliation, he accused the community police of violating his human rights.

Widely distrusted in the region, Cantú was suspected of being the intellectual author of a series of murders. In the municipality of Iliatenco, he was held responsible for being behind at least three murders in 1992, including that of Epifanio Salazar, a municipal commissioner, murdered because he refused to legalize three stolen cattle. Although the community reported Pedro Cantú Aburto to the authorities time and again, nothing ever happened to him or his gunmen.

In his book Minimum Salary Mexico, Arturo Cano takes up the story. The reign of terror of the Cantú gang continued until one night a vigilante group appeared out of the blue to settle accounts. The vigilantes wore long white tunics and were known as the White Hand. They would appear under the cover of the Iliatenco night to extract revenge on perceived wrongdoers. Their motive, it was believed, was to protect the community. Pedro Cantú and his gang of assailants were not heard of again.

The cleaning-up operation had an immediate effect, and the murders in Iliatenco stopped. Mission accomplished, the White Hand vigilantes disappeared as mysteriously as they appeared. Nevertheless, other security issues in the region persisted, alongside all the other problems like poverty, hunger, illiteracy, migration, government neglect of the region, and the impunity enjoyed by delinquents.

Vigilante behavior was not limited to Iliatenco. With less theatrics, inhabitants from Zapotitlán Tablas in the La Montaña region hanged seven assailants at the end of 1994. In Alcozauca, the land of the legendary teacher Othón Salazar, the bodies of six alleged assailants appeared on December 28 of that same year. They had been kidnapped by ten men disguised as military and armed with M1 and M2 rifles. The secretary general of the government, Zótico García Pastrana, insisted that their deaths were “an issue between drug traffickers,” resulting from a dispute over the poppy harvest.



Public Insecurity, Citizen Initiative

Between 1990 and 1995, the municipalities of Malinaltepec, Tlacoapa, Azoyu, Ayutla, Tlacoapa, Acatepec, Metlatonoc, and San Luis Acatlán suffered a wave of murders, assaults, rapes (including a seven-year-old girl), and robberies. Local community authorities claimed motorized police officers were heavily involved in the crime wave. Without exaggeration, it seemed that almost every single day a serious crime was committed and the victims were both local people and activists from social organizations. The social and economic life of the region was severely disrupted by the relentless criminal activity.

Far from the port of Acapulco and its wealthy enclaves for politicians and prosperous landowners, the rural municipalities of Guerrero lived in a completely different world marked by poverty and marginalization. In 1994, 99 percent of the roads linking the communities with municipal towns were narrow dirt roads, which were destroyed year after year by the rains. Today things are not much better, and hundreds of rural populations remain incommunicado for up to five months a year. With the roads impassable, there are the inevitable food shortages and health problems. The isolated communities are preyed upon by exploitative commercial middlemen.

These treacherous and remote roadways linking the communities with the municipal capitals were a favored location for criminals to target commuters. Things have never been easy in the La Montaña region, inhabitants told the journalist Karina Avilés, but after the Aguas Blancas massacre things got worse. “The level of insecurity grew, until not a single roadway was safe from the attackers.” Masked assailants “bearing deadly M1 and M2 weapons” would surprise victims along the roads.

Many of the armed robberies were absurdly tragic. On April 15, 1995, a five-year-old child from La Hacienda, municipality of Ayutla de los Libres, lost his life when the bus he was traveling in was shot at by robbers.

The Tlachinollan Human Rights Center’s report When Justice Is Made by the People gives an account of some typical assaults. “On April 14, 1994, I was assaulted in Potrerillo del Rincón with a ‘16’ rifle and robbed of 320 pesos,” relates one victim. “And then in May of the same year, I was assaulted again on the long stretch of road to San José Vista Hermosa, and robbed of 650 pesos. The first time we made a complaint to the Public Ministry, and the judicial police asked us for 150–200 pesos for gasoline. Ten of us had been assaulted, but since no one had any money, the police did nothing.” Most of the crimes reported to the appropriate authorities were met with silence.

A number of social organizations came together in 1995 in response to the critical level of insecurity in the region. These groups included the Regional Council of 500 Years of Indigenous, Peasant, Black and Popular Resistance; the Regional Peasant Union; the Social Solidarity Society of Coffee and Corn Producers; the Council of Indigenous Supplies; and La Luz de La Montaña. The winds of the Zapatista rebellion blew strong in these lands, and the insurrection in Chiapas provided an inspiration for those involved in the struggle for indigenous rights.

The starting point for the self-defense process was a community meeting in San Luis Acatlán held on September 17, 1995. Invitations were sent out to all local municipal presidents and state authorities, but nearly all declined. The mayor of Malinaltepec was the only official to attend. The social organizations persisted. A second meeting was held on October 2, and still no one from the regional authorities except the envoy from Malinaltepec took any interest. Undeterred, the community members—or communitarians—made progress in terms of grassroots organizing and drawing up a set of demands.

Concrete plans for setting up a community police force were hashed out. The force would be composed of members of the different communities elected in assembly, chosen for their good character, honesty, and knowledge of the workings of the community. The ability to read and write was a prerequisite. The first demand was for the withdrawal of the hated motorized police from the communities.

In the assemblies, the community representatives discussed ways to formalize the legality of the proposal, as well as a program of training, administration, and payment of fees. Plans were drawn up for an intermunicipal agreement to coordinate public security actions across the whole region.

As momentum and enthusiasm grew, twenty-eight Me’phaa, Na’savi, and mestiza communities as well as six social organizations from the municipalities of San Luis Acatlán, Malinaltepec, and Azoyú met in Santa Cruz del Rincón on October 15, 1995, beside the hills where Genaro Vázquez established his first guerrilla camp decades ago. Two officials from the Ministry of Social Development attended the event.

The community police movement was born at this historic meeting. “We have reported hundreds of crimes to the authorities and it’s clear that we are not getting any backing from them,” the communitarians told the officials. “We are victims of daily assaults, rapes, robberies, injuries and homicides. And so we are forced to take the initiative and we have come to an agreement. We have decided to form community policing groups in each community to protect the roads where most crimes occur.”

The Santa Cruz agreement was signed by several dozen municipal authorities from Malinaltepec, San Luis Acatlán, Acatepec, and Azoyú, as well as La Luz de la Montaña, the Guerrero Council of 500 years of Indigenous Resistance, the Regional Peasants’ Union, the Council of Indigenous Supplies, the Indigenous Authorities Council, and the Social Solidarity Society of Coffee and Corn Producers. The signatories of the agreement formally requested legal recognition for the community police force and assistance with training, weapons, and funding from the Guerrero state government.

To certify the agreement, the document was registered with a public notary. Copies of the agreement were sent to the governor, the district attorney, the president of the tribunal, the state congress, the director of the Ministerial Police, and the Mexican Army.

Francisco Santos, a representative from the La Luz de la Montaña peasant union, explained the scope of the resolution to Arturo Cano. “Given the level of insecurity and due to the fact that the judicial police are not taking action to stop the criminals, we decided to make an agreement to defend ourselves. We do so based on Article 4 of the Mexican Constitution and Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization, because we have the right to act and determine our own destiny.”

The initiative went ahead, bringing together actions and new proposals. On November 2, the social organizations sent a letter to then president Ernesto Zedillo, listing thirty-five of the worst aggressions they had suffered. It was by no means an exhaustive list, merely the most representative. The list was a powerful record of grievances, beginning with the rapes of sisters Ubalda and Sofía García Bravo and of Floriberta Arellano.

Four days later, on November 6, the communities mobilized in the city of Chilpancingo. A commission met with the Attorney General’s Office of the state. The result was disappointing. “What is the use of having your own police force if they are not trained?” said state official Jesús Salas Moreno dismissively. “They will end up making the same mistakes as the motorized police.”

But the communitarians were not willing to back down. On December 17, 1995, the communitarians met again and agreed on a rigorous plan to get the new community police force up and running. All the organizational experience from producing, marketing, and selling coffee and honey on a regional level was used in setting up a local justice system.

Regional assemblies served not only as organizational platforms but also as spaces for collective reflection. “For hours they debated the question—‘how do we attack these evils at the root?’ ” describes Abel Barrera. “The long meetings tapped into millennia of indigenous knowledge and began the process of reconstituting their community institutions. This in turn helped to reinvigorate and stir up the people of the Costa and Montana region.”

In this way, the ghosts of actions like the White Hand vigilantes and the hangings in Zapotitlán Tablas were consigned to history, and the path of organized community policing and justice was chosen.



Dangerous Liaisons

From the beginning, the state authorities responded to the demands of the communitarians with intolerance and indifference. The authorities refused to dissolve the motorized police or to recognize the community police. The then governor of the state, Rubén Figueroa Alcocer, moved against them. First he attempted to prohibit and disarm them, and then he filed charges against individual members. The communitarians remained steadfast and forced a new approach. Government authorities began a “carrot and stick” policy, opening up a space to negotiate while simultaneously harassing the new movement.

This contradictory relationship between government authorities and the community police has been a constant feature in its almost nineteen years of existence. The cycle of tolerating and then persecuting the community police continues to this day. The state authorities will provide the community police with arms and resources, and then turn around and issue arrest warrants for its leaders. The state offers training to the same communitarians it subsequently arrests, or it presents them publicly as a model to copy and then condemns them as violent mobs taking justice into their own hands.

Caught within this logic, Governor Rubén Figueroa finally recognized the problems with the motorized police battalion in the municipality of Malinaltepec and accepted that local people could integrate into the force. The result was the formation of a new police squad with young local volunteers, almost all without policing experience but willing to lay their lives on the line to ensure the security of the community.

The state administration initially offered a salary of six hundred pesos fortnightly for ten members and provided uniforms. The city council played a part by equipping them with carbines and some pistols. Surveillance patrols were carried out on foot. On April 5, 1997, a further 159 unarmed community police members received “verbal training” from members of the Forty-Eighth Battalion in San Luis Acatlán.

Juan Horta was a founding member of the community police and held a coordinating position for several years. “Lieutenant Colonel Joel Ciprián told us that he had instructions from the National Secretary of Defense to train the community police,” he told Karina Aviles in the Masiosare supplement of La Jornada. The military taught them how to handle weapons and the correct procedure in dealing with delinquents.

During the second training session in Horcasitas, Juan Horta recalled how the community members, still uncertain of their standing, feared that the army would disarm them, “but it turned out to be another training session. And this time we were given our own weapons.”

Another step forward was made when Figueroa departed the governor’s post. The interim governor, Ángel Aguirre, gave the communitarians authorized credentials, twenty weapons, and a truck. It was a nod of recognition from the state government and was followed by official acknowledgment of the force from the municipalities of Malinaltepec and San Luis Acatlán.

But it was a contradictory relationship. Notwithstanding their official recognition and coordination with municipal authorities and the State Attorney’s Office, the persecution continued. On several occasions, community police commanders were accused of kidnapping the offenders they arrested.

There were fifty outstanding criminal actions against the community police in May 2013, according to Vidulfo Rosales Sierra from the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center—this despite the fact that the community police communicated their actions directly to the Attorney General’s Office in order to maintain a respectful relationship.

The case of Father Mario Campos Hernández, parish priest of Santa Cruz del Rincón, municipality of Malinaltepec, deserves mention. A founding member of the community police, the priest was the target of a long-standing campaign of abuse from the authorities. In 1994 he was attacked by a group of delinquents with the backing of the Santa Cruz del Rincón authorities. In 1999 he was arrested by the Judicial Police and accused of breaking and entering. He was released after a public outcry and a citizens’ mobilization in his support. And then on September 16, 2000, he was attacked by a group of armed men as a result of the work he was doing with the community police.

Military and state action against community police members has been commonplace since the beginning. On March 26, 2000, soldiers of the Forty-Ninth Infantry Battalion disarmed members of the community police in Pueblo Hidalgo, municipality of San Luis Acatlán. On September 18 of that same year, Judicial Police arrested Bruno Plácido Valerio, adviser to the community police. He was accused of raping four Mixtec women—despite the women saying he had no involvement. On October 20, the commanding general of the CRAC-PC, Agustín Barrera Cosme, was arrested. He was released due to lack of evidence.

In 2003, the state government gave the community police a thirty-day ultimatum to cease operating or face disarmament by the military. Two years later, the Ministerial Police entered the CRAC-PC House of Justice in San Luis Acatlán and arrested all the coordinators. In 2012, the Ministerial Police arrested Maximum Tranquilino Santiago, another CRAC-PC coordinator. The onslaught against them increased in 2013, with several coordinators arrested and the government clearly out to divide the organization.



The Justice System

The security and justice system of the communities of La Montaña and the Costa Chica is made up of two bodies. First, the Community Police (PC) is in charge of protecting the local population. Second, the Regional Coordinator of Community Authorities (CRAC) applies and administers justice, based on its normative systems. The Community Police was formed in 1995, the CRAC in 1998. Both complement each other.

The justification for the creation of the Community Police was that “the indigenous peoples of the region were forced to make use of our fundamental rights enshrined in the laws of our country by taking justice into our own hands according to our own ways. This is due to the lack of effective response, commitment and responsibility on the part of our official authorities. Government neglect and our own tragedy are what has constituted and taught us.”

But the formation of this security body proved insufficient. Between 1995 and 1997 the community police merely detained offenders and sent them along to the Public Ministry authorities, explains Ángeles Gama. No sooner were they handed over than they were released again. It was at this point that the communities across the region decided to organize their own judicial process and began to “prevent, protect and sanction crimes.” The CRAC was born of that necessity.

The process started on February 22, 2008, with a regional assembly in the community of Potrerillo Coapinole. A council of authorities was appointed with a specific function to oversee justice. The council was baptized as the Regional Coordinator of Indigenous Authorities (CRAI), but later the name was changed to Regional Coordinator of Communal Authorities (CRAC), to incorporate the mestizo communities. From that moment, detainees were no longer sent to the government authorities, but to installations created by the people themselves.

The communitarians, explains Ángeles Gama, concluded that


jails would be necessary in the communities to punish the culprits. Traditional punishments like doing community work were revived. The decision was taken to sanction people with communal work days on communal projects for the benefit of all. A system was devised to work out how many days the culprit would have to work. If an object or animal was stolen, the worth of the stolen good was determined and the culprit would work the corresponding amount of days based on the regional minimum wage. They also decided that each town would have its own jail, but the prisoners would be rotated, thus sharing the burden of justice among the various communities. Sharing the burden of justice is an indigenous cultural heritage; the elders remember how in the past when someone stole an animal, his punishment was to be paraded around the communities. The animal was adorned with colorful ribbons and the thief had to pull it along, led by someone letting off fireworks and followed by a band of musicians. The whole town would be made aware of what had happened. The punishment was partly to shame the culprit and at the same time serve as an example.



The idea of reeducating instead of punishing also came from traditional practices, explains the anthropologist Giovanna Gasparello. In November 1997 a local youth was arrested by the community police for possessing marijuana for personal consumption. In the general assembly, the community decided—with the presence of the youth’s relatives—to punish him within the community rather than send him to the authorities. The young man was sentenced to do social work.

Detainees were no longer handed over to the Public Ministry, explains Gasparello, but instead “reeducated.” Rather than criminals, they were seen as neighbors who had committed a fault, people who deserved the chance of redemption and reintegration into the community. The community justice system deems this measure “therapy” and recognizes its effectiveness. The “reeducation work” is complemented by conversations with elders in the community. The offender is spared the ordeal of going through the state police, and the inevitable abuse at their hands. “Some offenders have returned to the communities where they had been detained in order to continue the relationship they had formed with the people during the re-education process.” Community justice is determined in a different sense, no longer premised in punishment.

The community police is the creation of the people. Its formation is an expression of its autonomous project. Its foundation is in the general assembly of community authorities, and its operating organs are the CRAC, the executive committee, the command structure, and the community police corps. The community police force complements the work of the Public Ministry and the state judicial system.

Community policing is not limited to indigenous communities. Mestizos and Afro-descendants have also embraced this organizational process. The quite significant black population in the Costa Chica of Guerrero has begun reviving its culture and identity. The fight against insecurity is at the center of its concerns.

As part of this journey toward reclaiming their identity, the black populations of Oaxaca and Guerrero met in Juchitán, Guerrero, in March 2007 for the eleventh Black Peoples’ Gathering. “The Black Peoples of Mexico continue to suffer from distinct levels of marginalization and invisibility,” read the closing statements, “the product of the slave trade, the colonial heritage and an unequal economic, social and cultural development. This legacy “has placed us in a vulnerable and excluded situation, based mainly on our race despite our contribution to the cultural, economic, social and political construction of the Mexican nation.”

Mexico’s Afro-descendants demanded more inclusion appropriate to their specific context. Today, many of these marginalized communities have organized their own community police.

In the territories where it operates, the community police is a real and effective force. It has reduced common crime by 90 percent. Its functions have changed with the passage of years.

The operating procedures of the CRAC-PC organization are outlined in a manual called “Security, Community Justice and Territorial Control,” published in the book Otras Geografías: Experiencias de Autonomías Indígenas en México (Other Geographies: Experiences of Autonomies in Mexico), edited by Gioavanna Gasparello and Jaime Quintana. Some of the main points are that police candidates are elected every year in the community assembly; members do not receive a salary, although previously they did; each policing group has a minimum of six and maximum of twelve operatives; the first and second commanders are in charge; and the Executive Committee is the highest operational body.

The community justice system is made up of three different bodies: the commissioner, the coordinators of the four houses of justice, and the regional assembly or general assembly of the communities participating in the system.

The commissioner, also called a delegate or municipal agent, is elected annually in each community. Municipal councils recognize the post as a constitutional authority. The commissioner acts to resolve and sanction minor conflicts. If the problem is not solved with this body, it is moved to the next level—the coordinators of the four houses of justice.

Originally there was only one CRAC-PC house of justice, but now there are four: the oldest is based in the municipal seat of San Luis Acatlán, and the other three are El Paraíso, in the municipality of Ayutla; Espino Blanco, in the municipality of Malinaltepec; and Zitlaltepec, in the municipality of Metlatonoc. Coordinators are elected in each to deal with serious judicial matters. The third level of the system is the regional assembly or general assembly constituted by the majority of the communities participating in the community police system. It is the highest authority and its resolutions are final.

The existence of the community police is protected by state, national, and international legislation, which applies to Mexico. Originally it fell under the cover of Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization (ILO). It is also protected under the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, approved in September 2007. Under national legislation, the right to establish community guards is enshrined in Article 2 of the Mexican Constitution, despite limitations.

In terms of state legislation, Law 701 for the Recognition, Rights and Culture of the Indigenous Peoples and Communities of the State of Guerrero is important. It is composed of seventy-four articles plus five provisions recognizing indigenous peoples’ right to autonomously decide their own forms of social organization and to punish crimes committed in their territory. This implies that indigenous peoples have powers to take crime prevention measures, to administer justice, and to undertake the social rehabilitation of transgressors.

The article accepts community police as “part” of the State Public Security System and an “auxiliary” of the Regional Council of Community Authorities. It also recognizes the right of indigenous communities to organize according to their traditional uses and customs.

The law establishes respect for the “integrality and the modalities of the functions exercised in terms of public security, prosecution, and administration of justice” by the Regional Council of Community Authorities.

Article 38 says that “the decisions taken by the authorities of the towns and indigenous communities, based on their internal normative systems, within their jurisdictional fields, must be respected by the respective state authorities.”

However, it also states that “the uses and customs that are legally recognized as valid and legitimate for indigenous peoples, for no reason or circumstance should they contravene the Constitutional Politics of the United Mexican States, the State of Guerrero, the current State Laws, or violate human rights or third parties.”



Survival

Justice is not imparted in a discretionary or capricious manner in the communities. The norms are based on a draft of internal regulations set down from a long process of consultation, reflection, and systematization of practices within the communities. The people with the greatest moral prestige, the wisest and the elders played a core role in developing community justice. In addition, elements of positive law are incorporated.

The Community Police Internal Rules contains a set of community values and legal rules that establishes procedures for governing the organization. It offers guidelines for imparting justice and practices for implementing the process of reeducation. In its own way, the Internal Rules manual represents the reinvention of the peoples’ traditions.

The CRAC-PC project was consolidated and extended gradually up to 2013. Confidence in the justice system grew, and more and more communities requested to join its ranks. This was a result of “the efficiency of the investigations, the righteousness of the authorities and the fact that not one single peso is charged to obtain justice,” according to one of its advisers.

However, this expansion of the community justice system has been accompanied by some particularly difficult moments. During the administration of René Juárez, governor of Guerrero between 1999 and 2005, the government constantly threatened to disarm the community police and imprison their commanders and authorities.

During his government, both the secretary of public safety, Luis León Aponte, and the head of the Interior Ministry, Rey Hilario Serrano, called on the community police to dissolve or to incorporate into the municipal police force. The call was rejected.

In response to government threats, more than four thousand indigenous people from sixty Me’phaa and Na Savi communities took to the streets of San Luis Acatlán. They demanded respect for the people’s right to freely decide their own system of justice.

“At that time the communities and the authorities of the CRAC had the intelligence, courage and poise to not be intimidated,” explained Abel Barrera from the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center. “On the contrary, they stood up to the threats. On February 26, 2002, the communitarians mobilized at the government offices, facing federal and state authorities as well as the Mexican Army. They wanted to demonstrate that for no reason, government order or threat, were they prepared to back down or abandon the community justice and security initiative.”

Due to the increased demand for justice in the region, the CRAC created three new houses of justice, in addition to the original San Luis Acatlán House of Justice. Despite the repression, applications to join the community police system kept coming in.

But beyond external threats, the CRAC also dealt with various internal difficulties. These became more evident in 2012, and a year later they exploded into the public sphere, creating a situation of uncertainty and anxiety. Enemies of the movement used these internal problems to derail and diminish the more autonomous side of the organization.

Schematically, it can be said that three contradictions underlie the project. The first is between the security apparatus and the justice system. Serapaz member Miguel Álvarez points out that the logic of the security apparatus and its commanders tends to prevail over the delivery of justice and the dynamics of communities and their assemblies. This has caused the security apparatus to acquire a greater weight in defining the leadership and the conduct of the security body.

The second contradiction occurs between the autonomy of the regional security system and the management of state resources for productive and welfare projects. Although it should not really be an issue, the problem arises because the negotiation of economic resources with the state implies a formal and permanent agreement with the government, and that is not necessarily compatible with an autonomous justice system.

Finally, there is a contradiction between an autonomous regional security and justice system and political interests. This is not only about electoral participation. Political parties tend to recuperate social movements and create a clientelist relationship between the party and the social movement. In the absence of political parties, the CRAC finds itself under pressure to act in a clientelist manner for the communities, and this collides with the autonomous project.

Despite the richness of its practical experience, the CRAC has not worked out a clear strategic project. One of the few strategic documents produced is the Community Police Internal Rules manual that is simultaneously a kind of constitution and a code of procedures but not a programmatic proposal.

Overwhelmed by its own success, the CRAC body functions in practice more as a coordinator of the four houses of justice rather than a strategic driving force for the community defense movement. Its dynamic responds more to the immediate problems at local and regional levels than to a long-term vision.

The inadequate management of these contradictions precipitated a real crisis within the CRAC. The internal crisis was exasperated by external pressures as the communities came up against mining companies in the region and increased repression from the Mexican Army. Finally, with the emergence of a wave of citizen self-defense movements in other Mexican states, the government recognized “the threat of a good example” in the community police movement and moved to smother it.



Heart of Darkness

In Heart of Darkness, the Polish novelist Joseph Conrad narrates the dramatic journey of the sailor Marlow up the Congo River in search of the renegade manager of an ivory trade enterprise. Conrad presents a crude portrait of nineteenth-century Belgian colonialism in Africa and its saga of brutal exploitation, slavery, and racism.

In what seems to be an ominous reissue of the colonial project, Heart of Darkness is also the name chosen by Hochschild Mining Company for a mineral exploration project in the indigenous territories of La Montaña, Guerrero. The British-based mining company was granted a concession of 49,739 hectares by the Mexican Ministry of Economy in the territory.

Hochschild Mining specializes in exploration and exploitation of gold and silver in Latin America. Founded in Chile in 1911, it expanded to Bolivia and Peru. Its owner was considered one of the “Tin Barons” of the epoch. In 1984, Hochschild’s operations in South America were sold to Anglo American South Africa. Operating in Mexico since 2007, the company has carried out exploration activities in the Santa María de Moris mine, Chihuahua.

Unlike the voyage up the Congo River aboard a small boat narrated in Conrad’s novel, the new colonialists in La Montaña came in with helicopters and aircrafts. In November 2010, light aircraft flew over the communities of San José del Progreso, Tlacoapa, Acatepec, Iliatenco, and San Luis Acatlán.

Soon after, three people identifying themselves as employees of the Hochschild Mexico mining company presented themselves at the offices of the CRAC House of Justice in San Luis Acatlán. The three envoys of the Apocalypse—as the anthropologist Gilberto López y Rivas baptized them—presented a photocopied document issued by the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) authorizing them to work in the region. Concessions had been granted to the Canadian company CamSim and the Mexican Goliat Group.

Their presence created a mood of apprehension in the region. Springing into action, the CRAC authorities held informational community assemblies warning about the dangers of mining. Thus began an arduous and complex campaign of resistance against the invasion of the transnational companies.

A study commissioned by Tlachinollan Human Rights Center revealed how mining concessions increased in Guerrero at a dizzying pace, as they have done in almost the entire country. In 2005 there were 417 concession titles in the state, equivalent to more than 328,000 hectares. In 2013, these had increased to 600 titles, covering almost 705,000 hectares.

Many of the titles are located in the indigenous territories of the La Montaña region. The federal government handed out thirty concessions to carry out mining exploration and exploitation for fifty years on about 200,000 hectares in the area.

But the mining companies in La Montaña did not play by the rules. They were impatient to set up operations. Edith Na Savi wrote in Desinformémonos how these companies “were already working in the area for a long time and placed people to locate the targeted territory. In this way, we learned that in Paraje Montero (an agrarian community incorporated into the CRAC) the companies set up operations based on lies and false promises to the community and an agreement with the agrarian authorities. The mining company falsely compared their planned operation to the mining of sinkholes, as had been previously done in the region. They also promised work, schools and other benefits, as well as a periodic payment for the rent of the land.”

Paraje Montero was not the only community “cultivated” by the companies. Their agents were deployed stealthily throughout the area. As they maneuvered to convince the communities by any means, they had the help of paid-off public employees and compliant government institutions. Selling the project to the community as a way to leave poverty and backwardness behind, a government environmental adviser toured the area. “Forget about living on top of the treasures of mountain,” he urged them, “and let mining companies begin the extraction work.”

Two Mexican engineers arrived in Totomixtlahuaca purporting to be specialists from UNAM (National Autonomous University of Mexico) in Mexico City. They addressed the assembly, asking the residents to consider the “progress” that the mining exploitation permits would bring. The assembly asked them to leave the town. The engineers went on to Iliatenco, where the people also invited them to leave. “Mining means death,” the community authorities told the specialists.

The CRAC denounced these schemes in a public statement on September 8, 2011. “We have concerns that the state government is at the service of large mining companies. In an open and shameless way they are doing the work of convincing the population, ignoring the protests and our on-going public rejection of mining.… The only thing that these companies bring is slavery and death. The emissaries of ‘development’ intend to repeat the sad story of exchanging glass beads and mirrors for our precious gold and silver minerals.”

The vigorous mobilization of the CRAC and the energetic response of the communities put a halt to the practice of deceiving people into signing agreements. The companies were forced to seek new avenues to advance their interests. Without consulting the communities, they pushed for the conversion of a 157,896-hectare area of La Montaña into a “Biosphere Reserve.” This maneuver would take the territory out from under community control. The project was roundly rejected by the La Montaña population leading to its suspension but not its cancellation.

For the CRAC, mining concessions violate various rights and regulations that the government is legally obliged to observe and comply with—for example, the right to prior, free, and informed consultation with the communities to decide whether or not to exploit the resources. The government is also obliged, argued the CRAC, to exercise its own preferential right to obtain concessions before it brings in foreign extractivist companies.

With legal advice from lawyers of the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, the people in La Montaña used the Mexican Agrarian Law to drive back the mining concessions. The Agrarian Law gives them the right to decide collectively on the use of their commonly held land. Assemblies were held to decide whether or not to authorize mining operations in their territories, and in the majority of cases, rejected them.

Communities formed a Defense Committee for the territory against the threat of mining. In March 2011, a new campaign called “With an Open Heart We Defend Mother Earth against Mining” was launched with the support of various alternative media and community radio stations. The Me’phaa community of San Miguel El Progreso, located in the municipality of Malinaltepec, filed an amparo (placed under the protection of the law) arguing that the granting of concessions for exploration and mining within their territory was unconstitutional. Specifically, the concessions contravened the constitutional right for the integral protection of indigenous peoples’ lands, the right to consultation, the guarantees of legality and judicial security, and the right to the protection of communal lands.

Concretely, the petition requested the federal judiciary to analyze if the Mining Law was compatible with the Mexican Constitution and with the international treaties signed and ratified by Mexico.

During the CRAC-PC’s seventeenth anniversary in November 2012, the assembly agreed to reject mining operations and defend the integrity of the territory. The assembly further agreed to continue accompanying new communities in organizing their own self-defense, and to demand respect for the autonomy and self-determination of the indigenous peoples from the state and federal government.

By its own logic, the defense of the territory is an integral task “which implies not only the land, but also the air, water, sacred spaces and food supply,” said the CRAC in a statement. “Therefore the defense of territory implies a strong opposition to the mining companies, to dams, to conservation projects like the Biosphere Reserve, to the mega roads, and to real estate projects, among other megaprojects that impinge on the territorial integrity of the communities.”

As a result of the decision to fight the installation of open-cast mines in La Montaña, government harassment of the CRAC organization and the community police intensified. Governor Ángel Aguirre began to employ a strategy of divide and rule by supporting one faction of the movement against another. To clear the way for mining companies, the government had to dismantle the organization that was the backbone of resistance.

The CRAC-PC stood in the way of the new colonizers establishing their full dominion in the heart of darkness, and because of that, the CRAC had to be destroyed.







 



6  The End of the Dream



The Crash of the CRAC

In 2013, CRAC-PC suffered a major implosion. The internal cohesion cracked, and different groups and leaders fought over the leadership of the movement and the wisdom of dialogue with the state. The different currents attacked furiously and accused each other of being paramilitaries, government agents, or traitors. By all accounts, the original direction and essence of the project were lost.

By that time, the grassroots democracy of the community police had been distorted. Initiatives were approved without adequate consultation with the base communities or without clear majorities in the meetings. As things fell apart, a gap opened up between the representatives and the represented.

The crisis of the CRAC came as a result of its vertiginous growth as well as government harassment. The public security crisis in Guerrero, caused in part by Calderón’s war against drug trafficking and the decapitated drug cartels’ disputes over territories, routes, and markets, caused an unrelenting boom in requests from communities to join the community police public security system. Devastated by crime and abandoned by state security forces, rural communities decided en masse and with some urgency to defend themselves and join the movement that was bringing impressive results.

These communities came to the community police council from two different traditions of political participation. On the one hand, some did not have a similar level of community organizing as the founders of the movement, and they had the potential to fall prey to the clientelism of traditional peasant organizations. On the other hand, there were populations with a more radical political culture, especially in the municipality of Ayutla, who brought a different dynamic to the process.

In its nineteen years of life, the CRAC has suffered three ruptures. The first occurred in 2010, when the founders of the Union of Peoples and Organizations of the State of Guerrero (UPOEG) were expelled from the CRAC, and later made unsuccessful bids to take over the San Luis Acatlán House of Justice in June and September of 2013. The second rupture, also in 2013, was the product of the clash between the communities of Tixtla, Olinalá, and Ayutla over tactics and strategy. And the third resulted from a severe fracture within the leadership of the San Luis Acatlán House of Justice.

The state government’s intervention was a key factor in developing and exacerbating the internal contradictions of the movement. The authorities sought to domesticate the movement, limit its autonomy, and attack its source of income, as well as apply the usual repression. Local and federal governments were particularly concerned with dismantling any resistance to mining operations in the region.

Curiously, all of the parties involved in the ruptures were in agreement that the government fomented the disputes. “The Ministry of the Interior is at work here,” said the indigenous leader Cirino Plácido. “Fifteen years ago agents infiltrated us and now with Ángel Aguirre’s government, every possible thing is being done to destroy the CRAC. But not only that, they are also killing social fighters—more than 30 activists have been assassinated in Guerrero since the arrival of Governor Ángel Aguirre. The narco-paramilitary mafia is taking care of that job.”

This was of course denied by the authorities. In April 2014, Jesús Martínez Garnelo, general secretary of government, said that the state administration would not intervene in the internal conflict of the CRAC. The government will remain outside the dispute, he continued, “so that there is no misrepresentation of information from either group, neither for Pablo’s group nor Eliseo’s,” referring to the two leaders on either side of the split.

However, beyond government interference, there is no doubt that the internal divisions in the CRAC grew when its leaders stopped consulting the assemblies or placing the interests of the people first. By focusing instead on getting funds and resources from the state to stabilize the project, the conditions were created for recriminations, disagreements, and ruptures to arise.

The various attempts by individuals and organizations such as Serapaz and Tlachinollan Human Rights Center to mediate failed. The leadership battle became a struggle for power and control of economic interests. All the factions in the dispute sought separate negotiations with the government.



The UPOEG

Bruno Plácido Valerio is an indigenous Mixtec born in 1967 in Azoyú, in the Costa Chica region. He is charismatic, skillful, pragmatic, and arrogant. He lives in a humble house with a dirt floor but drives around in an armored GMC truck. From an early age, he often slept on an empty stomach. He attended school up to seventh grade and then taught himself by reading law books. He has participated in various human rights courses.

A father of four children, he is a good businessman, and earned a living selling corn, soft drinks, and beer. Later he ran a transport company. He was jailed briefly by the PRI governor René Juárez, accused of terrorism, property damage, and other charges. Then in 2012, he was accused by caciques from the PRI of raping four indigenous Amuzga women.

Bruno tells his version of the story: “The military detained me twice and I was tortured. Then the police arrested me in the community of Buena Vista and I was accused of raping four women in the space of one hour. The truth is that it was manufactured, there were no complainants, there were no victims, nor was there even an inquiry. The prosecutor was Francisco Vargas Nájera. He was trying to get me in order to justify the disarming of the Community Police.”

Bruno had been a ranking officer in the municipal police of San Luis Acatlán in 2002, when Genaro Vázquez Solís, the son of the former guerrilla, was municipal president. Although not ideologically motivated, he put himself up as a candidate for the PRD nomination in 2012, but the New Left faction of the party refused to back him.

By the start of 2014, Bruno found himself in the eye of the storm. He and his brother Cirino, founder of the CRAC-PC and a key activist with the National Indigenous Congress, formed the UPOEG on January 24, 2010. Initially the organization led a campaign against the excessive tariffs charged by the Federal Electricity Commission (CFE), and petitioned for paved roads in marginal areas. The conflict with the CFE was highly charged. Bruno recalls how in Paraje Montero, a community suffering extreme poverty, “the CFE were charging one household a total of 800,000 pesos for their electricity. There were hundreds of cases like this.”

The UPOEG also supports political candidates promoting indigenous uses and customs, and solicits financing for development projects within communities. The organization defines itself as a “movement for development and social peace, seeking to unite all the towns and communities divided by political parties, religion, or government, because only communities can help other communities. What we are doing is promoting the idea of solidarity—we don’t just want the government to give us handouts, we want justice in our own hands so that we can establish public order in which all the members of the communities can participate.”

As an engaged campaigner, Bruno built up a good relationship with Governor Aguirre and the authorities. Bruno’s close ties with the state government created problems of mistrust with other organizations. His critics accuse him of centralizing power, of taking individual decisions regardless of the opinion of the communities, and a lack of tolerance in dealing with criticism of his leadership.

Bruno’s current political and social success in the Costa Chica is a result of his role in fighting crime. In 2009, as organized crime flourished, public security in the municipality of Ayutla collapsed. Kidnappings, robberies, rapes, extortion, shootings, and executions multiplied. The criminals had no respect for anything or anyone, not even children. A ten-year-old boy was kidnapped in Cruz Grande, and an eleven-year-old in Ahuacachahue. Bruno Plácido Valerio decided it was time to take action against the “lords of the night.”

At this point, the UPOEG moved from productive projects, social demands, and political participation to setting up a self-defense force in the southeast of the municipality of Ayutla. The demand had come from the communities, but Bruno went his own way in setting up a CRAC-affiliated community police. He began to appoint his own police commanders without referring to the CRAC council. The communitarian process was derailed.

The leadership of the CRAC saw it as a maneuver by the Plácido brothers to recover the movement leadership they had previously lost. Bruno’s close relationship with the government of the state raised a lot of suspicion. The differences between the two sides became irreconcilable. The recriminations escalated, and at the end of 2012, the community police movement split.

Beyond the rivalry between leaders, the rupture arose from two different ways of understanding and doing politics. On one hand, for the hegemonic group within the CRAC, it was necessary at that time to maintain a relative distance from the government, to focus on constructing genuine autonomy for the people. On the other hand, for Bruno and the UPOEG, the imperative was to keep the state close and achieve more that way.

According to Valentín Hernández, an adviser to the CRAC, “the UPOEG is trying … to direct the work of the CRAC towards the interests of the state government. It is a real problem, one that we have never had to deal with before.”

But the gauntlet had been thrown down, and it took just a matter of weeks to formalize the breakup. The pretext was the kidnapping of Alberto Eusebio García, commissar of Rancho Nuevo and promoter of the community police in nonindigenous areas of the Costa Chica. Alberto Eusebio García was an ally of Bruno, and the UPOEG organized a campaign to locate and free him. This action precipitated a popular uprising against organized crime in Ayutla and Tecoapa.

In the early morning of January 6, 2013, over eight hundred townspeople in Ayutla and another community, Tecoanapa, set up roadblocks and checkpoints around the town. They were armed with hunting rifles and machetes, and wore ski masks. They presented themselves as community police. An unmasked Bruno Plácido coordinated the action. Although UPOEG claimed it was a spontaneous peoples’ uprising, it was evident that there had been planning involved. The outfits worn by some of the hooded men later became the UPOEG uniform, and people in the community gave testimony that they were asked to join the action some days beforehand.

The insurgents arrested fifty-four alleged members of organized crime, and key criminals working in the Ayutla, Tecoanapa, and Las Mesas area were held. Their criminal network was dismantled in one swoop. The indisputable success of the nascent security apparatus motivated other communities to join the fight.

However, the official CRAC-PC distanced itself from the uprising. “The organizers are residents from communities in the municipality of Ayutla, but not CRAC members,” said CRAC representative Arturo Campos on January 7. “And others are from towns of the neighboring municipality of Tecoanapa, led by Bruno Plácido Valerio.”

In contrast, the state governor welcomed the action. Just two days after the uprising, Ángel Aguirre applauded the rebels, met with the leaders, and offered economic support. He sent backup in the form of a strong police and army presence. On January 21, he announced that he was preparing a decree for the community police to become “an auxiliary force” to the public security bodies of the state.

The governor’s initiative was not well received, with both CRAC and UPOEG rejecting it. They saw it as an attempt by the governor to pacify the movement.

On January 13, 2013, a statement signed by sixteen CRAC coordinators denounced UPOEG’s “deception and bad faith.” They recognized the peoples’ legitimate claim for community justice but maintained that there were important differences between the CRAC and the UPOEG in terms of operation as well as treatment of detainees. It criticized the UPOEG’s decision to conceal the identity of its members, implying that they are not elected by a broader community assembly in accordance with the CRAC’s principles. “We are named by our assemblies; all of our people know us, which is why we don’t have any need to cover our faces.”

The community police, read the CRAC statement, “is not at war or in confrontation with the drug traffickers. Our mission is to protect our communities. We cannot perform operatives in localities that are not incorporated into the community system, and therefore we do not prosecute crime outside our jurisdiction.”

Despite the CRAC distancing itself from them, the UPOEG grew across the state in a trail of gunpowder. From its original presence in Ayutla, San Luis Acatlán, and Tecoanapa, the organization extended to San Marcos, Cruz Grande, Copala, and Marquelia. By the end of March 2013, the UPOEG had established itself in Tierra Colorada, and by June it had a presence in the port of Acapulco. In a one-year period, it managed to organize groups in thirteen municipalities, including rural communities based in the city of Chilpancingo.



A Fork in the Road

Challenging the drug traffickers had always been a complicated issue for the CRAC. Direct confrontation meant taking on a more powerful enemy, both economically and militarily. It was akin to “putting oneself in harm’s way.” The CRAC council therefore limited its actions to arresting criminals when they entered its territory, but not outside. In actuality, it focused on fighting common crimes affecting the inhabitants of the region and provided information on the movements of criminal groups to other community police groups affected by criminal activities.

That policy changed on October 14, 2011, when the community police detained two vans loaded with six hundred kilos of marijuana. The community guards captured four indigenous men and a truck driver from Mexico City. The CRAC decided to deal with the matter within its own justice system. The community assembly of Santa Cruz del Rincón debated whether to hand the five detainees over to the state authorities or to put them to trial according to the communities’ normative system. The discussion was intense and many voices were heard. Finally, the community agreed to keep the detainees in the community to be subject to a process of reeducation. The drugs were publicly destroyed in a bonfire.

With the uprising in January 2013, UPOEG opened a new flank of confrontation with the cartels in the region. The repercussions for the movement were immediate. Hostility toward community policing escalated from the state executive, legislators, the state security apparatus, and even human rights organizations. Most of the media was rabidly against the UPOEG-led uprising and the citizens’ arrest of criminals. The campaign against UPOEG was as slanderous as it was heated. One national newspaper “reported” that the citizens were debating whether to burn the detainees alive.

In the midst of a deafening roar on television and radio denouncing the “savagery” of the indigenous people and their outrageous attempt to take matters of justice into their own hands, UPOEG handed the detainees over to a judicial process overseen by the community general assembly. Forty-nine men and five women were presented for trial to the community on the basketball court in El Mezón, Ayutla.

The detainees were part of the La Barredora gang, led by Leónides Enríquez Álvarez, known as El Cholo, a thirty-year-old Acapulco native with a long history of theft. He managed to escape but his associates did not. They were hit men, thugs-for-hire, kidnappers, and rapists, and one of them, twenty-four-year-old David Guerrero, known as the Ripper, had a reputation for chopping up his victims. Among the detainees were El Cholo’s parents, two brothers, and his girlfriend.

Priests, school directors, and townsfolk attended the people’s court. Comandante Guerrero of the community police led the proceedings. “Crime will no longer be fought with arms,” he told the assembly in his speech, “but with education.” Hooded, the victims gave their testimony. The public clamored for justice.

“The detainees,” announced a UPOEG coordinator, “will be re-educated in an itinerant way moving around the communities that make up our movement for security and justice. With this process we are beginning the transformation of the justice system of our peoples, based on our uses and customs. With this we will recuperate our indigenous peoples’ way of doing justice.”

But despite the raised expectations, the tribunal did not adjudicate any trial. Government pressure to hand over the detainees grew. Public criticism of the UPOEG’s actions and the indigenous justice system increased. The tribunal authorities were forced to call a recess in the proceedings.

Meanwhile, on February 5, the state government attempted to bring the main representatives of CRAC and UPOEG to the negotiating table to stave off the brewing confrontation. Assuming a “neutral” role, the government proposed the creation of a commission of concord and pacification to act as peacemaker between the two organizations. Instead, the two hostile groups united at the meeting, rounding on the government, and called out its inability to reduce the rates of violence in urban areas.

One day later, the UPOEG representatives entered into talks with the secretary of the interior, Miguel Ángel Osorio Chong. As “a gesture of goodwill,” the rebels agreed to stop wearing ski masks and hoods.

Far from maintaining a consistent position in dealing with the self-defense groups in Guerrero, the secretary of the interior flip-flopped on at least two occasions. Initially, Osorio Chong said they would be regularized and integrated into the state police system. But later, he made it clear that the Guerrero self-defense groups were not recognized by either the government or the Interior Ministry. He insisted that there was no reason for their continued existence alongside the state security forces. Public security, he said, must remain a monopoly of the state.

For the UPOEG, facing criticism on all fronts, the situation became untenable. It decided to call off the peoples’ tribunal and hand the detainees over to the authorities. Taking stock of the moment, two movement leaders, Ramón Gracida González and Julio Leocadio Castro, concluded: “It was clear that there was no other option. The fundamental thing was to shield the movement and negotiation was the only way to achieve that.” Bruno agreed: “The important thing was not to fight but to reach agreement.”

Nevertheless, the commissioners of El Guayabo and El Carrizo in the municipality of Tecoanapa left the organization. They felt the handover of the prisoners was a betrayal and a major and unjustifiable setback in the struggle to gain recognition for indigenous normative systems. A sense of suspicion was added to the feeling of betrayal when Governor Ángel Aguirre presented the leadership of the UPOEG with new patrol cars and money. The relationship between the organization and the state government was once more called into question.

The UPOEG leadership insisted that it was not against the government. The people were organizing, it insisted, but not for a war against the state. The UPOEG leadership criticized the state for tolerating crime and said efforts to build a citizen-based public security system would continue unabated. In the meantime, they would maintain a close relationship with the governor.

Opposition to the community police and self-defense groups grew from all sides. The military painted them as instruments of either criminal gangs or guerrillas. “There is a hand that rocks the cradle,” warned General Genaro Lozano Espinoza, commander of the Ninth Military Region based in Acapulco.

The ombudsman Raúl Plascencia Villanueva of the National Human Rights Commission (Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos, CNDH) spearheaded the civilian campaign against community policing, which he saw as a façade for paramilitaries. On March 7, UPOEG invited him to dialogue in the community of Ahuacachahue, municipality of Ayutla. The ombudsman was greeted by one thousand peasant farmers. They denounced the kidnappings, rapes, and disappearance of family members in which police officers and agents of the Public Ministry were accomplices or failed to initiate investigations.

The ombudsman acknowledged the importance of hearing the victims’ version in order to have a clearer picture of what was happening. The UPOEG leadership asked him to set up a trust for the children of the victims of crimes. However, Plascencia Villanueva was not moved to change his position, and he returned to Mexico City to publicly condemn the movement for violating human rights.

Finally, on April 22, 2013, UPOEG signed an agreement with the state government to work within the framework of the law. Members of the citizen-based public security system were to receive a salary from the government, and the Mexican Army would oversee their operations. The UPOEG organization would return to concentrate its efforts on managing productive and welfare projects in the communities.

The CRAC condemned the agreement, seeing the hand of Oscar Naranjo behind it. Oscar Naranjo, the former head of the National Police of Colombia, operated as a security adviser to the Mexican government. In the eyes of the CRAC, the agreement implied that the UPOEG self-defense forces would be converted into a kind of lowly state police.

Curiously, businessmen within the entity did not share that distrust. On July 1, UPOEG was approached by the employers’ leadership in Chilpancingo who wanted to invest in the organization to protect them from kidnappings and homicides. The UPOEG agreed in principle, but at the request of the municipal government, the army intervened to kill the deal. In the end, UPOEG commanders led a march to the local congress demanding more protection for the business sector.



The Rupture

The “honeymoon” between UPOEG and the state government ended dramatically on August 5, 2013, when armed members of the peasant union detained more than one hundred soldiers in the community of El Pericón for three days. The dispute arose around the aforementioned criminal El Cholo. Community members accused the military of protecting El Cholo. Prior to this, Bruno Plácido had handed the governor a compromising list of officials linked to organized crime. The blacklist included the names of politicians, deputies, and state and military officials.

The conflict began at eight o’clock in the morning, when soldiers manning a checkpoint at the community entrance arrested five members of the citizen police, confiscating five weapons, including an Uzi submachine gun. Enraged, thousands of local people blocked the roads and prevented military reinforcements from arriving. They surrounded the soldiers, who chose not to use their weapons. The officers fled the encirclement by helicopter and abandoned the troops to their fate.

The situation in Guerrero changed irrevocably from this moment on. The relationship between Bruno Plácido and the government crumbled, and matters escalated into a statewide offensive against the community police. The Mexican Army, outraged at events in El Pericón, toughened its position and cracked down on the community police’s scope of action. Suspicions that a guerrilla organization was behind the popular self-defense forces lingered. The armed forces viewed the conflict in Ayutla and earlier events in Tixtla when the teachers and the community police united, as part of a broader threat to national security.

From that date, the army began setting the pace and direction of the self-defense groups’ strategy, with the community police civilian leadership doing little more than overseeing security operations.



The Rivalry between CRAC and UPOEG

The initial crisis between the CRAC and the UPOEG organizations, according to Abel Barrera, director of the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, was set off by a disagreement between communities and some of the movement leaders. It was a conflict over strategy with the grassroots communities favoring an integral system of indigenous justice with community control, while the UPOEG and other leaders led by the Plácido Valero brothers favored a separate security body, more like a traditional police force.

The first split within the CRAC occurred when a breakaway faction based in the San Luis Acatlán House of Justice (CJSLA) chose Eliseo Villar Castillo as their new coordinator, in the general assembly of February 23, 2013. Eliseo had been part of the special police group formed by the previous coordinator, Pablo Guzmán.

Eliseo’s dissident fraction of the CRAC was formally founded at a regional assembly in Santa Cruz del Rincón on June 16 of that year, convened by the authorities of twenty-six communities from the San Luis Acatlán region. This faction elected new leaders for the CJSLA, going over the heads of the incumbents. The breakaway faction described it as a move to reconstitute the original project of the CRAC-PC, to revive the vision of its founding peoples and to differentiate itself from other community police projects.

The “founding peoples” faction, as they became known, identified with some of the basic principles of the community police project that they felt had been lost. They recognized the community assembly as the highest decision-making authority. They insisted that justice is applied through reeducation in the form of community work, service to the people, and advice from the elderly. They defended the impartiality of justice without special privileges, and advocated seeking truth through research and the confrontation process. They recognized the community assembly as the supreme decision-making authority in matters of justice, respecting the will of the people.

In September 2013, the founding peoples’ faction attempted to physically take over the community police’s historic headquarters at San Luis Acatlán. The incumbents stood their ground. A serious confrontation seemed imminent until the Mexican Army threatened to intervene. The founding peoples’ current opted to retreat.

The dissident faction accused their opponents of getting too close to the government in order to solicit funding in the name of the organization. Those resources, they argued, created divisions within the indigenous community justice institution. Ironically their opponents accused the founding peoples’ current of exactly the same.

Meanwhile, the army increased pressure on the movement, stopping and disarming community police members, in order to prevent them from moving about the region with arms. As a compromise, some community members agreed to being credentialed by the authorities. This led to intense debate within the movement around the credentialing issue. Some saw it as a mark of success in achieving official recognition, while the founding peoples’ faction and others claimed that it represented an attack on the movement’s autonomy.

The government intensified its offensive against the “brothers in arms” in August 2013, launching a statewide witch hunt.


La Comandanta

Néstora Salgado García could easily have lived the American dream. In 1991, at age twenty, without prospects at home, she emigrated to the United States without papers. She found work in the state of Washington as a housekeeper, a nanny, and a waitress. Without giving up her Mexican nationality, she legalized her immigration status and became a U.S. citizen. Nevertheless she decided to return to her hometown, Olinalá, Guerrero, and from there to lead the struggle against organized crime and narco-politicians. For that she has had to pay a very high price, putting her life in danger. On August 21, 2013, she was arrested and held in the Cefereso 4 Northeast maximum security prison in Tepic, Nayarit.

Olinalá is a municipality in La Montaña, Guerrero, known for its handcraft tradition in beautiful lacquered products. The word means “near the earthquakes” in Nahuatl. Since the emergence of its citizen police and the detention of Néstora, it can be said that the social earthquakes are no longer near the community but actually within them.

Néstora comes from a large family, the sixth daughter of seven children. When Néstora was eleven years of age, her mother died. Néstora had to leave school after sixth grade. She married at sixteen and soon was the mother of three children—Saira, Rubí, and Grisel.

In a painful decision, Néstora migrated to the United States with her husband, leaving her children with her brothers. For seven long years she worked as a house cleaner. Still undocumented, she separated from her partner. In the year 2000 she managed to regularize her immigration status and eight years later obtained U.S. citizenship. She remade her life in the state of Washington with her new partner, José Luis Ávila, a construction worker.

In October 2002, during her second trip to Olinalá, Néstora was involved in a serious car accident on the way from Tlapa to Huamuxtitlán, alongside her father and a brother. She suffered a serious spine injury, leaving her unable to walk for two months. She returned to the United States to access medical services unavailable in Mexico.

Two years later, she returned permanently to live in Olinalá, work on her father’s land, and rebuild family ties. She witnessed the ancestral poverty of her people and the growing public security crisis. By 2011, public insecurity had become unbearable in Olinalá and other municipalities in La Montaña. The Los Rojos gang was in control of the municipality. A wave of kidnapping, murder, extortion, burglaries, and assault swept the region. The authorities allowed the criminals free reign, doing little to stop them. A potent mix of fear and anger gripped the residents.

The drop that spilled the glass of the citizens’ patience was the disappearance and later execution of a young taxi driver who refused to pay extortion fees. His body was discovered on October 26, 2012. At the funeral, outraged mourners detained a suspicious man taking pictures of the bereaved. They handed him over to the state police. The mourners were still in the graveyard when rumors spread of a new kidnapping. The church bells rang to summon the town’s inhabitants. In an emotional public outpouring, the citizens agreed by consensus to take security into their own hands. A council of supervision and surveillance was created.

The residents of Olinalá set up roadblocks in and out of the town. They were poorly armed, and masked their faces for self-protection. The new defense council documented and disseminated testimonies of eleven rape victims aged between eleven and seventeen. As usual, the authorities did nothing. A formal request was made for the presence of the Mexican Army and the navy. They demanded the removal of corrupt local ministerial police and an investigation of corruption to be overseen by both the authorities and citizens of Olinalá.

When the military arrived at the municipality nine days after the initial uprising, the citizens suspended the roadblocks, returned to normal life, and started organizing the Citizen Police (CP) of Olinalá.

The success of the citizen uprising went beyond expectations. On November 15, 2012, the governor of Guerrero, Ángel Aguirre Rivero, met with the Olinalá security council, describing the citizens’ actions as “heroic,” and promised to commit the armed forces to administer policing in the municipality. He also offered support for the formation of a community police. Néstora Salgado had been a prominent activist during the community uprising, and took her place in the front row of the meeting with the governor.

Around the same time, similar events were happening in neighboring municipalities. In Huamuxtitlán, for example, the kidnapping of seventeen people on June 2, 2012, led to the resurgence of a citizens’ security force and later, the formation of a community police force. Residents of the municipalities of Temalacatzingo, Cualac, Ahuacatzingo, Tlapa, and Huamuxtitlán joined together to form their own security system, the Regional Council of Security and Justice–Citizen and Popular Police (CRSJ-PCP).

The Olinalá group established a close relationship with the CRAC authorities and decided to join the organization. Néstora and other compañeros went neighborhood to neighborhood speaking before assemblies and proposing that each elect its own community police members. Then, on March 24, 2013, the Olinalá citizen police force held a mass protest at the federal facilities and marched through the center of the town.

Two months later, on May 18, at a meeting attended by 170 men and women of the nascent community police force, Néstora was elected coordinator and the group officially joined the CRAC movement. The new citizen force immediately began to crack down on delinquency in Olinalá, and within ten months the crime rate had decreased by 90 percent. Homicides fell to zero.

In an ironic twist, the very success of the crime reduction created conflict with the state government. Further exasperating tensions, Néstora spoke out about political corruption and the practice of monopolizing local markets through intimidation. Earning the authorities’ displeasure even further, Salgado accused the mayor and other government officials of drug trafficking. There was constant friction with the local government, and Salgado became a marked woman.

On August 21, 2013, Néstora Salgado was arrested on falsified kidnapping charges. The initial pretext for the arrest was Salgado’s involvement in her capacity as community police coordinator in the detention of several teenagers selling drugs. The second charge was related to the detention of Armando Patrón Jiménez, a public prosecutor accused by the community police of altering the scene of a crime after a double murder (and subsequently making off with one of the dead man’s cows). The citizen police detained Patrón Jiménez and brought him to a village jail in the community of Tlatlautitepec.

Néstora was taken on a plane to a maximum security prison in Tepic, three thousand kilometers away from her town. It was the beginning of a wave of persecution against the community police in Guerrero, with the arrest of sixty-eight activists by the state government between August and December 2013. In June 2014, thirteen of them were sentenced to prison, with three held in federal maximum security prisons.

In prison, Salgado’s health deteriorated. She was held incommunicado for weeks on end, and denied exercise. She suffered chronic pain as a result of the car accident, but the prison authorities denied her access to her medical prescriptions.

Despite her harsh confinement, Néstora remained unbowed. On International Women’s Day, she got a message out to the public calling for “protest and struggle” in the face of humiliation. “Keep struggling,” she said; “never bow down to anyone or anything, and never allow any form of discrimination to become acceptable.” Like the beautiful tough lacquerware unique to Olinalá, the comandanta is hewn from a similar wood.




Bernardino

On the same day that Néstora Salgado was arrested—August 21, 2013—thirteen members of the community police from El Paraíso, municipality of Ayutla de los Libres, were apprehended in a joint police and military operation. Among the arrested was Bernardino García Francisco.

Bernardino, an indigenous Na Savi, was the community police coordinator of the El Paraíso House of Justice. A founding member of the community police in the region, he had been the victim of several assaults and almost lost his right eye in the wake of one particularly vicious attack.

Born in El Paraíso, where he was the municipal commissioner, Bernardino is one of the survivors of the 1998 El Charco massacre. Ten indigenous Na’savi men and a university student were executed by the Mexican Army in cold blood; Bernardino was injured and imprisoned for over a year.

At fifty-three, Bernardino has a long history of struggle. He was president of Coapinola Communal Lands, founder of the Organization for the Future of the Mixteco People (OFPM) and a close friend of Raúl Lucas Lucía and Manuel Ponce Rojas, the two indigenous activists who were disappeared, tortured, and executed in February 2009.

Bernardino was accused of kidnapping and held in the Acapulco prison. One of the objectives of the police and military action during which he was arrested was to shut down the reeducation program operating in El Paraíso. Bernardino was a well-known figure in the region, and his arrest caused a major wave of indignation. The communities saw the state offensive as an attack on their justice system, and revealed how much the Tixtla and Ayutla community police systems troubled the government authorities and the military.



The Tixtla and Ayutla Factor

The second split within the CRAC pitted two factions against each other. Several communities in Tixtla, Olinalá, and Ayutla structured around Gonzalo Molina opposed the leadership of the CJSLA. The dispute was set off when the radical current led by the coordinator of the CJSLA, Eliseo Villar, took control of Tixtla municipal headquarters. Behind the dispute, there was a long history of animosity between the factions.

When a column of armed community police members from Tixtla marched into Chilpancingo on April 8, 2013, it not only caused a political storm but also emboldened other acts of resistance. Throughout that year, the Tixtla community constantly mobilized as well as led the local rescue efforts in the wake of several storm disasters. When its members were detained by the authorities, the community responded by taking control of the municipal headquarters to demand their release.

The strength of the Tixtla mobilizations led to continuous friction with the military and the state government. The Mexican Army objected to the community police carrying arms beyond the confines of their villages, but the community claimed it was within their right to do so. Meanwhile, activists from the CJSLA distanced themselves from the radical actions of the Tixtla faction.

One month after the “occupation” of Chilpancingo, residents of Acatempa marched from their community to the municipal seat in Tixtla, demanding more resources and recognition of its community police. More than seventy townspeople participated, with thirty local community police accompanied by ten communitarians from Ayutla armed with .22-caliber rifles and shotguns. The group was headed by the Acatempa community commissioner Pastor Coctecon.

The authorities mounted an operation with federal, state, and municipal police and military personnel to stop the march because they claimed that the marchers were illegally carrying weapons beyond the limits of their communities. “We are not going to fight with anybody,” said community commissioner Pastor Coctecon. “We are going to the municipal headquarters to dialogue with the mayor.” The communitarians showed their determination by pushing past the security forces and reached the municipal headquarters, where they spoke with the mayor.

As the community police forces returned to Acatempa, the military made another attempt to disarm them. The communitarians held firm. “What police force is not armed?” insisted Pastor Coctecon. “If the government did its job, there would be no need for this armed body.” The protest ended peacefully, but the strength and audacity of the community police force had rattled the authorities.

At the forefront of the Acatempa protest was Gonzalo Molina González, a key player in the Guerrero community police movement. Born in 1962 in Matialapa, municipality of Tixtla, Guerrero, he was the third of ten brothers and sisters. The family ran a manufacturing business, dealing in pots, pans, and comals. From a young age, he worked variously as a cleaner, gardener, and garbage collector. Although poverty prevented him from pursuing his studies, he nevertheless managed to finish high school. He married and had three children.

Gonzalo lived an impoverished existence, moving around the region in search of work. Driven by the injustice he witnessed around him, he began to organize in the community, promoting social employment projects. His efforts to organize were hampered by the outbreak of violence and crime in the region, as well as systematic corruption and the complicity of the authorities with organized crime. Nevertheless, Gonzalo emerged as one of the most visible and engaged organizers in Tixtla.

Molina González lent his support in forming community police in communities such as Acatempa, Tecolzintla, El Durazno, El Troncón, Zacatzonapan, and the barrio of El Fortín. Steadfast in his organizational work, he fostered links with the CRAC organization. Then on June 30, 2013, Gonzalo’s son, Cristian Molina, age eighteen, and girlfriend Abilene Ibáñez Sánchez were kidnapped.

The incident enraged the inhabitants of Acatempa, and community police from across the region mobilized to reinforce the forces in Tixtla. More than fifty community police arriving from Olinalá and Huamuxtitlán were detained by the army on the Chilpancingo-Chilapa highway, close to Tixtla. “Why is it that organized crime groups can go about their business in peace,” said Olinalá community police commander Jesús Coronel to the military officials, “yet the military keep harassing members of the community police?” Despite the military’s stalling tactics, the two young people were rescued by the joint actions of community police forces from around the region.

On August 18, community members from Tixtla, Olinalá, Huamuxtitlán, and Ayutla marched in protest against the government’s energy reform bill and demanded the removal of armed forces from community territories. “Under the pretext of the National Crusade Against Hunger, the Mexican Army and the navy are coming into our communities, intimidating our people and harassing our community police,” said Gonzalo, addressing the crowd in the central plaza of Tixtla.

Tension between Tixtla residents and the state authorities rose quickly. On August 22, a day after the arrests of Néstora and Bernardino, Governor Aguirre announced that the El Paraíso House of Justice would not be recognized as a legitimate community security body. The governor cynically used the internal divisions to condemn them: “As expressed by its coordinator Eliseo Villar, they no longer belong to the CRAC and therefore, they are not protected by Law 701.”

Two weeks earlier, Eliseo Villar, leader of the CJSLA, distanced himself from the actions in the municipalities of Tixtla, Olinalá, and Ayutla, arguing that they had overstepped the law with roadblocks, occupying town halls and detaining people.

The community of Tixtla remained unbowed. On the 27th of that month, hundreds of activists occupied the town hall in Tixtla to demand the release of Néstora and Bernardino, as well as twenty-two other community police members. During the action, the communitarians disarmed the municipal police. Simultaneously, some eight hundred CRAC members occupied the town hall of Ayutla de los Libres and marched on the highway between Tierra Colorada and Cruz Grande.

“This is a warning for the state and federal government,” said Gonzalo Molina, “that we will not allow them to continue trampling over our rights. While our compañeros are still in captivity, we will take action. If our comrades are released, no further action will be taken and violence will be averted.”

The government reaction was immediate. The authorities broke off negotiations with the community. Iñaki Blanco Cabrera, the state’s attorney, described the takeover of the town hall as a type of guerrilla action.

Governor Ángel Aguirre said that the agreement between the government and community security groups had been broken by the violent actions of “a Tixtla group” not part of the CRAC or UPOEG. Upping the ante, the Mexican Army intervened to disarm over one thousand community guards marching from the municipality of Ayutla to Florencio Villareal.



Submerged

In September 2013, Guerrero was pummeled by both Tropical Storm Manuel and Hurricane Ingrid in a space of twenty-four hours. Their effects were devastating all over the state. More than one-third of the municipality of Tixtla was flooded when a nearby lagoon, El Espejo de los Dioses, overflowed. The streets became rivers of black water, houses flooded, and inhabitants lost all their belongings. Electricity and telecommunications services collapsed. Finding food and drinking water became an ordeal.

The government concentrated its rescue services on Acapulco, and the municipality of Tixtla was last on the list for official aid. The residents of one of the poorest municipalities in Mexico had to take charge of their own rescue. Organized by the community police and with the support of the students from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College, they tackled the natural disaster as well as they could. At the head of these tasks was community leader Gonzalo Molina González.

It took the governor, Ángel Aguirre, eight days to get to Tixtla in the wake of the tragedy. A furious multitude greeted him. The people felt that they had been abandoned by the authorities, and the governor’s offering of alms was a further insult. “Excuse me, Mr. Governor, but I am not going to cheer when I see that my governor arrives here eight days after the tragedy,” said a local teacher. “What is there to applaud, Mr. Governor? The terrible conditions we are in, submerged under so much water? We’re tired of being ignored.”

“Okay, I’ve heard you,” said the governor, interrupting him. But the victims refused to shut up. “You have come all the way here and you are going to listen to us. It is time for the governor to be quiet, because now the people are talking.” The residents laid down the law.

“You only care about Acapulco, Acapulco is not Guerrero!” screamed one victim, crying. “My adobe house is collapsing, destroyed by the flood waters which are only starting to subside now.”

The governor promised emergency aid and then, as reported by El Sur de Acapulco, waded through the floodwater accompanied by his entourage. He gave an interview to the national television network, chest high in the muck.

The aid never arrived and public anger did not wane. During the first week of October, inhabitants of the El Santuario barrio occupied the municipal headquarters and detained the secretary of the city council, Edilberto Vega, as well as the PRD councilor, Erika Alcaraz.

Far from smoothing tensions between the military and the community police, the natural disasters exacerbated them further. On October 14, the students of the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College, coordinated by the community police, began the cleanup of the municipality. An army Special Forces unit arrived and forced them off the streets, accusing the students and community police members of using the tragedy as “a photo-op.” “The soldiers are the ones who just come and go!” pointed out Gonzalo Molina, exasperated. “We are the ones who have been here the whole time during the floods with our people!”

A month after the disaster, the Tixtla residents were further humiliated when the military arrived with the state national television network Televisa and starting handing out aid packages for the victims of the hurricane. The publicity stunt was scorned by the townsfolk. “We feel a lot of indignation because they have only come in to perform their circus,” said one of the residents. “It is a disgrace that they come to profit from the misery of others. If they aren’t going to help us, they shouldn’t screw us over as well.”

A large group of residents surrounded the soldiers and demanded explanations. The military laughed at their concerns. Enraged, the community detained them in place for six hours. Eventually officials negotiated their release.

For two months, Tixtla remained severely flooded. The community police force was indispensable to the rescue and reconstruction efforts. They took care of people’s humble belongings and repaired the town with picks and shovels. But instead of applauding the effort, the government response was to harass them and arrest their leader.

Gonzalo was arrested on November 6, 2013, at a checkpoint on the Chilpancingo-Chilapa federal highway. He was accused of terrorism, aggravated robbery, and deprivation of personal liberty. He was transferred to the federal prison in Miahuatlán, Oaxaca. Despite being held under extremely harsh conditions, he did not waver in his commitment. Allocated a mere seven minutes of weekly telephone time, he used the calls to send messages of encouragement and hope to the community defenders of Guerrero.



A Disproportionate Response

The detentions of Néstora Salgado, Bernardino García, and Gonzalo Molina were followed by the arrest of Arturo Campos Herrera on December 1. The forty-three-year-old indigenous Na’ savi activist was attending an event in Chilpancingo to demand the freedom of fellow community police prisoners when he was detained.

The “twelve days for the defense of our life and freedom” campaign had just begun. Arturo took the floor. “Let’s not forget a single prisoner,” he told the assembled. The authorities detained him as he left the gathering. He was accused of kidnapping and other charges. As if he were a dangerous criminal mastermind, he was transferred to the Federal Social Readaptation Center No. 1 “Altiplano,” located in the State of Mexico, a maximum-security prison better known as Almoloya.

An activist with a lifetime’s experience of social struggle, Arturo was at the forefront of creating the CRAC-PC in Ayutla in 2012. He stood up to threats from regional drug traffickers with the same courage he exhibited while denouncing human rights violations by the Mexican Army. Married with six children, Arturo aspired to becoming a lawyer, but circumstances dictated otherwise. His father died when he was three years old, and he worked his way through high school as a messenger and a house cleaner. He became fluent in Spanish. After finishing high school, he returned to his community to work the family plot. He learned about discrimination through lived experience.

In 2000, he was one of the four cofounders of the Independent Organization of the Mixteco and Tlapaneco People. Between 2000 and 2003 he was the organization’s secretary, using the position to speak out about military abuses in the region.

In the wake of the El Charco massacre, Arturo was one of the most vocal and committed activists in denouncing the military repression. “For him,” explained Abel Barrera from the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, “the massacre was the most extreme example of the militarization of the indigenous communities of Ayutla and the impunity of the Mexican Army. The women who lost their relatives in the massacre always welcomed Arturo as someone who shared their pain and suffering. He accompanied them through thick and thin with equal determination.”

Later Arturo moved to Ayutla to work as a movement organizer focusing on campaigns to bring public services into the shantytowns on the town’s periphery. He helped set up a community school and training center in Nuevo Horizonte, and was elected president of the parent’s board.

And then, without being a criminal, much less a kidnapper, he was imprisoned in the Almoloya high security prison, next to El Chapo Guzmán and other top narco criminals.



Family Disputes

The third rupture within the CRAC-PC came about when Eliseo Villar established a pragmatic agenda within the organization that his opponents felt tied too closely with the interests of the state. Eliseo’s opponents were led by his former compañeros, Valentín Hernández Chapa and Pablo Guzmán, who were backed by a group of communities mainly from San Luis Acatlán. In fact, it was Valentín Hernández’s dispute with Cirino Plácido that opened the door for Eliseo to become one of the CRAC’s leaders. Fearing a UPOEG takeover, the leadership council of the CRAC-PC felt the need to elect a tough personality to the leadership in order to confront the UPOEG threat. But in doing so, the CRAC council was going over the head of the community assemblies. A tough ex-policeman, Eliseo Villar fitted the bill, but he had little experience in community organizing.

The split between Eliseo’s group and Valentín and Pablo’s faction came as a result of the detention of Eliseo and four other community police activists in Acapulco on May 6, 2013. Eliseo and his compañeros were bringing suspected drug users to the port for drug tests. He was arrested by marines and Federal Police, accused of carrying illegal military-grade weapons.

This was undeniably true. Eliseo and the community police officers were armed, as they always were. Furthermore, they had previously informed Rosana Mora Patiño, undersecretary for political affairs and the commander of the forty-eighth military battalion based in Cruz Grande, in writing that they would be in transit from San Luis Acatlán to Acapulco.

The CRAC leadership response was immediate. “We declare the peace agreements with the state government broken,” they announced, “because the agreement has not been respected.” Responsibility for the debacle was placed firmly with the undersecretary for political affairs and the governor. They denounced the “arbitrary detention” of its leaders as a “direct aggression against our system of justice, security and re-education which is mandated by our Guerrero communities.”

The communities mobilized in support of Eliseo, arguing that State Law 701 protected his right to bear arms. Pablo Guzmán took the lead in negotiating bail with the government. Up to that moment, Eliseo had the closest working relationship with Governor Aguirre of all the CRAC leaders. But the offer of bail came with the condition that the force could no longer carry arms beyond its communities. In the end, Eliseo was released without bail. Tensions subsided. Nevertheless, Eliseo criticized Pablo’s role in the negotiations.

The whole incident gave Eliseo a higher profile within the movement, and he began to distance himself from Pablo Guzmán and Valentín Hernández. As Eliseo took control of the organization, the fracture became inevitable.

On June 28, Eliseo and a group of supporters were once more detained and disarmed on the road to a meeting at the El Paraíso House of Justice. Tensions rose again.

According to Abel Barrera, director of the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center, in an interview between Eliseo and journalist Rosa Rojas, Eliseo’s agenda at the head of the CRAC council was to secure an increase to the one million pesos per month received from the government. These resources, used to build more houses of justice and buy weapons and uniforms, explained Abel Barrera, were badly managed by Eliseo, lacking transparency or accountability. Eliseo’s critics accused him of focusing on funding to the detriment of political issues like strengthening indigenous autonomy and campaigning for the release of the prisoners.

Eliseo further fanned the flames of the dispute by going over the heads of the CRAC assembly and disregarding organization procedure in setting up a new house of justice in Cochoapa with Afro-mestizo groups from Ometepec. Seasoned community activists called for prudence, consensus, and adherence to internal regulations at the CRAC meeting discussing Eliseo’s initiative.

Undeterred, Eliseo Villar continued to go out on his own. In some communities, he attempted to form community police groups parallel to existing ones. His critics likened the new groups to clientele groups, set up to represent Eliseo’s interests, and to act as a counterbalance to his opponents in the more radical San Luis Acatlán group. Meanwhile, Villar’s close relationship with Governor Aguirre caused mistrust. The governor publicly recognized Eliseo’s support, thanked him for the gift of a calf, and promised he would reciprocate his “friend’s backing,” according to a report by journalist Sergio Ocampo.

The San Luis Acatlán council further accused Eliseo of fraudulently purchasing weapons, vehicles, cartridges, and uniforms to the value of 740,000 pesos for his community police bodies.

Those pitted against Eliseo Villar, explains Abel Barrera, were part of a varied coalition of CRAC coordinators, commissioners, former commissioners, and historical leaders of the Costa-Montaña region. As a group, they had a clear vision of the original meaning of the project. They wanted leaders who were obedient to the will of the assemblies, police chosen from within the communities, compliance with the internal regulations, and the implementation of the traditional process of reeducation.

As the internal dispute unfolded, a group of communities ousted Eliseo Villar in a CRAC meeting held on March 31, 2014. The deposed coordinator claimed the meeting was invalid and that his adversaries were in a minority.

The fallout from the dispute left three separate houses of justice in San Luis Acatlán, each with its own building. On one side, there was the group led by Pablo and Valentín, known as the historicals. Another house of justice was run by a group known as the founding peoples. Finally, Eliseo’s group operated from facilities built by the Aguirre government.



Chilpancingo

In May 2014, the state government relaunched the initiative to bring all police forces under one command structure. The Single Police Command formed part of a national program to reform the police force announced by Felipe Calderón at the end of his six-year presidency. The program was introduced in the municipalities of Acapulco, Chilpancingo, Iguala, Zihuatanejo, Teloloapan, and Tixtla.

The measure was forcefully rejected by the community police forces of both CRAC and UPOEG. They saw it as a threat to State Law 701. “The single command,” they said, “is appropriate for urban areas; we have our own security and systems of justice in rural areas.”

The communitarians’ objections paid off, and the governor backed off. On March 20, 2013, the CRAC coordinators and Governor Ángel Aguirre Rivero came to an agreement. The community police would not be included in the decree to convert civilian police into auxiliaries of the official police, or placed under the single command plan.

However, complicating things further, the state congress approved the formation of a new Rural Police force on November 28, 2013. The legislators mandated this body of the state public security system to take charge of security and public order in the municipalities in which it was to operate.

The new Rural Police force offered official recognition for the community police as an auxiliary public security body of the Regional Council of Community Authorities. Officers would be elected by the community assembly and contracted by the state. Rural Police would be allowed to move beyond their communities with prior authorization from the Ministry of Public Security.

Despite its promoters’ assurances that the new legislation would not replace the content of State Law 701, the CRAC-PC wanted no part of this new police body. “The approved initiative contains all the elements that the state has already tried to impose on the community police in terms of being auxiliary, with pay and hierarchical control, which in effect, undermines the autonomous project,” pointed out Magdalena Gómez, a lawyer.

Criticism of the new police program was ignored, and on March 14, 2014, Aguirre Rivero launched the Rural Police force in the municipalities of Leonardo Bravo and Eduardo Neri, with the participation of two hundred local community guards.



A Future in Dispute

During his governor’s report on April 29, 2014 (in which the lights went out eighteen times), Aguirre went to some lengths to justify the imprisoning of the community police leaders. He said he was left with no alternative when the working talks with community police broke down and some groups unilaterally left the dialogue. In rebelling against the legally established authority, Aguirre contended, they had set themselves up as a de facto parallel power, going against the principles of the Magna Carta.

According to the governor, the threat to governability and social peace forced him to take harsh measures, concluding in the prosecution of several leaders. He stressed that dialogue had been maintained and agreement had been reached with other community police groups, such as those from the sierra region that accepted the Rural Police.

The governor’s words indicated that the government offensive against the community police was far from over, and his message was clear: autonomy for the communities was inadmissible.

The historical project of the CRAC, which operates in 147 communities and has reduced crime by up to 90 percent, is a point of reference for people and communities all over Mexico. It is a source of inspiration and encouragement for those constructing autonomous political movements. The project is endangered, however, and the internal divisions are leading the movement to the cliff edge. The doors are opening for the Mexican Army to step in under the pretext of “restoring law and order.”

Throughout its two decades of existence, the CRAC has had to contend with serious internal contradictions at various times. Until now the organization has been able to deal with division through intelligence and by putting the interests of communities first and foremost. Supporters from all over Mexico trust and expect that the different currents will be capable of overcoming their differences, grounded in the moral authority of the communities.







 



7  The Wild West



Up in Flames

Michoacán is on fire, but the government optimistically believes otherwise. Since the autodefensas took up arms on February 24, 2014, the authorities have underestimated the scope of the problem while heaping praise on the supposed successes of their own strategies.

Even though the fighting continues and the narcos are very much still in business, the government envoy to Michoacán, Alfredo Castillo, claimed on May 10, 2014, that the process of disarmament, registration, and demobilization of the autodefensa groups “was advancing successfully.”

There was nothing new in his statements. Regardless of what happened in the field of battle, he repeated the same message. A few days after taking office, he minimized the conflict and praised the official strategy, claiming that the advance of federal forces in Tierra Caliente had been “less difficult than expected.”

He was not the only official using that tone. Monte Alejandro Rubido, spokesman for the Commission for Security and Integral Development, claimed in January 2014 to have reduced crime levels to practically zero because of the effective deployment of federal forces and the replacement of municipal police in twenty-seven municipalities.

Similar sentiments have been voiced since Felipe Calderón declared war against drug trafficking in a speech given in Apatzingán in 2007. And they were repeated during the two previous government offensives. It is now clear that they were lying and these statements were little more than media sound bites in the battle for public opinion. Government strategy has failed and organized crime still controls the territory. The businesses and influence of organized crime have expanded throughout society and within state power.

The war in Michoacán has not finished. Two armed groups fight, casualties mount, territories are fought over, extortion is rife, and “rents” are collected. High-powered military-grade weapons, armored vehicles, and sophisticated information systems are employed. The warring parties have a social base.

The war they wage is unusual. It’s not a civil war, but the fighting armies are formed and run by civilians. In fact, they question the state’s monopoly of legitimate violence. They share the battlefield with federal, state, and municipal police, as well as the army. Both sides claim that at different times one or another of the forces of law and order have supported their rivals.

As in all wars, the first casualty has been the truth. Each side has its own version of what is happening. The claims of one side are contradicted by the claims of the other. The different stories are contested and denied.

There is a war, although Hipólito Mora, founder and one of the main figures of the autodefensas, calls it differently. “No,” he said to Milenio, “it’s not war. We are defending ourselves, nothing else. We aren’t attacking anyone. We don’t go looking for them. We don’t do anything more than take care of our town so that they don’t come in. We are not at war, we are merely defending ourselves. We have to defend ourselves. If someone tries to break in, I have to do something. I won’t just sit idly by; I have a duty to defend myself.”

Why is the government’s optimism so transparently false? Because drug trafficking has deeply entrenched roots in the daily life of the state. The Knights Templar cartel was established in Michoacán as a local vigilante self-defense group to confront the barbarity of other cartels. From there, the Templars wove an imbricated mesh of relations with the economy, politics, justice system, state security apparatuses, and society. That network simultaneously provided them with a real social base and produced a huge quantity of victims who hate and fear them.

The key geographic points of the current conflict are Michoacán’s Tierra Caliente, the port of Lázaro Cárdenas, and the rugged Sierra Madre del Sur that separates one city from another.

Apatzingán and its valley are the epicenter of the economic and political life of Tierra Caliente. Government and state institutions are based here. It is also home to the 43 Military Zone, an ineffective military force in the fight against drug trafficking. The Knights Templar established their financial center in Apatzingán, from which they controlled the collection of funds from other municipalities. Their headquarters were located in Tumbiscatio.

Although the rugged Sierra de Coalcomán lacks natural water, an endless network of black plastic water pipes crisscrosses the territory. They serve to circulate the vital liquid from isolated water springs to the marijuana plantations, stretched across sixty thousand square kilometers of rugged terrain. Inhabitants of the ranches grow the marijuana with increasingly sophisticated agricultural techniques, in fenced-off zones to prevent animals from feeding on the plant.

The Sierra Michoacán ranks second in national production of poppy and marijuana. But it is not the only region of the state in which drug trafficking operates. Along the 217 kilometers of Pacific coastline, powerful speedboats transport cocaine from Colombia to the United States, evading radar and coastguards. The container port of Lázaro Cárdenas, a rapidly expanding hub for container traffic from Asia, serves as a base for procuring the chemicals needed to manufacture methamphetamines developed in clandestine laboratories. Shipments of various drugs leave the port heading north.

Building on this material base generating multimillion-dollar incomes, the Templars oversee a thriving criminal industry including extortion of local business, protection rackets, rent collection, and the sale of pirated goods on the street. Drug profits are laundered through legitimate business fronts, like the export of iron to China.

Michoacán is up in flames. An unrelenting police and military territorial occupation is in place to fight the fire. In reality, what is necessary to combat the narcos is a reworking of the map of social relations from the bottom up. Nothing in the government’s current strategy suggests it is doing anything approaching this.



The New Borders

In the new Mexican century, Michoacán has become a reissue of the old American Wild West, only instead of the law of the revolver, it is now the law of the AK-47.

Today as yesterday, we are witnessing the colonization of a territory, the dispossession of assets and lands, an absence of government institutions and, above all, the redefinition of its borders. Certainly many of the actors of our time are new, but others are the same as then: miners, ranchers, railroads, outlaws, and sheriffs in their contemporary versions.

The sowing and trafficking of narcotics is just one more piece of the Michoacán Wild West jigsaw. The entity occupies a central place in the world map of new zones of global influence disputed by China, India, the United States, and Canada. These countries are redrawing the borders in the state to accommodate the acquisition of raw materials and the pursuit of viable commercial routes.

The deepest port in Mexico is located in Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán. Alongside Matamoros and Nuevo Laredo on our northern border, Lázaro Cárdenas forms the most important commercial corridor covered by the national rail system—the Kansas City Southern de México (KCSM)—and the cheapest transportation hub between the Pacific and the eastern side of the United States.

In the cartography tracing the contours of the new commercial flows, a line can be drawn across the Pacific Ocean connecting Lázaro Cárdenas with Shanghai, the largest port in the world. Lázaro Cárdenas is primed to become the main maritime logistics center in Latin America (Milenio, February 10, 2004). In 2008, only 1.5 percent of iron exports to China left from this port, but by mid-2013 about 50 percent of domestic sales of the mineral went through here to the Asian market.

One of the main companies exporting metals and minerals through this port is the Indian transnational AcelorMittal, a giant among the big steelmakers of the planet. Its portside terminal covers six hectares with two berths and a vessel reception capacity of 165,000 tons of displacement.

The KCSM railroad links the east to the west, one coast to the other, and the port to the U.S. border. Fifty-nine percent of the containerized cargo arriving at the port goes on by railroad through the Kansas City Southern de México Company, which obtained a fifty-year concession with exclusive rights to provide cargo transport services for the first thirty years.

The port of Lázaro Cárdenas connects a group of Mexican states that together generate 60 percent of the national GDP through a multimodal transport network. The raw materials and Chinese manufacturers that supply the national market are distributed from these docks, as well as the components for the modern assembly plants in the Bajío (West North-Central Mexico), many of them for cars and aerospace. Outbound products from the port include numerous manufactured products from the new maquiladora enclaves. More than 172,000 cars were exported from the port in 2013 and more than 146,000 units were imported. The chemicals needed to make synthetic drugs also come through this customs point.

The Lázaro Cárdenas–KCSM axis is vital to decongest the interoceanic movement of goods to and from the United States. This transit corridor allows U.S. trade to circumvent the Panama Canal bottleneck and lower its transportation costs between the Pacific and the Atlantic.

Our northern neighbor has a severe orographic problem. Its rugged mountains mean that the movement of goods between east and west is particularly difficult, and land transport is an arduous and expensive task. As Andrés Barreda explained, almost 80 percent of the U.S. economy is concentrated in the United States’ eastern half. Key wealth is accumulated in this region, as well as the majority of cities, strategic industries, and a substantive part of its population.

By contrast, the west—with the exception of the Pacific coastal strip, particularly the valley of California—is less industrialized, although it has considerable mining reserves, forests, and the largest military ballistic facilities of the world.

Hence the extraordinary importance of the Lázaro Cárdenas-Nuevo Laredo corridor. With the congestion of the Panama Canal, the Mexican corridor can be a faster and cheaper method of transporting containers between the two oceans than transiting it through the mountainous U.S. territory.

Michoacán is increasingly relevant for China, and not only as a beachhead in North America. Tons of iron are shipped from this port to satisfy China’s immense need for steel, largely extracted and marketed by companies with Knights Templar interests.

Several Asian dragon consortiums have grown vertiginously in the area, according to Expansión magazine. For example, Unified Mining Development of Mexico, a Chinese firm based in Lázaro Cárdenas with more than thirty concessions under its control, went from having three Mexico-based staff to having six hundred.

There is an enormous economic flow between China and Mexico. The ingredients to make synthetic drugs—including ephedrine and pseudoephedrine for crystal meth—come from China. Journalists reported a rise in human trafficking along this route in 2013. Antiquated boats loaded with undocumented migrants attempting to enter the United States sail to Mexico from the ports of Guandgdong, Hong Kong, and Shanghai.

Human trafficking is only one of multiple illicit activities. Mexican authorities have detected growing ties between Mexican cartels and Chinese organized crime in the importation of contraband.

Chinese fishing boats have become entangled in transcontinental commercial fishing conflicts. Numerous ships flying the red flag have been accused of overfishing and damaging local economies in Argentina, South Korea, and the Philippines. Mexico is not exempt from this threat.

The arms trade also figures. In 2008, the Eighth Military Zone of Mexico detected weapons from China being trafficked across the border between Tamaulipas and Texas, along with U.S. and Russian weapons. Grenades and other military hardware of Chinese manufacture have been captured in Puebla. Reports specializing in security issues suggest that the entry point for military equipment is through ports such as Manzanillo (coincidentally controlled by the Hutchison-Whampoa logistics company based in Hong Kong). The weapons are reportedly trafficked into the country in containers of Chinese merchandise. Michoacán forms part of these commercial routes.

“We have an inordinate Chinese invasion here,” said Knights Templar crime boss Servando Gómez Martínez in August 2013. “Maybe it suits the interests of some companies, I don’t know. But they are here with us now. And they have brought their mafias with them.”

“The Chinese are trying to do business, expand their markets and create more jobs and create more industries in other parts of the world,” he told Channel 4 a few months later. “They have immensely huge transnational companies. The Chinese are absolutely badass.” And he added, tellingly, “No Chinese businessman has ever been kidnapped here.”

John Kerry, then secretary of state of the United States, acknowledged his government’s concerns regarding security in Michoacán and expressed his country’s wishes to play a useful role in the situation.

Mounting evidence suggests that the fire in the Wild West of Michoacán is fanned not only by the insatiable appetite of a criminal enterprise but also by the undeclared war between China and the United States for control of the Pacific basin and access to raw materials. As the old saying goes, just because you are paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.



Two States within One

Like many other states in Mexico, Michoacán is really two states sharing the same name. Both have more or less a similar population. On the one hand there are the four million Michoacanos who live and work in the United States; on the other, the four and a half million inhabiting the Mexican state.

Michoacán State has the highest migratory rate in the country. In several U.S. cities, the majority of migrant workers come from the entity. It has been the primary recipient of remittances for the past ten years. According to the State Council of the Population of Michoacán (Coespo), the state received 13.2 percent of all money transfers entering Mexico. More than one in ten Michoacán households receives remittances from abroad.

So significant is the transnational Michoacán community that most of the leaders of self-defense groups have spent long periods of their lives in the United States, and several were even born there.

The magnitude of the migration phenomenon and the importance of remittances for the regional economy are proof of a state where things have not gone well. If there is one Michoacán in the United States and another in Mexico, there are also two distinct sides of Michoacán within the state itself. One is economically buoyant, rich, and a tourist haven; the other, devastated by neoliberal policies, marginalized, and riven by poverty.

These are enclaves of wealth surrounded by a sea of precariousness. Michoacán is the principal iron-producing state, and the primary agricultural exporter of avocado and berries, among other lucrative crops. But it is also an entity in which 2.44 million people, 54.4 percent of its population, live in poverty, according to the National Council for the Evaluation of Social Development Policy (Coneval), including 650,000 in conditions of extreme poverty.

Far from decreasing, poverty has increased in Michoacán. Tens of thousands of families lack housing, food, and basic services. They suffer from illiteracy and scrape by on income below two minimum wages. Today there are 200,000 more poor people than there were in 2010.

The data for social well-being are alarming. One in four over the age of fifteen has not completed high school. One in three lacks a sufficient diet. Seven out of every ten inhabitants lack social security. Three out of ten households lack access to running water and electricity.

Drug trafficking has flourished in that sea of poverty. In this industry, thousands of young people (and not so young people) see a way of earning a living, social mobility, and a better life. In many municipalities, the cartels function as institutions of social security: they hand out money for people’s medical needs, support burial costs for the deceased, and invest in the infrastructure of the towns.

The rise of drug trafficking can be understood in the context of the neoliberal reforms of the state, says researcher Salvador Maldonado Aranda in his essay Drogas, violencia y militarización en el México rural (Drugs, Violence and Militarization in Rural Mexico). The political and social policies of structural adjustment and economic restructuring helped to shape a prosperous market for crime, and in particular, drugs. The changes wrought in terms of insecurity, corruption, and political protection were also conducive to the upsurge of the drug trade.

According to Maldonado, the “social accumulation of violence involves the existence of two markets: one that involves illicit transactions of merchandise and another that imitates the first, but involves the production and trafficking of political merchandise, like clientelism and corruption.”

In 1947, under the inspiration and leadership of General Lázaro Cárdenas, the state constructed hundreds of kilometers of roads in the south of the state, as well as distributing thousands of hectares of land to peasants. Loans were made available for rural development, agricultural prices were regulated, and mining and hydroelectric projects were initiated to integrate the zone into the regional and political economy. An agricultural and mining economy linked to the U.S. market grew. The production and trafficking of drugs emerged in Michoacán in the 1950s, according to the academic Luis Astorga. Drug traffickers, businessmen, and politicians benefited from the local narcotic export industry.

The codes of the ranchero culture that flourish there have woven, according to Maldonado, “a network of silence and solidarity between those who cultivate and traffic in drug.… Its spatial/family links allow for the evasion of the law between the towns and mountain territories.”

The fall in international prices of agricultural products devastated the domestic economies and businesses in the region. Without significant investment in the last seven decades, the effects of neoliberal policies on the productive infrastructure of Apatzingán are described by the biotechnologist Julián Peña Castro, in his blog El Blog ChiNaco: “The train no longer exists, the agricultural factories are in ruins, the ejido distribution centers are shells, the refinery is unrecognizable, the huge avenues that were constructed are falling to pieces. The drug trafficker is the new latifundista of the Tierra Caliente, and he has no interest in sharing his wealth.”

In Tierra Caliente, the distance between elites, caciques, and drug traffickers has become increasingly blurred, explains Maldonado. Over time, the relationship between drug traffickers and politicians has become more complicated and conflictive, insofar as the drug industry demands more and more official protection.

The narco industry weaves tight relationships of complicity with its immediate surroundings. But, as Luis Nereida Pérez Prado points out, unlike the caciques, the drug traffickers do not get rich off the backs of the people and can present themselves in a positive light by improving the services of the community.



Light and Shadow

It was a night that nobody will ever forget. The revellers went to the Luz y Sombra nightclub in Uruapan to have fun and dance. It was November 6, 2006. A commando of armed men burst into the busy club, rolling five decapitated heads onto the dancefloor. The victims belonged to the Zetas gang.

A message was left with the gruesome spectacle: “La Familia doesn’t kill over money, doesn’t kill women, doesn’t kill innocents; we only execute those who deserve to die. Everyone needs to know this.… It is divine justice.”

Two weeks later, La Voz de Michoacán and El Sol de Morelia newspapers published paid full-page adverts from this new vigilante group. The severed heads, they warned, were a sign that the group was going to impose order. La Familia Michoacán (the Michoacán Family) intended to eradicate kidnapping, extortion, assassinations, highway robberies, and home invasions in Michoacán. The group announced a prohibition on the sale of “ice” in the streets.

According to the manifesto, La Familia was formed by “workers from the Tierra Caliente region organized by the need to end the oppression and humiliation suffered at the hands of those who have always held power.” The group asked the citizens for support and understanding in its crusade against crime.

Days later, the new vigilante group distributed a flyer congratulating the then president Vicente Fox for sending federal forces into the municipality of Apatzingán.

In actuality, La Familia was more than a vigilante group: a new cartel had just announced its arrival in Michoacán’s criminal industry. It became the third cartel in the state’s history, after the Valencia and Gulf-Zetas mafias.

The Los Valencia Cartel was the first of the big organized crime businesses to operate in Michoacán. From the late eighties, it was a key player in the export of marijuana and cocaine to the United States from Michoacán. A decade later, the cartel began to dabble in the methamphetamine trade.

Despite its significance, Los Valencia remained relatively below the radar. In 1999, the Mexican police were invited by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) to participate in a joint operation with the United States and Colombia. The aim was to dismantle the Los Valencia Cartel, but according to an account by the former director of Cisen, Guillermo Valdés, in his book Historia del Narcotráfico en México (History of Drug Trafficking in Mexico), the Mexican authorities had never heard of the cartel.

The cartel’s leaders, Armando Valencia Cornelio and Luis Valencia, worked hard to keep a low profile. The Valencias were cousins born in Uruapan who had migrated to the United States in the eighties. They began dealing marijuana in the United States, according to researchers María Idalia Gómez and Darío Fritz. Exhibiting their entrepreneurial flair, they returned to Mexico with the profits, bought some ranches, rented plots, and grew marijuana to export.

Later they expanded into cocaine and became reliable partners of the Colombian narcos. Cargoes of Colombian cocaine were picked up on the high seas by their tuna-fishing vessels equipped with state-of-the-art technology, and unloaded in the port of Lázaro Cárdenas.

The business was successful and grew exponentially. In his book Brevísima historia del crimen organizado en Michoacán (A Brief History of Organized Crime in Michoacán), Romeo LopCam suggests that this boom around the year 2000 led its leaders to call the organization the Millennium Cartel, “in their eagerness to show themselves as outstanding actors of what they perceived as an epochal change.”

The arrival of the Zetas in the zone complicated the situation. At that time, the Zetas were the armed branch of the Gulf Cartel, and had a far more powerful and effective military structure. The Valencia Cartel was practically swept from the market in blood and gunfire.

The war between the cartels began in Morelia on February 17, 2002, with the execution of Jorge Luis Caballero Valencia, lieutenant of the Millennium Cartel, at the hands of Zetas hitmen from Tamaulipas. From that year on, the narcos took control of the municipal and state police. Lázaro Cárdenas Batel was the governor of Michoacán at the time.

The Millennium Cartel was vanquished, but remnants of the group gave birth to a new force, the Jalisco Nueva Generación Cartel (CJNG), based on the other side of the Michoacán border. Originally headed by Armando Valencia, it was later run by Rubén Oseguera Cervantes, known as El Mencho.

In his chronicle Silver or Lead, published in the New Yorker magazine in May 2010, William Finnegan offers two different versions as to why the Zetas went to Michoacán. According to one, former heads of the Valencia Cartel fell out with the organization and asked the Gulf Cartel for help to get rid of their opponents in the Valencia leadership. The second theory is that it was the initiative of the Gulf Cartel to set up in Michoacán, for strategic reasons.

The Gulf Cartel and the Zetas came to an agreement over the newly won “plaza.” The cartel would run the drug business and pay the Zetas to oversee security in Michoacán to ensure the success of operations. The Zetas in turn disciplined the local crime gangs and forced them to pay to operate in the area. The practice of extortion spread like the plague, from the traditional black market to illicit activities in general. In this way, the Gulf and the Zetas imposed a new form of criminal operation in expanding sectors in Michoacán, combining the production and trafficking of narcotics with tax despotism.

The Zetas’ domination and plunder lasted five long years, until it became untenable. By 2006, local discontent with the Zetas’ behavior had boiled over, and the heads of its assassins rolled onto the dancefloor of the Luz y Sombra nightclub. The new offensive by La Familia in Michoacán territory coincided with a nationwide government onslaught against the Zetas. The combination of both proved devastating. The defeat and displacement of the Zetas in Michoacán was definitive.



La Familia

The founders of La Familia Michoacana had previously passed through the ranks of the Gulf Cartel. Journalist Renato Ravelo interviewed a member known as El Tío, the “public relations” figure of the nascent criminal consortium.

“Are you a dependent of the Gulf Cartel?” the reporter asked.

“Yes,” responded El Tío, “but we want to become independent. We want to eradicate other groups who are from outside the state. This territory is ours; all the members of the company are Michoacanos. That’s why we are called La Familia Michoacana.”

The new organization ran into some intractable challenges. Territorially located far from the northern border, it had to negotiate with other cartels along the route for the safe passage of their merchandise heading to the United States.

And despite presenting itself publicly as a citizen initiative to defend Michoacán from outsiders, La Familia ended up adopting the same operational model as that of the Zetas, combining drug production and trafficking with widespread extortion. In fact, La Familia perfected the art and took it as far as it could go.

La Familia (and later, the Knights Templar) put together a sophisticated, ambitious consortium that was part of an intricate network of licit and illicit lucrative businesses. This included a tax collection apparatus more effective than the state’s tax office, health service provisions for civilians, construction companies, and social welfare initiatives. The whole operation was watched over by a security apparatus that resembled a proper army. On top of all that, La Familia also functioned as an executor arm of justice and a nascent religious denomination.

Local Catholic priest Gregorio López, popularly known as Padre Goyo, became one of the most recognized figures associated with the autodefensas and an authority on the situation in Michoacán. Journalist Arturo Cano asked him how the Knights Templar managed to create such an extensive social base.

“There are five reasons,” explained the priest. He continues:


They co-opted the medical and health areas, as well as education where all school directors had to be Templars and well versed in their pseudo-philosophy. And then they controlled the local economy because all sources of work were controlled by them. In the case of religion, they had control through a Protestant sect called New Harvest. On the intellectual level, they founded Vida Vital, a kind of school and training college. In judicial matters, they gained control by buying all the top people. All current local authorities are theirs. And, finally, by taking control of the Public Prosecutor’s Offices, they took control of public security. In that way they transformed a cartel of death into a social cartel.



Originally, La Familia was led by two charismatic leaders—Jesús Méndez Vargas, known as El Chango, and Nazario Méndez Vargas, variously known as El Mas Loco, El Chayo, El Dulce, and El Pastor. El Chango was displaced from the line of command in the wake of internal clashes, only to be imprisoned in 2011 in Aguascalientes. He was, according to testimonies collected by Arturo Cano, the “provider of justice,” and “the chief, the patriarch” within the organization. The other leader, Nazario Méndez Vargas, was born in Guanajuatillo, Michoacán, on March 8, 1970, at five o’clock in the morning. He was 1.65 meters tall, with abundant black hair, a sharp nose, and a light brown complexion. To date he has died twice, the first on December 9, 2010, and the second on March 9, 2014.

“In my uncultured and childish mind I like the idea of being like Kaliman [a Mexican comic superhero], to be a force of good for humanity,” Nazario wrote in his autobiographical book Me dicen: El mas loco (They Call Me the Craziest One). The book was published in 2011 with a red cover and written in anecdotal form. The story of his “first death” is told in the third person, through the voice of his collaborators. In June 2006, the Mexican Army seized five hundred copies of the book in the port of Zihuatanejo. Two minors were arrested for reading it.

El Mas Loco, “the Craziest One” was born in a poor family with twelve brothers and sisters, to an alcoholic, womanizing father and a working mother. Hunger was kept at bay with basic beans and tortillas, and he did his best to help his mother. “I am like a tree held to the ground with deep roots,” he wrote, “where by chance of fate it was born and can never leave.”

His character, he writes, “was forged between work, hunger, his mother’s corrective punishments, misfortune, his dreams of progress and the bitterness of powerlessness.”

Growing up without electricity or television, he listened to the radionovelas (radio dramas) on a small battery radio. His favorites were Kaliman: The Incredible Man and Porfirio Cadena, the “hero of a thousand confrontations and a vigilante by vocation.” He learned from Kaliman that the most powerful things are “patience and the human mind.”

At the end of the eighties, he worked as an agricultural worker in the United States, obtaining residency status after a number of years. He lived in San José, Redwood City, Eureka, and Rio Grande. He sold his first cargo of marijuana there and made a profit of $9,255, sending his mother $329. At eighteen, back in Apatzingán, he worked with local peasants growing marijuana. Then he drove truckloads of hats over the border, which, according to his associates, hid marijuana. In 1994 he was arrested on the other side of the border and convicted for drug trafficking.

Upon release, he settled down in Tamaulipas. Sometime later, he booked into a clinic in Zacatecas to deal with his methamphetamine and alcohol addictions. He became an avid reader, and he found the path of his religiosity in books, delving randomly into the Bible, witchcraft, esotericism, self-help books, and Freemasonry.

“It was at that time that I felt the call of God,” he wrote, “and began studying the Bible as true theologians do, deepening my understanding of the life, message and philosophy of the master of Galilee.”

Unlike other occult beliefs like Santa Muerte and Jesús Malverde, explains the philosopher Ismael Hernández, the religious doctrine of La Familia and the Templars does not come from already existing popular cults, but is a deliberate attempt to construct a unique vision of the world.

In another work, Pensamientos de la Familia (Thoughts of the Family), which Nazario Méndez Vargas signed with El Mas Loco, elements of the cult were drawn out. Researcher George Grayson describes how the book is deeply influenced by the teachings of the U.S. Christian leader John Eldredge, founder of the Colorado-based Ransomed Heart Ministries. Eldredge’s book Know Everything There Is to Know appears to be the source of many of Nazario’s ideas.

In this book and other works like Wild at Heart, Pastor Eldredge argues that men and women must free themselves in order to live by obeying the dictates of their heart, as allies of God. Every man and woman must be rescued, live life as an adventure, and fight a battle. Violence is part of human nature, and even more so, the nature of God, preached the U.S. cult minister, because the Bible says that Jehovah is the lord of war.

El Mas Loco also hired evangelical speakers like Carlos Cuauhtémoc Sánchez, Miguel Ángel Cornejo, and Alex Day at huge expense to address his congregation, and sent local followers to Cuidad Juárez to attend courses run by the “Cristo Nuevo” Christian church. He used his wealth to finance rehabilitation centers for drug addicts and alcoholics, attended by forty-seven thousand people.

Nazario Méndez Vargas called the organization La Familia Michoacana, because “the family is a concept that refers to a homogeneous group, with the same social class, same culture and tradition, same blood, same lineage, same interests and same objectives.”

In his autobiography he narrates how he returned to Michoacán, and found himself “faced with a new situation. My state was host to the Zetas, a cruel, savage, feelingless criminal group that sowed terror and plagued Michoacán. That’s why we decided to start a bloody battle to drive them out of the entity.”

Nazario was killed for the first time at the end of December 2010, at the end of a three-day armed confrontation with federal forces in Apatzingán. Alejandro Poiré, then government spokesman, announced his death in the media with much hype and drama. No evidence was presented—because there wasn’t any. And so began a sort of canonization among his thousands of cult followers, and El Mas Loco assumed the mantle of a cultlike figure.

Beyond the undoubted influence of Eldredge, the mystique of La Familia fitted well with the popular ranchero culture of Tierra Caliente, grounded in self-help philosophies, esotericism, and cult religious beliefs. The Michoacán population was wide open to spiritual and moral alternatives, and La Familia’s high-intensity religiosity found fertile ground for vertiginous growth.



Long Live Christ the King!

In the 2010 census, 84 percent of Mexicans declared themselves Catholic, but the figure was 92 percent in the deeply religious state of Michoacán. The Cristero (Catholic Soldiers of Christ) heritage still lives in these lands.

The south of Michoacán is home to a populist and fanatical form of Catholicism, embedded in a ranchero culture that, according to academic Salvador Maldonado Aranda, values the individual over the state, and the family ahead of society. In spite of this, evangelical denominations have doubled in size in ten years, while nonbelievers have remained at 1.9 percent.

This predominance of belief and faith also provides the soil for the blossoming of some quite archaic cults, like the Nueva Jerusalén Virgen del Rosario cult practiced in the municipality of Turicato. The faithful follow the religious leader Martín de Tours and are forbidden from reading newspapers, watching television, and playing soccer. Their children are forbidden from attending public school.

According to the devotees, Nueva Jerusalén was founded in 1973, after the Virgen del Rosario supposedly appeared to Gabina Romero, an elderly woman who transmitted orders to the parish priest of Puruarán, Nabor Cárdenas Mejorada, to create a community “protected by divinity.” The priest was excommunicated by the Catholic Church, but not by the local PRI. The town became a reserve of PRI votes.

The Knights Templar fit in with this tradition of local cults that challenge the hegemony of the Catholic Church. The Catholic hierarchy looks on with a mixture of resignation, acceptance, and, as when five priests were murdered in Tacámbaro, shock.

The Archdiocese of Morelia, in the capital of Michoacán, has 226 parishes and eighty rectories, attended by around 540 priests. There are an estimated one thousand or so lay workers in the diocese, most working in the parishes, as well as thirteen nuns’ convents and a cloistered monastery for monks.

The Ecclesiastical Province of Morelia is made up of four dioceses: Lázaro Cárdenas, Apatzingán, Tacámbaro, and Zamora. Alberto Suárez Inda was appointed bishop in 1985 and became archbishop of Morelia ten years later. As he turned seventy-five on January 30, 2014, he sent his resignation to the pope. A cordial leader of the church, Suárez Inda occasionally spoke out against the violence in Morelia and questioned the strategy of the governors of the entity.

On October 27, 2013, shortly before the murderous events in Tacambaro, he sent a letter to Governor Vallejo urging a respectful collaboration between “the Federal Government, the Armed Forces, the Municipal Governments, and the Legislative and Judicial powers to implement, beyond localized interests, the main proposals agreed in the Agreement for Michoacán, which we must assess as a germ of hope.” The bishop believed that the situation in Michoacán could be turned around if the rule of law was restored.

At the center of the storm was the Diocese of Apatzingán, whose leader, Monsignor Miguel Patiño Velázquez, emerged as an unlikely anticrime crusader. Bishop Patiño penned an open letter claiming the drug cartels had turned Michoacán into “a failed state,” where local officials often colluded with criminals.

Bishop Patiño had been in charge of the diocese for over thirty years. He was born in that state in 1938, and belongs to the Missionaries of the Holy Family, a small, conservative congregation created by Pope John Paul II. He was considered ideologically oriented to the right. However, his outspoken comments were not politically motivated, but rather a response to the plight of his parishioners in an area of high violence as a result of organized crime.

The diocese was founded in 1962 in an area where the economy was dominated by the production of marijuana and poppy and small-scale drug trafficking. As the communities decomposed, the church remained silent. As the controversial Father Gregorio López told the journalist Arturo Cano, the church in the Templar zone “was a cowed Church. Purely prudent, and did nothing.”

Although reluctant to speak out at first, Bishop Patiño eventually put his name to a pastoral letter criticizing government inaction and violence at the behest of local parish priests. “Let’s Make Michoacán a State under the Rule of Law” was written on October 15, 2013, and emphasized the collusion between municipal governments, the police, and organized crime. The bishop speculated on the growing belief that the state government was at the service of organized crime and lamented the failure of the federal government’s security strategy. He concluded that government inaction was the cause of great despair and disillusionment in society.

The letter created confusion and led to an upsurge of violence against pastoral members in the diocese. There was fear for the safety of the bishop, who according to some sources received death threats from drug cartels.

The Archdiocese of Mexico expressed solidarity with Archbishop Patiño in an editorial entitled “A Brave Voice” published in the weekly Desde la fe bulletin on October 27. The church, it read, “should never stop demanding decisive action from the authorities to put an end to these criminal acts” and warned about the risks that the bishop faced in the wake of his denunciations. They requested security measures from the authorities to safeguard Patiño.

In the same edition of Desde la fe, the Conference of the Episcopate issued a statement in solidarity with Patiño entitled “For Peace in Michoacán and Mexico.” It summoned the authorities of the three levels of government to oversee “prompt and effective action in the face of the injustice of the kidnappings, assassinations and extortion that affect the well-being and prosperity of so many people and communities.” It urged them to “implement strategies to enhance the citizens’ quality of life and their integral development.”

Bishop Patiño participated in a march for peace on October 31, 2013. He expressed concern for his parishioners at the mercy of criminal groups and sympathy for their suffering. Patiño also spoke out about citizens’ lack of liberty to move about the state in peace, an indication of the failure of the state to provide security. A few days later, he left Michoacán for reasons of security.

In November, during the Conference of the Episcopate, the bishop of Zamora, Jesús Navarro Rodríguez, said that a letter signed by the nine bishops of Michoacán was presented to interim governor Jesús Reyna in May 2013, expressing concern about the situation in Michoacán. Patiño received unanimous support from the Episcopal Conference.

On January 15, 2014, Bishop Patiño penned a new pastoral letter in which he asked the federal government to act to curb violence in Michoacán. “People,” he said, “are waiting for more effective action by the state against those who are causing chaos.”

The church finds itself in a difficult position, wrote Patiño, because some of its parishioners are in Knights Templar territory and others in autodefensas territory. Under these circumstances, the duty of all social sectors, he insisted, is to promote peace without opposing institutions or groups.

Initially, there was widespread sympathy for the self-defense groups among the priests of the Apatzingán Diocese. It was felt that a kind of “people’s spring” was blossoming in the region, and local priests applauded the “good citizens” participating with the autodefensas. At this stage, the clergy seemed not concerned about who was running it, where the arms came from, or its sources of financing.

The hierarchy was not so enthusiastic. Archbishop Suárez criticized the role Father Gregorio López, Padre Goyo, played in speaking out in the media in favor of the autodefensas. Subsequently, López was stood down as spokesman for the diocese.

On January 18, 2014, in the midst of a full military offensive by the Michoacán autodefensas against narco strongholds, Padre Goyo announced the creation of a new Catholic movement. It was called the Citizens Council Responsible for Promoting a Healthy Fabric of the Social Order or CCRISTOS, and was seen as the return of the Cristeros. “You cannot be a man of God and preach peace when you live in a town at war, where innocent blood is often spilled,” proclaimed Padre Goyo before a huge crowd in Apatzingán; “I cannot keep talking about God when death is all around.” The crowd chanted, “Long live Christ the King!”

According to research by Arturo Cano, Gregorio “Goyo” López spent nineteen years in the Diocese of Apatzingán, with two breaks—the first to study in Rome and the second when he was sent to an Ecclesia jail in the vicinity of the Aztec stadium. “For being the reddest of the Michoacán priests,” explained Goyo, “and because they needed to take the wind out of my sails a little bit.”

“I’m not the bravest or the smartest,” he said, “but I am the most pig-headed in the diocese.”

Padre Goyo’s initiative to resurrect the Cristeros immediately won the support of Hipólito Mora, the leader of the autodefensas in La Ruana. Mora’s troops wore white T-shirts with “CCRISTOS” on them and attended the parish priest’s masses.

The “Long live Christ the King” resurgence alarmed many people around the country, because of the Cristeros’ history of fanatical Catholicism. Far from adding unity to the cause of the self-defense movement, the phantom of the Cristeros galloping through their original territories provoked a sense of unease and suspicion about the nature of the nascent movement.

On March 6, 2014, at the height of his popularity, Padre Goyo was acting as an interlocutor between the self-defense groups and the federal government. Days later, he left the country to study at the Pontifical University in Rome and would not return until May.


El Profe

The first death of Nazario Méndez Vargas coincides in time with the settling of accounts within La Familia and the foundation of the Knights Templar, on March 8, 2011. Servando Gómez, known as El Profe, or La Tuta (the Teacher), disputed the leadership of La Familia with El Chango and left with other leaders to form the Knights Templar.

The Knights Templar of Michoacán take their name and icons from the order of warrior monks founded in 1118, shortly after Godfrey of Bouillon conquered Jerusalem. The Knights’ mission was to defend holy sites and help and protect the pilgrims traveling to Palestine. The medieval Knights enjoyed great popularity. The members of the Knights Templar were good soldiers, bold and courageous. They became rich and powerful.

But the Knights fell victim to their own success. In 1307, they were persecuted and destroyed by Philip the Fair, king of France, with the consent of Pope Clement V. The warrior monks were discredited, arrested, and tortured to confess to the most heinous crimes. Many were burned at the stake and their fortunes expropriated.

The popular best sellers idolizing the Templars written by authors such as Maurice Droun and Piers Paul provided inspiration for La Familia’s leaders. These books, explains Romeo LopCam, are generally to be found on the same shelves as John Eldredge’s evangelical books.

Servando Gómez gained national attention on July 15, 2009, when he spoke on the Voice and Solution radio program, produced by Marcos Knapp. He accused the Federal Police and the organized-crime division of the Attorney General’s Office (Subprocuraduría Especializada en Investigación de Delincuencia Organizada, SEIDO) of protecting the Sinaloa Cartel. A powerful communicator, El Profe continued on the same theme in a series of his own videos uploaded onto YouTube.

Born on February 6, 1966, in the municipality of Arteaga, Servando Gómez was the first-born of a family of five children. At age nineteen he trained as a rural teacher and went to work in the municipality of Quiroga. In 1985 he began working at the Melchor Ocampo Elementary School, located on the periphery of Colonia El Ejidal, in Arteaga.

Restless, he left teaching after fifteen years. The journalist Tom Walker asked him why he left teaching. “I had a very healthy and honest job,” replied El Profe, “but for my aspirations, for my way of being, and for me in general, it was unsatisfying. And then the situation kicked off and here I am.”

That “situation kicking off” was inspired in part by his spiritual guide, Juan Víctor Fernández Castañeda, whose tarot cards advised him to quit teaching and engage in more profitable activities. He began dabbling in the drug trade while working on his father’s ranch cultivating papaya, tomatoes, and corn.

In 2000, his wife left him, “fed up with their bandit way of life,” according to Tomás Borges at Los Angeles Press. A year later Servando joined La Empresa, a criminal organization formed by Carlos Mendoza Rosales, alias El Tísico. The small cartel joined forces with the Valencia Cartel in order to have a bigger presence in the state.

In 2007, La Familia Michoacana organized a meeting with local politicians. Fourteen democratically elected municipal presidents participated in the conclave, called the First Gathering of Tierra Caliente, which emerged as a kind of political wing of the organization. Servando Gómez came to prominence at the meeting as the “Operations Coordinator” of the cartel and one of its most articulate leaders.

Thus began the rise of Servando Gómez to being one of the most wanted drug lords in Mexico. The government would put a bounty of thirty million pesos on his head for information leading to his arrest.




The Templar Company

Ships depart from the port of Lázaro Cárdenas transporting iron to China to satisfy the voracious appetite for raw materials to feed its sustained growth. Each shipment is worth thirteen million dollars. In a single year, thirty ships leave with full containers of ore. A report by Channel 4 on British television estimated that between 50 and 75 percent of that iron came from organized crime.

The state of Michoacán occupies first place in national production of iron. Iron extraction grew in a sustained and accelerated manner, stimulated by the high price of raw materials on the international market. Transnational mining companies such as Ternium, Arcelor Mittal, Endeavour Silver Corp., and Altos Hornos de Mexico (AHMSA) control the extraction of iron and have received concessions on more than 15 percent of the state’s territory. However, the arrival of the Knights Templar complicated business-as-usual.

The cartel controls key parts of the production chain. It demands protection fees for the movement of cargo and cuts deals with other businesses that extract ore from nonconcessioned exploitations. The cartel has good commercial relations with buyers, has influence within the customs administration in the port of Lázaro Cárdenas, and charges for the use of loading docks. In the negotiations between mining companies and ejidatarios (communally held land ownership bodies), the cartel pressures the corporations to pay more royalties, a service for which it charges the ejidatarios a commission.

If challenged by businesses or companies, the cartel does not hesitate to act. In April of 2013, Virgilio Camacho, executive of Arcelor Mithal, the largest steel company in the world, was murdered after he denounced the Templars.

The Templars are much more than a drug-trafficking group, as evidenced by their extensive involvement in the iron export business to China. They are a corporation vigorously run by businessmen, and narcotics is just one of their many business interests. They also collect taxes, impart justice, and administer violence. Their businesses have woven an imbricated corporate web that operates in the main productive sectors, both legal and illegal, in Michoacán and beyond.

This was recognized by its chief executive, Servando Gómez Martínez. He sees his organization as a necessary evil, a company that seeks to protect and support the people, and dedicated to doing business.

Templar companies oversee multiple interests: they import radial rubber tires for trucks and force transport carriers to buy them; they distribute Chinese clothing arriving in Lázaro Cárdenas, relabeling it with brands like Armani, Hugo Boss, and Guess in Guanajuato; they acquire and rent vehicles and real estate; they sell livestock, buy obsidian in Guatemala for handicrafts, and of course, run a slot machine racket (Milenio). They also monopolize the lucrative market for lemon, maintaining high prices through supply management. The used-clothing supply from the United States is under their control, as is the pirated products market.

Michoacán is the leading state in value of agricultural production and contributes 10.5 percent to the national GDP in this area. It grows and exports avocado, blackberry, grapefruit, and lemon. The Templar Company is involved in almost all of these commercial activities.

Michoacán is the main producer and exporter of avocado in the country. The Templars profit from collecting protection fees at every level of the “green gold” production chain—from the owner of a modest farm to the six big transnational packing houses that monopolize their exportation. The Templars have benefited spectacularly from the dynamic growth of the product, following the opening of the North American market at the end of 1997.

According to unconfirmed reports, the Templars even attempted to extort officials from the U.S. Department of Agriculture supervising the certification of avocados for export to the United States. It was the drop that spilled the glass of the patience of the Obama administration in regard to Templar operations in Michoacán.

Its sources of revenue also come from more traditional organized crime enterprises like running protection rackets for bars, brothels, markets, tortillerías, stores, restaurants, cafeterias, transport companies, port operators, and a long et cetera. Other sources of income include the collection of commissions from municipal presidents and the state public administration, and the hiring of personnel in different government operations. The Templars are also behind many of the contractors who are allocated public works.

According to government intelligence reports released by Milenio, the Templars have annual revenue of at least one billion pesos as a result of the sum of all its illicit activities in Mexico. This figure does not include revenue from drug trafficking to the United States.

With this income, plus that from the sale of drugs, the Templars control a well-armed army of ten thousand men, equipped with state-of-the-art communications and top-range transport. They have some thirty thousand employees on their payroll. They invest seven million dollars monthly in paying off politicians from all parties and buying favors from police and military, according to the report in Milenio. At the same time, they oversee public works and distribute social assistance among poorer sectors of the population in their areas of influence.

The Templar Company oversees a multimillion-dollar narco-domain. The company has army generals and police commanders on its payroll not only in Michoacán but also in the State of Mexico, Guanajuato, Guerrero, Colima, Tabasco, Chiapas, Morelos, Baja California, and Tamaulipas, according to Milenio.

Occasionally narco payrolls are intercepted by the authorities, giving an insight into the business. On one such payroll destined for a state outside Michoacán, two million pesos a month were earmarked for a Mexican Army general, 800,000 pesos per month for a Federal Police chief, and 150,000 pesos per month for a ministerial head. The list goes on: 30,000 pesos a month for a police chief from the anti-kidnapping unit, 15,000 pesos for an arrest warrant commander. It appeared that organized crime paid out more than 5.4 million pesos per month in bribes in that entity alone.

Parallel to their economic machinery, the Knights Templar built up a formidable network of political representation. Instead of creating their own political party, they were indiscriminate in using all existing parties according to their needs. Instead of putting the directors of security and municipal public works on their pay roster, they seized full mayorships. The hydra of the cartel’s influence spread to the highest spheres of state government. On April 4, 2014, the former interim governor and secretary of government Jesús Reyna was arrested for his links with the cartel.

The exponential growth of this business consortium led the Knights Templar to squeeze more and more from different sectors of the population and, in the process, lose internal control of some of the organization’s local bosses. Abuse of the population, including sexual abuse, also grew exponentially with the demand for more taxes, more rent, and more extortion.

This insatiable tax despotism, with its spiral of violence, dispossession, and humiliation, became increasingly intolerable and unacceptable for mining companies, large farmers, transportation companies, the federal government, and the United States. Ordinary people, workers and the middle classes, had also had enough. The time of the autodefensas had arrived.
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Almost, Almost, an Uprising

Luxury, refinement, and quality are the hallmarks of Rolls Royce cars. The panels in some of their models are made from the sangualica tree, which has a beautiful, hard, and heavy wood, also known as rosewood, which grows on the Michoacán coast. Because of its quality and color, it’s also used to make yacht panels, scalpels, and musical instruments.

The sangualica is an endangered tree in Mexico and listed in the protected species category. Its high price and strong demand in the Asian market has led to plunder and illegal exportation. Last July, the federal prosecutor for environmental protection seized two containers in the port of Manzanillo holding over thirty-nine cubic meters of sangualica wood heading to China.

As with other illegal activities carried out along the twenty-five-kilometer coastal region of the municipality of Aquila, the Knights Templar cartel is involved in the illegal logging of sangualica and selling it to China. It’s not their only business in the region—huge quantities of iron are sent to the same destination. Illegal cargo from the steepest parts of the Tierra Caliente comes and goes on these beaches. Speedboats land on its shores with cocaine shipments from Colombia. Cessna airplanes land on airstrips situated on private ranches set up illegally on communal lands, transporting weapons and drugs.

This territory falls in the communal lands owned by indigenous Nahua peoples. As if the harassment from the caciques and narcos was not enough, the Nahuas also have to contend with the prospect of two mega-projects over which they have not been consulted: the Regional Plan for the Integral Tourist Development of the Michoacán Coast and the Coahuayana-Lázaro Cárdenas highway. Both seek to market communally held lands in the region.

Along this coastline, the land, territory, and natural resources are disputed inch by inch and life by life. On one side are the Nahua community of Ostula and twenty-two adjacent villages; on the other, working together or alone, the Ternium–Las Encinas SA mining company (second most important in the state), the Knights Templar, and private small landowners.

The current struggle of the Nahuas has dragged on for half a century. A 1964 presidential resolution legally recognized their ancestral lands, but technical flaws in the authorized land title allowed smallholders from La Placita to invade communal territory and subdivide it. Today, these invaders are frequently members or allies of organized crime in the region.

The Nahuas of Ostula responded to the dispossession and narco violence by organizing a community guard in 2010, two years before the Michoacán self-defense groups emerged. Their enemies responded with blood and fire. Over a period of three years, thirty-two community members were killed and five others disappeared. Many of the victims were communal authorities or members of the community police. The government looked the other way as the Nahuas were murdered with impunity. The killers were neither investigated nor brought to justice.

The Nahuas of the Michoacán coast were not the only indigenous communitarians to resort to self-defense methods. In 2008 the Purépecha community of Nurío—the land of Tata Juan Chávez—revived the traditional village guard system and assumed responsibility for its own safety. In 2011, the community of Cherán revolted against the plundering of its forests at the hands of cartels and consolidated its historic struggle for autonomy by organizing a community guard system. A year later, the community of Urípacho followed suit in organizing indigenous self-defense against organized crime. The example then spread to many other communities in the Purépecha Plateau region with varying levels of participation and success.

Before the February 2014 autodefensas uprising in Tepalcatepec and Buenavista Tomatlán, a process of community self-organization was already underway among Michoacán’s indigenous peoples to take charge of the security of their natural resources, lands, and territories. With far fewer resources than the criminals, the communitarians stood up to the rampaging gangs. The indigenous organized according to traditional ways and began to employ ancestral uses and customs.

The indigenous irruption against insecurity significantly influenced the dynamics of the autodefensas groups in Tierra Caliente. “For years we had been watching the way the Purépecha did it, the strategies they used,” said Dr. José Manuel Mireles, the autodefensas leader. “We had the intention but not the courage to make it happen. And we said—if they could do it, why can’t we?”

Local politicians viewed the emergence of indigenous community guards with concern. When it became evident that they could no longer be contained, Governor Faustus Vallejo recognized the community guards’ existence in the Purépecha Plateau and Ario de Rosales, adding that they would be regularized by the state and their members trained, evaluated, and remunerated.

The emergence of community guards in indigenous communities was part of a vigorous process of ethnic recomposition among Michoacán’s five original peoples. The first hint of this recovery was revealed on October 12, 1992, when a march of communitarians and Purépecha elders pulled down the statue of Antonio de Mendoza, the first viceroy of New Spain.

As journalist Eugenio Bermejillo recalls, the key element in this process of recomposition has been the return to communal roots. The Purépecha peoples located in the territory from the valley of the Once Pueblos to the lacustrine zone of Patzcuaro have been experimenting with the practice of “faena” throughout the last three decades. Faena is working for the benefit of the community, for free, and revitalizing community life based on cooperation between the different neighborhoods. The practice began in the 1970s and is even practiced by the migrant community that supports and funds public works back home.

The example spread, and in the words of the anthropologist Luis Vázquez, “the Tarascans are purepechizing,” referring to the pre-Hispanic Tarascan state once based in the region. The Tarascan are not just rediscovering their traditions but also reconstructing the indigenous identity that was disrupted by the agrarian-forestry industries that historically took over the area.

Each of these community guards is distinct from the other, says Eugenio Bermejillo, in age, style, source of funding, or community roots, but all share the pre-Hispanic communal tradition.

The development of indigenous self-defense was profoundly impacted by the social whirlpool caused by the Tierra Caliente uprising in February 2013. The indigenous peoples’ struggle acquired a new dynamic. In a multitude of towns and villages where terror and fear impeded forms of open resistance, new community guards emerged. In others, already existing community police forces were boosted. Not all communities joined the wave of self-defense activity, but more often than not, they expressed their respect for those that did.



Don Juan

If in some form the purepechization of the Tarascos and their efforts to promote autonomy are synthesized, it is in the figure of Juan Chávez Alonso. Don Juan to his compañeros, he embodied those yearnings as very few did.

On March 28, 2001, Don Juan spoke before the Mexican Congress in Mexico City along with the Zapatista commanders and two other indigenous delegates. Wearing a hat, his trusty Purépecha jacket, and work boots, he addressed the lawmakers in his wise, serene, and steady voice:


We are the Indians who we are, peoples, Indians.

We want to continue to be the Indians we are;

We want to continue being the people we are;

We want to continue speaking the language we speak;

We want to continue thinking the thought we think;

We want to continue dreaming the dreams we dream;

We want to continue loving the loves we have;

We want now to be who we are; we want our place;

We want our history; we want the truth.



The deputies and senators gathered that day in San Lázaro appeared to be listening, but they heard nothing. Days later, they passed a constitutional reform on indigenous rights and culture that breached the February 1996 agreements reached between the Zapatistas and the federal government.

Breaching the San Andrés Accords was for Don Juan a massive betrayal of the indigenous peoples by the Mexican State. One more betrayal. The amendment of Article 27 of the Constitution, which opened up communally held land to the free market, represented another similar act of treachery.

Within the National Indigenous Congress (CNI), Mexico’s largest and most representative indigenous organization, Don Juan was like an elder brother. Up to his death on June 2, 2012, he was a moral authority for the national indigenous movement and spoke in multiple forums and conferences across the country and abroad.

Born in the community of Nurío, Michoacán, seventy-one years ago, Don Juan married and fathered seven children. An agricultural technician, farmer, and indigenous education specialist fluent in both Spanish and purhé, he was a passionate advocate for the Purépecha nation. A learned and wise voice, he was always willing to explain what was asked with great patience. Conversely, he was also a good listener.

With his feet firmly planted in his community and his gaze on the Zapatista horizon, Don Juan was a powerful cultural translator between two worlds. Both a community representative and a national leader, his talks were truly momentous. When referring to the indigenous world, he was speaking at the same time about the history of the original peoples and of Mexico. Listening to him was a learning experience as he made linguistic reflections, analyzed legal concepts, deciphered the destruction of the environment by capitalist barbarism, and delivered sharp ethical judgments. His lectures were a unique blend of personal experience and the oral tradition of indigenous history. He did not shy away from including analyses of class exploitation and ethnic oppression. He was a musician and poet, and his speeches were a celebration of the word.

Don Juan Chávez was a delegate for the CNI at the World Trade Organization summit in Cancun, in September 2003. When Korean farmer Lee Kyung Hae committed suicide in protest against the destruction of small agriculture, it was left to the Indigenous Congress to organize an emotional funeral. Framed by photos of the martyr, in a majestically decorated hall with flowers and copal, the Purépecha leader Don Juan officiated the ceremony with majestic solemnity.

Don Juan had personal experience of being a migrant worker in the United States. “With no alternative, the young people, children, and grandchildren are heading off,” he said. “From the age of thirteen or fourteen they are heading off to cross the international line. They go to death in the desert, to the abuse of the Immigration Service of the United States. The young are going because there is no way out. And with their departure, their families and communities disintegrate. This is ethnocide, the cultural death of the people and the devastation of natural resources.”

A relentless critic of governments of all colors, Don Juan received threats, reprisals, and bribery attempts. He remained undaunted. “They, the governments, have always tended to be those who took from the indigenous communities across Mexico and who gave to the caciques, the rich and the powerful,” he said. “Governments are directly responsible for the creation of conflicts between peoples, and historically have taken the land from the indigenous to give to the profiteers, those who had no roots to the land and sold or rented it to large businesses and plunderers of this country.”

A Zapatista to his last breath, Don Juan constantly emphasized the close relationship between the rebels in southeast Mexico and the national indigenous movement. “The EZLN and the CNI are now a single national force,” he said. “We respect the armed word which has been heard since January ’94, and it has been accepted, defended and respected by us, because historically the supreme right of the people is to rebel. The EZLN today carries the demands that our people have been denied by governments for centuries. And the CNI have embraced these same demands as our own.”

A tireless sower of the “other” future envisioned by the Zapatista rebellion, this was Don Juan’s proposal: “Let us dream together and give birth to the seed of hope, because this is the time of the indigenous peoples, of democracy, freedom and justice.” With his death, the country lost one of its greatest citizens, a man who worked as few have done to make the arrival of the hour of the indigenous peoples possible.



The Ostula Manifesto

Some populaces occupy a privileged place in the history of Mexico’s emancipatory struggles. They have been the launch pad for proclamations, plans, or freedom manifestos, or maybe the stage for some great social struggles. Among the former are Ayutla, San Luis Potosí, and Ayala. Among the latter, places like Veracruz, Cananea, and Río Blanco come to mind.

The community of Ostula, part of the Municipality of Aquila in Michoacán, will likely take a historical place in the history of the indigenous struggle of Mexico. Other small communities such as La Realidad and Guadalupe Tepeyac in Chiapas, or El Charco and Aguas Blancas in Guerrero, already occupy a central place in the story of modern liberation struggles.

Santa María de Ostula will become a point of reference for two reasons. Firstly, the Ostula Manifesto was declared there on June 13, 2009, proclaiming the right to indigenous self-defense. And secondly, two weeks later, hundreds of Nahua community members recovered more than seven hundred hectares of communal property illegally occupied by powerful mestizo caciques since the end of the decree for agrarian redistribution.

In proclaiming the right to indigenous self-defense, the Ostula Manifesto is a document of enormous historical significance. It is written in the same tone and breath as the great proclamations against servitude during the nineteenth century. It is not a statement from a clandestine political-military organization. It was approved by delegates to the Twenty-Fifth National Indigenous Congress held in the Pacific Central region, representing indigenous peoples and communities from nine states of the Mexican Republic.

The proclamation warns that the security, existence, and survival of indigenous peoples is at risk from the neoliberal war of extermination. It denounces government and paramilitary repression, which has led to the murder and imprisonment of hundreds of indigenous leaders, and the military occupation of their territories. It compares the current predicament of indigenous people with that of the last phase of the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz.

The manifesto explains how throughout history, indigenous peoples have created legitimate and legal forms of self-defense. It lays claim to the inalienable right, derived from Article 39 of the Mexican Constitution, of the indigenous peoples to organize and defend their lives, their safety, their freedoms, and fundamental rights, as well as their culture and territories when confronted with the neoliberal war of extermination.

This right to self-defense is embodied in the formation of community police, communal guards, and other forms of community organization, as long as they do not violate human rights. These forces are necessary due to the corruption of the official bodies in charge of imparting justice.

The Ostula Manifesto is a sign of the direction of the indigenous struggle—toward the construction of de facto autonomy.



Ostula

A few days after its signature, the letter of the Ostula Manifesto became a reality on the very site of its proclamation. In the absence of state authorities to protect the territory, the communities of Ostula, Coire, and Pómaro organized their community police force responsible for guarding the lands and security of twenty-three indigenous localities.

The community of Ostula covers a territory of more than nineteen thousand hectares, which extends from the coastal settlement of La Ticla to the sierras. It is composed of forty-nine different settlements. The community was awarded formal recognition by the presidential resolution of April 27, 1964, according to its personality and ancestral properties. Although Ostula is the legitimate owner of the coastal area of La Canahuancera and holds property titles dating from 1802 and 1803, the land was snatched by private small landowners from La Placita who have occupied it for forty-five years.

The community recovered its lands on June 29, 2009. Pedro Leiva Martinez, a comunero (community member) recounts the story. “My father arrived and said, ‘Son, get ready, the community needs you. The time has come for us to reclaim our lands. I don’t know who amongst us will return. Go home, son, tell your mother to prepare a few lunches. Buy yourself a lighter, a flashlight and take a sheet of nylon. Take your slingshot and a knife.’ We were going to battle.”

On June 29, hundreds of comuneros like Pedro went out to reclaim what was rightfully theirs. The small property owners teased them as they passed, “Hey, Indians, where are you going? It’s not time for collecting crabs.” Besides the theft of their territory, the small landowners humiliated the comuneros on a daily basis. The indigenous told them they were not going for crabs, but for their lands. “Our blood boils when we see so much stolen land,” said Pedro Leiva. “Now it is necessary to say—enough! with all the strength of our hearts.”

A thousand indigenous had already set up on the disputed territory, facing a group of paramilitaries hired by “the reasonable people,” as the small property owners were keen to present themselves. The paramilitaries opened fire on the comuneros with high-caliber weapons. The indigenous held firm, didn’t lose their nerve, and entrusted themselves in God. They fought back and successfully repelled the attack.

Manuel Serrano, a peasant farmer, was wounded by a paramilitary bullet. Community police arrested and later released five aggressors. Three others were reprimanded, admonished, and handed over to the state government. By the end of the day, the comuneros had recovered possession of La Canahuancera.

It had been a long and tenacious organizational effort to recover the communal lands. Reclaiming what was rightfully theirs boosted the comuneros’ self-esteem and sense of dignity. The community of Ostula began to work on the construction of a new community, baptized as Xayacalan, its original name. Within five days, twenty-five houses were constructed and Xayacalan was a reality.

All this was done beyond the realm of the political parties. Politicians only come around this region approaching election time, handing out beans and laminated roofing. Once elected, they tend to renege on their promises. The Ostula general assembly took a decision to not vote in the elections because it saw that the political parties served only to divide the comuneros. The community chose to self-govern with its own forms of indigenous organization.



Against the Narcos

La Familia Michoacana took control of the Michoacán coast in 2000 during the first year of Vicente Fox’s government. But it wasn’t until 2009 that the Mexican Navy placed a checkpoint on the invisible border separating the lands of the Ostula indigenous community and the mestiza area of La Placita. Interestingly, the marines set up operations only after the Nahua villagers had organized their own armed community police.

The military encampment did little to help in the fight against drug trafficking. It operated for four years, and in the end it took the efforts of the indigenous community to rid the area of the narcos. The regional leader of the Knights Templar was run out of town, writes journalist Arturo Cano, “only after the advance of the self-defense groups that made their appearance on the Michoacán coast on January 13, when they occupied the municipality seat of Coahuayana.”

The military presence was also inadequate in protecting the lives of the comuneros. The narcos committed so many crimes that it’s hard to keep track. One after another execution took place without the military attachment intervening.

It was clear to the Nahuas of Ostula that they were in a war. At the end of September 2011, during the Third Andean-Mesoamerican Conference, Pedro Leiva spoke before the assembly. “For us, the war is not over yet,” he said. “We are still fighting those who have trampled on us. We have not let go of our rifles, we still hold them in our hands. We are still fighting, we continue to defend ourselves.” On October 6 of that year, a few days after speaking publicly on the history of the struggle in Mexico City, Pedro Leiva was murdered near Xayakalan. The authorities and the local press attempted to pass it off as an alcohol-fueled family dispute. This version of events, full of contradictions and inconsistencies, was utterly dismissed by the comuneros.

Pedro Leiva Martínez was killed a few days after the community concluded an internal consultation analyzing the prospect of negotiations with the Michoacán government and the Secretariat of Agrarian Reform (SRA) in an attempt to gain legal certainty regarding the communities’ possession and ownership of the territory. Pedro had been part of the Nahuas’ negotiating commission.

Pedro was born in the community of La Palma Sola, adjacent to the Xayacalan ranch in the Municipality of Aquila, Michoacán. When he died, he was thirty-four years old and married to Luz Aurora Ramírez Martínez. He was the son of the commissioner for communal lands and had four siblings.

Pedro was elected community delegate for the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity. “We have to fight, come what may,” he said, “no matter what happens, against whomever. A struggle is not easy. It is exhausting—economically, physically and emotionally. They want us to fear their weapons and their overwhelming power. But we shouldn’t be afraid of them, we have to fight without fear, for our land, for our freedom, for our dignity.”

Other deaths followed in the wake of Pedro’s assassination. On December 6, 2011, a comunero named Trinidad de la Cruz, Don Trino, was tortured and murdered during an attack on the Caravan of the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity, despite the fact that there was a military checkpoint five hundred meters away. Some people said they killed him precisely because the military was there.



When Dreams Become Reality

In June 2012, Don Juan died in a tragic domestic accident. A few months later, Purépecha communities and social organizations gathered to honor his memory and legacy. The gathering discussed the creation of a regional surveillance and self-defense patrol to provide security in a region suffering an onslaught of organized crime.

A community police and communal council had been formed in 2008 in Don Juan’s home community of Nurío, composed of twenty comuneros. That first indigenous guard was a prelude to the coming uprising. From there the model spread to other towns and communities.

The Nurío guardians’ uniform has the Purépecha flag on one shoulder and “Community Police” on the back. The volunteers are elected by the people. “We know our guards well,” explained one of the community authorities. “We know who can be trusted, the hardest worker. Some are our relatives, or our neighbors and we are familiar with each other. There is a respect for the community.”

Community policing brought immediate results. The crime rate plummeted. Now the most serious incidents dealt with by the Communal Council consist of alcohol-related public disorder or domestic disputes. These problems are resolved within the community without having to resort to the state justice system in the municipal headquarters at Paracho.

The inhabitants saw the system as a model for the region. “We are sure that the implementation of a community police force can provide security to each of the Purépecha communities,” said Agustín González Xaku, a member of the Nurío Communal Council. “Despite disapproval from municipal, state and federal governments, it is our way of organizing and it will ensure safety and calm for the communities.”

The community of Urapicho, also from the municipality of Paracho, took inspiration and followed the example of Nurío. Harassed by La Familia and then by the Knights Templar, it installed checkpoints at the entrance to the community and appointed community guards. This prompted the authorities to set up a Mixed Operations Base (BOM) manned by military and police outside the community with the understanding that the community would lift the citizens’ checkpoint. The community accepted and disarmed the community guards. However, when the BOM installations were removed, the comuneros took up arms once more, and reinstalled the community guards.

“What happened in Urapicho is important,” said Trinidad Ninís Pahuamba, a member of the council of Cherán, in Proceso magazine on October 2012, “because they realized that the only way to cope with the threats is to bring the strength of the whole community together to secure their safety.… Only when the communities rise up will they realize their hidden strengths within. This is happening in various communities in the area—in Santa Fe de la Laguna, Turícuaro, Comachen, Arantepecua, Quiriseo and Sevina.”

“We began organizing our own security,” explained a representative of the Communal Council of Nurío, “and now it’s time to think about regional organization, because we can make things easier for our neighbors. They can take care of a certain area and we can look after other areas and thus security can be safer for all our communities in the Purépecha Meseta. Nurío’s great dream is to try to organize the other communities. This does not mean a rebellion against the government, but that we are trying to collaborate together so that things are done well.”

The dream began to become reality. On February 1, 2013, three weeks before the Tierra Caliente uprising, leaders from several indigenous regions of the entity spoke in favor of indigenous peoples’ self-defense to confront the onslaught of organized crime.

There was a long list of the indigenous rebel communities: Cherán, Urapicho, Nurío, Cocucho, Nahuatzen, other communities of the Meseta, the Nahua town of Santa María Ostula, and Santa Clara from the Zirahuén area. More and more indigenous communities in the state opted for the self-defense model.

According to one Purépecha leader, Abundio Marcos Prado, twenty-five Purépecha, Nahua, Mazahua, and Otomi communities in Michoacán lost confidence in the municipal authorities and began to support the creation of armed self-defense. “The state government recognizes only 16 self-defending communities, but they are 25,” Prado told La Jornada in February, 2013, “and soon they will be more, because we are organizing ourselves in towns from the Erongarícuaro municipality. Two roadblocks are planned for the road to Santa Fe de la Laguna, as well as in the Purépecha villages of Angahuan and Capacuaro.”

The readiness of the indigenous peoples of Michoacán to take control of their own security arrangements was not limited to the Nahuas and Purépechas. In the Mazahua and Hñahñú areas in the east of Michoacán, the communities of Carpinteros, Francisco Serrato, Curundeo, Cresencio Morales, and Donaciano Guerra also organized to protect their territory.

“There are 11 communities involved, and each one has contributed a number of guards,” Abundio Marcos told the journalist Eugenio Bermejillo. “They are paid by their own community. Nobody has come in, neither federal nor state authorities, and I think they don’t want to because these communities have Mexico City in a bind. They can cut off the water supply of Mexico City at its source.”

The formation of the community guard was motivated by the theft of timber and the losses suffered by the avocado growers. “In a single night there was not a single fruit left in the whole plantation. Imagine a whole season of work and the whole investment lost to thieves,” said Abundio.

In the case of the Salvador Escalante avocado region around Lake Zirahuén, towns like Coruvi, El Mirador, and Churucureo erected citizens’ roadblocks and protected themselves with firearms against extortion, kidnapping, and murder.

“Self-defense systems were established in the indigenous towns because of the failings of the federal and state governments,” explained Deputy Eleazar Aparicio, president of the legislative Commission for Attention to Indigenous Peoples of the local congress. “The communities were fed up that they weren’t getting protection from the authorities and their denunciations were having no effect. So they began to organize themselves and rebel against the authorities,” he said.

For this legislator, the communities have every legal right to protect themselves with the means at their disposal. Furthermore, said Aparicio, the government would be committing a grave mistake to violently clamp down on them, while organized crime is allowed to act freely.

Before the uprising of armed civilians in Tierra Caliente, community guard systems had already proliferated on the Purépecha Meseta and the coastal region of Michoacán. Indigenous communities were the first to confront organized crime, and they did so in general as part of a wider resistance to the dispossession of their natural resources.



Cherán

“Only after the last tree is cut down, the last of the water is poisoned, the last animal destroyed,” quoted the banner hanging among many others in the town of Cherán, “only then will you realize you can’t eat money.”

The words epitomize the problem faced by the predominantly Purépecha community that lives off the forest and is faced with the destruction of its natural resources by loggers associated with organized crime. The sentiment captured the mood of a municipality that rose up against the plunderers and took control of its own destiny on February 15, 2011.

“Sadly those loggers don’t realize when they cut down the trees that they also destroy the fauna and flora,” explains a masked comunero, his identity concealed for protection like the other villagers around him, “and afterwards they think that they are going to eat money, and you can’t eat money. When you live here in the countryside, you feel the pain inside.”

Cherán communal territory amounts to some twenty-one thousand hectares, twenty thousand of it forested by pine, oak, and oyamel fir trees. The Douro and Cupatitzio Rivers as well as Lake Pátzcuaro are dependent on the forests. However, more than 80 percent of the forest has been burned and felled, and the remaining 20 percent is under threat. The Cherán comuneros are defending what little is left. It is an ongoing tragedy for a community whose main resource is the forest.

About twenty thousand people inhabit the municipality. They earn their living as resin collectors, working the fields, raising livestock, and selling handicrafts. Another twelve thousand have migrated to the United States. Remittances are fundamental to the survival of the community.

An indigenous woman, bandana across her face, speaking on behalf of the community, explains the dynamics of the years of plunder. “First they go in and cut the wood. Another group burns the stumps of each tree and then they erect a perimeter fence. Armed guards are posted so we can’t enter. That is how they steal our land.”

“The business is headed by a man known as El Güero,” the rebels told journalist Gloria Muñoz. “It is a twofold business. First he sends workers in to cut down trees for the sawmills. Then when other loggers come in to extract the rest, he sells them protection. And all we can do is watch and wait, while all this goes on.”

Dispossession of the forest is not the only grievance suffered by the Cherán community members. They are also victims of extortion, kidnapping, and murder. There is a long list of casualties: five disappeared, half a dozen murdered, many wounded, and scores of widowed and orphaned victims.

On May 8, 2008, Lepoldo Juárez Urbina, former municipal president and representative of the peaceful civil resistance movement, was disappeared and then murdered by an armed gang. In April 2010, Hilario Gembe, whose brother was the commissioner for communal lands, was assassinated. In February 2011, Rafael García Ávila, Jesús Hernández Macías, and Baltazar Gerónimo Rafael, community activists, were disappeared. On April 15 of that year, a logger’s bullet injured Eugenio Sánchez Rendón. Ten days later, Armando Hernández Estrada and Pedro Juárez Urbina were shot dead.

The peasants have denounced the plunder of their forests to the authorities since at least 2008. They went down the arduous route of taking legal proceedings. The response from the authorities was silence. The officials had nothing to gain by saving Nana Echeri (Mother Earth). “The PRI governs the municipality, the PRD governs the state, and the PAN governs the country,” a leader from Cherán told journalist Rosa Rojas, “but not one of these three levels of government has paid any attention to our demand for justice and our struggle against organized crime cutting down our forests.”

On April 15, the volcano of social discontent erupted. The people of Cherán had discovered that the loggers were cutting down the trees surrounding the Cofradia water spring. “And that was that,” explained one resident. “The community realized that the water supply was in danger, that they were going to be left without their sole water supply. Three years of rage erupted. If they leave us without water, the people said, they are leaving us without life.”

For all these reasons, on April 15, 2011, the Cherán comuneros decided to take justice into their own hands. During the Cherán uprising, the citizens expelled the loggers and erected barricades made of stones, sacks of sand, and old trucks. They reactivated the traditional community patrol, and set up campfires on street corners in each of the town’s four neighborhoods, maintaining round-the-clock security.

From that day on, wrote Muñoz, the people armed themselves with sticks, stones, machetes, hoes, shovels, and everything they could get their hands on. They stood up to the armed criminals who had devastated the community forests for three years in collusion with cartel groups and elements within the government.

Similar to the Oaxacan uprising of 2006, the street corner campfires helped restore the social fabric of the community and strengthen communal bonds. A sense of fraternity grew as the people shared coffee and tacos around the fire. On emergency footing, the community prohibited alcohol, the carrying of arms, and the distribution of political party propaganda.

On May 19, more than a month after the beginning of the Cherán uprising, federal agents, military, and state police arrived in the municipality to set up a BOM. However, their presence remained minimal and not even enough to prevent the continued felling of the Cerro de San Miguel forest, or the threats against the community.

By August, after five months of barricades, life began to return to normal. The schools reopened and people and vehicles were allowed to circulate throughout the territory during daytime. The residents were exhausted after months of constant vigil, but nevertheless, they didn’t drop their guard and continued to maintain the barricades at the entrance to the town.

The uprising was also an expression of a process of constructing indigenous autonomy from below. For years, Juan Chávez, a deeply respected figure in the region, insisted that “the way forward is de facto autonomy. A path based on the historical right of indigenous peoples. We do not have to ask the government for permission. We must build the conditions for real autonomy through grassroots work. With our hard work and determination, autonomy can emerge from the grassroots, from the people.”

“This territory is our home and we have to defend it,” the citizens of Cherán told Salvador Campanur of Desinformémonos. “It is a duty for children, youth, adults and the elderly, everyone. This is how the defense of the territory was born, handed down from our elders.”

At first, the community carried the costs of the security measures, but when Cherán obtained the status of a town council, funding came through from the state. These resources are invested in a budget to equip and maintain the security apparatus.

Having taken control of their territory, the comuneros went on to hold community elections using traditional uses and customs, legally recognized by the state electoral institutions.

The autodefensas leader Dr. Mireles recognized that Cherán’s experience influenced the Tepalcatepec and Buenavista Tomatlán uprising. Nevertheless, the authorities of Cherán have been clear that as community guards they are different and distinct from the Michoacán autodefensas.



Ostula under Threat: Self-Defense and Disarmament

Semeí Verdía, a slender Nahua and one of the most active comuneros in the struggle to recuperate the land, was run out of Ostula in February 2010. His assailants tried to kill him as he played soccer in broad daylight. A member of the communities’ Communal Commission of Dialogue for Agrarian Problems, Semeí was forced into exile from his hometown for four years, under threat from organized crime.

Two of his uncles, rural teachers by profession, had already been murdered. In exile, he formed an armed community guard group with other displaced members of the community. With the help of the self-defense groups from Coalcomán, Chinicuila, Coahuayana, and Aquila, they returned to retake Ostula from the outlaws, and run the gangsters out of town.

The formation and expansion of armed civilians in Tierra Caliente and their war against the Knights Templar created the conditions for the community of Ostula to reorganize and recover its territory.

On February 8, 2014, the exiles finally returned to their community. At noon more than 1,200 people gathered for a community assembly. They agreed to reconstitute their community police force. Semeí was elected to be in charge of the security force. Faced with an eviction threat, comuneros from Xayakalan asked the Ostula assembly for help. The Ostula assembly elected to go to Xayakala in support of the inhabitants. Arturo Cano described how a caravan of seventy trucks with comuneros carrying AK-47s, R-15s, and shotguns set off for the besieged community.

Since the resurgence of the self-defense model, the relationship between the Nahua community and the Mexican armed forces had been strained. Despite the key role the community police had played in the fight against the Templars, clashes with the military became frequent.

On March 19, 2014, the military disarmed fourteen community police guards in the town of La Placita. Previously a bastion of organized crime under the command of Federico González Merino, also known as El Lico, and Mario Álvarez, La Placita had been retaken by the community police with widespread support from the population.

The people mobilized in numbers against the military. A day later, about 1,500 protesters from the town of Santa María Ostula and the municipalities of Aquila, Chinicuila, and Coahuayana, along with three hundred community police and autodefensas, closed the La Placita highway between Manzanillo and Lázaro Cárdenas, outside the military base. The protesters demanded that the military return the confiscated weapons to the community police.

The armed forces’ action against the community guards of Ostula was part of the bigger federal government offensive to disarm and demobilize the Michoacán self-defense groups. But it was also one more part of a greater offensive to destroy and dismantle the most politicized sector of the indigenous and citizen movements. The military were targeting organizations leading the fight for historical rights and confronting major interests like transnational mining companies.

The community of Ostula has paid a huge price in blood in defending itself from organized crime, on top of recovering stolen lands, protecting its territory, and conserving the natural wealth like the endangered sangualica trees. Its immediate future depends on the outcome of the self-defense movement. Regardless of what happens, the community is assured a place in history: its experience epitomizes the new indigenous dawn in self-defense that started with the February 2013 uprising. The Ostula Manifesto and the blood of its people have already become a point of reference for the indigenous peoples’ liberation struggle.







 



9  The Uprising



The Moment of Truth

On Sunday, February 24, 2013, armed civilians from Tepalcatepec and Buena Vista in Michoacán’s Tierra Caliente rose up in arms against the Knights Templar cartel. Plans to join the uprising in Coalcomán and Apatzingán were aborted.

The uprising began in La Ruana, where Hipólito Mora had convinced a group of cattle ranchers and fellow lemon producers to participate in the fight. On February 10, he had met with Miguel Ángel Gutiérrez, nicknamed El Kiro for his likeness to Kaliman, and Juan José Farías, known as El Abuelo, who was formerly associated with the Valencia Cartel. This core group was responsible for organizing the initial uprising, according to an account by journalist Denise Maerker.

“That day there was an official ceremony at the town hall,” El Kiro told Arturo Cano, “and we knew that the Mexican Army would be present. So the criminals had left town for that reason.” Coincidentally, there was a meeting of the Cattle Ranchers Association in town that day as well. “They were going to discuss how to stop the problem of the extortion fees.”

Hipólito Mora gave a slightly different version in an interview with journalist Roberto Zamarripa. Hipólito spoke with farmers and ranchers at a meal in Tepalcatepec. “I took about four friends of mine. And that’s when we planned it. We came to an agreement with the leaders. ‘We have to be really careful. If the Templars realize what we are planning before the 24th, they will kill us.’ Luckily they didn’t notice. It came to the 24th and we held a meeting with all the ranchers, about 800 of them. ‘Today is the day that we are going to rise up against the Knights Templar,’ we announced at the meeting.”

Mora continued his story “Everything went well. ‘La Ruana has just risen up in arms and they want us to do so as well,’ I told the ranchers. ‘Are you ready?’ So first they rose up in La Ruana, then in Tepalcatepec, then in the municipality seat of Buenavista Tomatlán. Meetings were held in the plazas and war was proclaimed against the Knights Templar.”

Hipólito Mora and his armed men went to the public plaza and gathered the townsfolk. He urged the people to rise up in arms against the Templars. Filled with elation and fear, the citizens stepped up for the fight. They occupied the houses of the criminals, expropriated their weapons, and threw up roadblocks at the entrance of the town.

Then it was the turn of Tepalcatepec. The conspirators had prepared stealthily for six months. The plotters, mainly ranchers, went house to house in the municipality to get the residents involved. Cautious, they posted people to watch the movements of the Knights Templar gunmen.

The Templars were preparing to collect protection fees from the ranchers when the autodefensas struck. In a “rapid and simultaneous movement, eighty armed ranchers moved in to seize and detain the criminals,” said movement leader Dr. José Manuel Mireles in an interview with Subversiones. The insurgents wore T-shirts with the slogan “For a free Tepalcatepec.”

The Mexican Army had been informed of the plans and patrolled the nearby streets. When the Templars took out their weapons, the autodefensas called for backup and the soldiers intervened to disarm them.

The detained cartel gunmen were handed over to the military in Apatzingán and then passed on to the Federal Judicial Police. Templar weapons and vehicles were confiscated. Nevertheless, by nightfall, all of the criminals had been released by the police.

Not everything went as planned, explained Mireles. The towns of Apatzingán and Coalcomán were also expected to rise up. In Apatzingán the Templars infiltrated the community meeting and plans for the uprising were scuppered. In Coalcomán, the Templars were one step ahead of the plotters and surprised them. The citizens froze. Several weeks passed before they tried again.

The uprising was not spontaneous, nor was it the result of a hastily taken decision. The plotters held a series of preparatory assemblies in facilities owned by Juan José Farías Álvarez, El Abuelo. The military were also in attendance. According to autodefensas, government envoys (or those who presented themselves as such) met with the Tepeque residents to prepare the actions for the February 24 uprising.

The state authorities were aware that citizens were preparing for an uprising. In December 2012, Guillermo Valencia, the mayor of Tepalcatepec, informed them that the people had had enough and a rebellion against organized crime was brewing. Valencia told the authorities that “meetings had been held with military personnel, and the day for the uprising had already been planned.”

Templars leader Servando Gómez claimed that the government was behind the armed citizens. “In Tepalcatepec and Buenavista there were more than a thousand armed people,” he said, in a video uploaded on YouTube. “Where did those weapons come from? What role did the federal government play? There was a military general in Tacámbaro, one in Patzcuaro, one in Uruapan and one in Zamora and two in Apatzingán, and they are trying to tell us that it was citizens against citizens in this fight!”

The National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) documented residents of Buenavista Tomatlán accusing the military of encouraging the creation of self-defense groups in the zone (CNDH files 031/2013 and 032/2013).

The uprising was successful. It was consolidated in two municipalities and spread to others. For the next few months, a complicated war unfolded between autodefensas and Templars, in which the military, the various police forces, and state and federal governments played vacillating and contradictory roles.



The Clashes

The autodefensas leadership that emerged from the Tierra Caliente uprising was composed of seasoned local men, many of them ranchers, and many who had lived in the United States for a long time. Some were Freemasons. They were men who knew how to handle weapons, and a few had criminal records for violent crimes.

Hipólito Mora, one of the original founders, was a small rancher and lemon grower. He owned a fifteen-hectare orchard and had eleven children. Of robust build, he suffered from a heart condition. He lived the simple life of a typical rural dweller.

Mora decided to take up arms because his family had been threatened by the Templars. When the Templars pushed into the lemon business, they coerced growers into producing less to keep prices high. The criminals monopolized the market, leaving no work for anybody else. Appalled, Mora decided to fight for justice. “They left us no alternative but to fight or starve to death,” he said.

José Manuel Mireles stood out as spokesman for the movement. Born in Tepalcatepec to a family with strong roots in the municipality, he is a tall, thin doctor of medicine. He began studying at the Military Medical School, and graduated from the University of Michoacán. He was active in institutional politics, campaigning for, at various times, the PRI, the PRD, and the Alternative Social Democratic Party.

In 1985 he was the Michoacán secretary of sports under the administration of Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas Solórzano. In 2006, the PRD enrolled him in the multinominal list for the Mexican Senate with the Coalition for the Good of All. He worked as an adviser on international affairs for the Secretariat of Health under Governor Leonel Godoy Rangel (PRD), until 2011.

He practiced as a doctor with the Ministry of Health for about twenty-five years, with a salary of eight thousand pesos biweekly. He is a Freemason, the grandson of a bracero (seasonal Mexican agricultural worker in the United States), and migrated to the United States for several years.

The last straw for Mireles was when the Knights Templar started abusing minors. “The impetus to rise up came during the last four months of 2012,” he told journalist Laura Castellanos, when, as a doctor he had to attend to dozens of pregnant girls who had been raped by the Templars. “They were young girls from eleven to fourteen years of age. The oldest was fourteen years old. During September, October and November I had to deal with twenty-six pregnant girls from the ranches.”

Whether the leaders were in the movement for economic reasons or because of moral outrage, things began to get complicated on March 6, 2013, when the confrontation ceased to be a straightforward battle between autodefensas and Templars. The Mexican Army detained thirty-four autodefensas in Buenavista Tomatlán. Eduardo Sánchez from the Ministry of the Interior said they were “armed people involved in organized crime,” and linked them to the Jalisco New Generation Cartel.

The autodefensas had been holding local police officials captive on charges of corruption. Director of the Municipal Police Otoniel Montes Herrera and five police officers were freed during the military operation. The military seized thirty-two handguns and fifteen rifles, including R-15 assault rifles and AK-47s.

Five days later, the Mexican Army arrested seventeen more autodefensas at a citizens’ checkpoint in La Ruana, confiscating military-grade weapons. The community’s response to the military action was immediate and energetic. Hundreds of enraged locals confronted the soldiers and surrounded almost fifty of them at their military base. The siege lasted almost twenty hours. “See how we have the gauchos [soldiers] captured here,” a resident is heard saying on a video posted on social media. “It’s because the people are furious by the betrayal of the guachos and government.”

The authorities attempted to play down the incident. “There is a military base installed in La Ruana,” said the coordinator of State Social Communication, Julio Hernández Granados, “with more than fifty members of the armed forces, and at no time was their integrity threatened.”

The state prosecutor, Placido Torres, took a similar line. “We are informed that nothing much happened, but we don’t have all the details. We understand that the army stopped some people and in response to this, civilians retained some army vehicles. I don’t know exactly how long the situation lasted but I can tell you it was just a few hours, and it was not a big deal. It has already been solved,” he said.

The military authorities insisted that, technically, the troops had not been detained. They remained armed and there were other military forces in the Ruana area. “All that happened,” they stated, “was a verbal altercation that did not escalate.”

The citizen protests against the arrest of the community guards continued. Dozens mobilized at the police headquarters and the Zócalo to demand the release of the detained autodefensas. Speaking to the media, the protesters explained that they took up arms because of the corruption and passivity of the police in dealing with the Knights Templar.

“We don’t want cartels here,” said one of the women. “Not one. We want to be free of them. We want things to be like they were before, we want to be able to work every day to feed and clothe the children and everything as usual. These detained men were defending us. Now you are forcing us women to rise up in arms.”

“We took those weapons from the Knights Templar,” explained another woman, whose husband was one of detainees. “In La Ruana we grabbed some Knights. When we rose up in arms, we were all saying, ‘Those guys there, they are Templars, let’s all go and take their weapons, the bullet proof vests and everything.’ The cops were whoring themselves to the Templars.”



The Dignity of Weapons

For years the people of Tierra Caliente were victims of extortion, robbery, murder, rape, and all kinds of abuse. The autodefensas published an account of the appalling abuses committed by the Templars to justify the uprising.

At first, the people were forced to pay fees to the drug traffickers in the region. “As the number of executions increased … so too the amount of fees increased,” explained Dr. Mireles. “They began charging rent for each household and even permission to live.” The situation worsened in 2012 and the local and state officials either were accomplices or did nothing.

The levels of extortion were outrageous. Farmers were forced to hand over one thousand pesos for each cow they sold, and butchers fifteen pesos for each kilo of meat sold. The tortillerías had to pay four pesos per kilo of tortilla. The lemon packers were forced to give them one peso for every kilo sold. Not even the humblest of cutters escaped giving up their quota to the gangsters.

In Tepalcatepec, Dr. Mireles calculated that “they took 30 million pesos a month from three businesses alone, without counting what they demanded from families. Some families had to pay between 10,000 and 20,000 pesos monthly.”

“The cartel started out demanding their cut from drug sellers,” explained Hipólito Mora to Milenio, “and then from the people cooking methamphetamines in laboratories.” But that money was not enough and they started interfering with legal businesses. The people had enough when the criminals took control of the lemon industry.

Mora describes typical Templar behavior. “If you were fighting with your wife at home, they would intercede, maybe give you a beating, maybe they would fine you,” he told Reforma’s Roberto Zamarripa. “Or there is a river here that we call the Rio Grande. It has tons of sand. All the people use the sand for their floors or houses. Other people have machinery they use for extracting and selling sand. The criminals went as far as charging for the sand. Nobody could go there to collect sand anymore. It’s a federal river!”

The situation became completely untenable when cartel members started abusing women. “They arrived and knocked on house doors,” said Mireles, “and they would say ‘I really like your wife, I want her right now. Meanwhile, prepare your daughter because we are going to take her away for a few days.’ And she would come back pregnant.”

People with courage to denounce them to the authorities would end up dead, and sometimes their families too. The lawsuit that had been filed would be thrown back at them, ripped to shreds.

“Many people lost their children, lost their wives, their friends,” a young man from La Ruana told Reforma. “It got to such a degree that when they were killing a relative, they called you on your phone and said, ‘Listen, you bastard, this is how we are killing him. Listen to how he is screaming … listen to the noise of the chainsaw.’ That is demonic, cutting up people alive!”

The time for taking up arms arrived, regardless of the risks involved. “It is stepping outside the law. Yes, I am conscious of that,” Hipólito told Milenio. “I am carrying a prohibited weapon. I can get five years or more in jail for this, I’m aware of that, but I don’t misuse it. I use it to defend my people and I will continue to do so.”



The Chiaroscuros of the Autodefensas

The autodefensas are a confederation of local autonomous groups with their own military command and regional coordination. They have close relations with local productive sectors and municipal authorities. The movement’s strength has grown with the passage of time, and it is made up of at least twenty thousand men, mostly tough men with a capacity for fighting. “We are the people, we are thousands,” said José Manuel Mireles. “We are the United Autodefensas Council of Michoacán, formed by businessmen, small farmers, municipal presidents, council members, orchard workers, lemon growers, students, parents, etc.”

Spokespeople for the movement confirm that they are financed with the profits from the ranches abandoned by the Templars, or with the fees that they would have had to pay their extortionists. They have other important sources of financing—in some regions rich businessmen or big farmers support the costs of the irregular army, and even pay their own laborers to fight the cartel gunmen.

The autodefensas are armed mainly with AK-47s, R-15s, M2s, and other high-powered rifles, expensive weapons that are difficult to acquire. The self-defense volunteers have shown that they know how to use them. They also have bulletproof vests, uniforms, radio communication equipment, and armored vans.

Where do their arms and military accoutrements come from? They claim that initially they were armed with their own hunting rifles, and later used the confiscated arms from Templar gunmen who had fled or been killed. Some admitted that they bought them on the black market, and others say they received arms from sympathetic migrants in the United States.

Since the inception of the movement, the armed forces and the Federal Police have sometimes provided cover for the autodefensas’ armed operations. Estanislao Beltrán, one of the movement’s most recognized leaders, confirmed this to journalist Carmen Aristegui. The claim was further backed up at various times by the secretary of the interior and the national security commissioner. In many places, military operations against the Templars were carried out jointly or at least in coordination with the self-defense units.

Autodefensas leader Luis Antonio Torres, known as El Americano, a Michoacán native born in Los Angeles, California, was at the center of many battles. “A colonel from the army has started to support us,” he told journalist Arturo Cano. “I can’t say his name but I am talking about high-ranking commanders who are supporting us.”

Despite this, collaboration between the autodefensas and the armed forces was not straightforward. It vacillated according to the circumstances. The army is not a homogeneous unit, and while some units were sympathetic with the armed civilians, others like the Fifty-First Infantry Battalion were not. Throughout the short history of the autodefensas, the military has been both antagonistic and supportive. Some military units will collaborate with the autodefensas in direct contradiction of orders from federal powers. Conversely, there are numerous instances of collusion between elements of the military and the narcos.

The chiaroscuros of the autodefensas are evident, and there are light and dark within the one movement. Unlike the clearly indigenous roots of the community police, a diverse group of Michoacán residents took up arms to confront criminal groups, from agricultural entrepreneurs to defected cartel members. But their origin is one thing, and what they became is another. Through the fire of experience and its vertiginous growth, the autodefensas movement changed. It transformed into something quite different from what it was at the start.

The autodefensas received intermittent support from the federal government. An explicit alliance was formed between the two to combat the Knights Templar. While these armed civilians were not at war with the federal authorities, most operate with a relative degree of autonomy and are not subordinated to government logic. On the one hand, they caress the back of public officials, and on the other, they pressurize them.



The Templar Response

The Templars were not sitting on their hands. Their response to the uprising was dynamic: they combined military action with harassment of local businesses, and sought to win over public opinion. They mobilized their support base among the population. On March 13, the cartels hung a number of banners from bridges in Morelia and public roads in various municipalities. “Finish with the farce of the community police,” they announced. “Expel the shady and abusive criminals from our state and establish conditions for Michoacán society to live in peace and to fully develop labor, economic, educational, political and spiritual ambits.”

Upping the ante, the Templars went after businesses operating in autodefensas areas of influence. A lemon-packing plant and gas station were burned to the ground in the community of Santa Ana Amatlán, part of the municipality of Buenavista Tomatlán. The cartel issued threats against companies such as Sabritas, Marinela, Bimbo, and Barcel, as well as gas and cable companies. “You are informed that it will be forbidden to supply products to the towns of Buenavista, La Ruana and Tepalcatepec,” said a message spread on social networks. “Starting this week, all vehicles will be set on fire if they try to visit aforementioned places.”

It was not the first time something like this happened. In May 2012 the cartel set fire to Sabritas facilities in three municipalities of Michoacán and two in Guanajuato.

The threats took effect. Javier González Franco, general manager of Bimbo, acknowledged the shortage of their merchandise in some towns of Michoacán due to threats from organized crime. “We don’t like to risk our people and they know it,” he told Milenio. “If there are any risks, we try to protect our employees as much as possible in those territories. We are not the only ones affected—many other providers have found themselves in the same position. For the moment we have stopped delivering. Some days we can enter the zone and others we can’t.”

New narco-banners started appearing in public places. “In protest and disagreement with how the government protects the cartel disguised as community guards, we have decided to tell the government that we will never allow this. We prefer to die confronting it.”

One message was addressed directly to Enrique Peña Nieto: “It is very risky to be pitting the people against each other and giving support to the Jalisco Cartel disguised as community guards.” They had words for the military too: “To the Mexican Army and the Armed Forces—why do you give so much support to the community guards of La Ruana and Tepeque?” Over the weeks, narco-banners appeared in eight separate municipalities of Tierra Caliente. The narcos accused President Peña Nieto’s security adviser, Oscar Naranjo, the ex-Colombian police general, of creating the autodefensas.

The public relations offensive was accompanied by videos uploaded on YouTube. Templars boss Servando Gómez claimed that the autodefensas were from Jalisco and Sinaloa, and backed by the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG). He demanded that the authorities act to shut them down.

Various Michoacán and federal authorities also accused the autodefensas of being an instrument of the Jalisco New Generation Cartel. On January 30, 2014, the Federal Ministerial Police reported that two detained autodefensas “confessed” that Jalisco criminals handed out weapons to the Michoacán self-defense groups.

There is a long history of clashes between the two cartels. The Jalisco New Generation publicly declared war on the Michoacán Templars cartel. A video was posted on YouTube of a group of hooded men dressed in black holding high-powered weapons posing in front of a banner. “Attention: citizens of Guerrero and Michoacán are informed that we are here to cleanse their state of the problem that calls itself the Knights Templar. For the freedom of Guerrero and Michoacán!”

The level of violence skyrocketed. On April 10, a group of agricultural workers left La Ruana to attend a protest demanding security improvements. At a blockade on the Apatzingán road, cartel gunmen opened up on the trucks. Fourteen people were killed according to official reports, including eight lemon industry workers. Local activists claimed the number of deaths was higher. Most of the dead came from the state of Oaxaca.

The massacre was attributed to Francisco Galeana Núñez, El Pantera, a major drug trafficker and extortionist in the municipalities of Apatzingán, Uruapan, Gabriel Zamora, Zinacuaretiro, Nuevo Parangaricutiro, and Tingambato.

The Templars continued to move pieces about the board. On April 19, thousands of people protested in Apatzingán against the autodefensas. The protest was organized by an ad hoc group calling itself the Citizen Movement for the Safety of Towns and Roads of Michoacán. “The people won’t take abuse from anyone,” they said in their flyer. “We want work and a Michoacán in peace.” In other municipalities, government offices, schools, and shops were evacuated under the threat of narco bomb attacks. Bus routes bound for the municipalities were suspended. People remained locked indoors.

In this upward spiral of violence, April 28 was a busy day. Templar gunmen shot up an autodefensas road block in La Ruana. At least ten men were killed and seven injured. “We are not with any cartels,” said one of the injured autodefensas to the press. “We want to live and work in peace.”

Simultaneously, public transport was interrupted in almost the entire state for eight hours, and hundreds of hooded demonstrators took to the streets protesting against the federal government and the autodefensas.

La Ruana was under siege from the Knights Templar. The town was left without gasoline or food, and even medicine became scarce. Many stores closed. The grip became suffocating. “They have threatened to kill us all like dogs,” a group of terrified mothers told Milenio.

On May 16, the government sent 2,500 soldiers to nineteen municipalities to restore order and security—in other words, to break the siege. General Alberto Reyes Vaca was appointed head of the State Secretariat for Public Safety and given joint command of the state police and federal forces in Michoacán.

Meanwhile, the interim governor of Michoacán, Jesús Reyna, appeared to exist in an alternate universe. On May 23 he announced that the community guards in the Tierra Caliente region had definitively disappeared. If they attempt to take up arms again, he said, they would be arrested. A few months later, Jesús Reyna was arrested and imprisoned for his links to the narcos.

On May 27, in another deluded statement, Miguel Osorio Chong, secretary of the interior, announced that the security strategy in Michoacán had succeeded and brought peace to the territory.



Aquila

The indigenous dynamic quickly influenced the self-defense movement. Like an uninvited guest at the party, the indigenous presence ruffled events. In June a community police force was formed in the Nahua municipality of Aquila. It denounced threats against community leaders and accused the military and municipal police of having links to organized crime.

Aquila, with a population of five thousand, is located fifteen kilometers from the coastal road that connects the port of Lázaro Cárdenas with the state of Colima. It hosts a mine producing around two hundred thousand tons of minerals each month, operated by the Italo-Argentine consortium Ternium de México. Organized crime collected fees for the extracted mineral, according to the Attorney General’s Office.

The company signed a Temporary Occupation Agreement with the community on January 25, 1990, covering operations over 383 hectares. According to company reports, mining royalties of thirty thousand pesos were paid to 401 Aquila comuneros. The comuneros are forced to pay fees to the Knights Templar.

“We are comuneros of the municipality and we are fed up with organized crime operating in the region,” the community guards declared in a public video. “We saw what other municipalities in Tierra Caliente did and that’s why we have decided to organize ourselves as well.”

The seven masked men in the video wore white “For a free Aquila” shirts. “The criminals are exploiting our natural resources, our iron,” they said. “And the government is in collusion with them. We have no trust in the authorities.” Some days later, a heavily armed group, also wearing white shirts with the slogan “For a free Aguililla,” drove through the town on pickup trucks.

“We can no longer pay the fees the Templars charge farmers, stores, comuneros, everyone. They were charging us too much already. They have the municipality in their hands. They act as if they were our government,” said the president of the Communal Lands Commissariat, Octavio Villanueva.

“They demand a monthly fee of two thousand pesos from each comunero entitled to a royalty from the iron mine,” said Octavio Villanueva. “Ranchers are forced to pay almost a third of the cost of each head of cattle.”

The comuneros have fought a long struggle with the mining company for fair royalties. Two decades ago, comuneros formed a group to demand more royalties from the mining company. The leader of the movement, José Ramírez Verduzo, was murdered. In 2004 another association was formed to demand justice in the payment of royalties. According to Octavio Villanueva, the mining consortium bribed communal and municipal authorities to divide the community movement.

The comuneros also accused the mining company of illegally grabbing more territory. The federal government granted the Hylsa Company a concession for three hundred hectares with an exploitation area of seventy-three hectares in the 1990s. However, to date Ternium has taken two hundred hectares more.

As part of this dispute, the Aquila communal assembly agreed to implement a total work stoppage at the mine in December 2011. No minerals were extracted for three months. In February 2012, the government sent in federal and state police to evict the blockade. The comuneros resisted. Finally, on March 18, an agreement was signed in which Ternium promised to pay 3.8 dollars per ton. However, the company reneged on the deal and failed to pay the agreed figure.

When the Tierra Caliente autodefensas rose up in 2013, the example spread to Aquila. Fed up with paying extortion fees on the royalties to the Templars, as well as constant kidnappings and disappearances in the municipality, the comuneros embraced the self-defense model.

Not everyone was in agreement. At first, the municipal president, Juan Hernández Ramírez—considered illegitimate by the autodefensas—denied the existence of the Aquila self-defense group. He claimed they were no more than a divisive group of hooded comuneros putting pressure on the agrarian authorities and the government to resolve their demands.

Two hundred and fifty people marched through the town on June 19 holding banners denouncing the autodefensas and accusing the group of mishandling royalties. “The people of Aquila repudiate armed groups,” said the protesters. They accused the self-defense group of being outside agitators and claimed two of their leaders were not recognized by the communities’ Agrarian Court.

Comuneros in support of the autodefensas responded on July 24 by setting up a protest camp in the center of the town. They disarmed the municipal police, whom they linked with the Templars, and took charge of public security. They forced the illegitimate town authorities to vacate their positions.

The interim governor, Jesús Reyna, was cautious in his response. He acknowledged that “the self-defense group that appeared on Wednesday in the municipality of Aquila has displaced the local police.” He attempted to separate the issue from the upsurge of autodefensas in the rest of the state. “From our perspective, this is not about autodefensas and community guards but a completely different issue. In this case it is an internal problem for the San Miguel de Aquila community, where the Ternium mining company offers its services and delivers significant amounts of money for royalties every month to the comuneros.”

The community guards hung banners around the community. “For an Aquila free of death, kidnapping and extortion.” Another read, “No more criminal fees!” The communitarians seized several young Templars, confiscating their radios and phones, and put them to work on community activities like cleaning up the streets and rivers.

“I want to offer an apology, especially to the inhabitants of Tierra Caliente, where I hurt a lot people,” said one of the detainees named Ricardo to Milenio. “I was a fool to work with the Templars. Now I just want to collaborate with the community police so they let me be with my family here in Aguililla.”

The indigenous challenge to the transnational mining company was unacceptable for the government. On August 5, a military and state police force deployed in the locality, disarming the community guards who had taken over the security of the municipality.

Forty-five communitarians were arrested in a surprise dawn raid on August 14, in a joint army, navy, and state police operation. The authorities justified the repression by claiming they were activating five arrest warrants against “outlaws and members of an armed group.”

The community responded by detaining sixty-six soldiers. They were symbolically held in the courtyard of the truck company that transported the iron ore to Colima, according to the communal lands commissioner, Octavio Villanueva. The comuneros were negotiating with a lieutenant representing the military when suddenly about six hundred soldiers swooped in to violently disperse the protesters.

“People were peaceful because we were waiting for the outcome of negotiations with a military delegation,” a resident told Reforma. “We didn’t have any weapons, absolutely none. They didn’t come for talks, they arrived swinging, and they arrived shooting off bullets.”

Governor Jesús Reyna was questioned about the authorities’ unequal treatment of different armed groups. “Aquila’s were in flagrante delicto,” he replied. “Each individual case merits its own analysis according to circumstance, according to the moment. This does not necessarily mean that tomorrow the same action will be taken against autodefensas in Tepalcatepec or Buenavista. Nor am I saying that it will not be done.”

The military raid had a devastating effect on the community. “We are now in the hands of organized crime,” lamented Octavio Villanueva. In the wake of the dismantling of the community guard, “there were five murders, three enforced disappearances and kidnappings by members of organized criminal groups still based in the community,” a comunero named Díaz told Desinformémonos.

The community had been displaced, reported Desinformémonos. “Most of the indigenous families fled under threat from the Knights Templar cartel, supported by the interim governor and the municipal president, Juan Hernández,” said the comunero.

On January 18, 2014, a new self-defense group was set up in the municipality of Aquila. Indigenous communitarians did not lend their support to it. “The group consisted of residents supported by the Federal Police,” said Villanueva. “They were permitted to carry weapons by the commissioner Alfredo Castillo and the government, something that our compañeros couldn’t do. That’s why they are in jail and they won’t let them out.”

In a lamentable turn of events, the new group took on the habits of the Templars, with the complicity of the police. “Now they are threatening me because I am the commissioner,” said Villanueva. “They want me to support them and pay them the money that the cartel charged before, because they say it’s for security and now they are in charge.”

Why were the Aquila community police treated so much harsher than other self-defense groups in Tierra Caliente? For the communitarians it was clear that the hand of the Ternium mining company was behind the persecution and the military operation. A representative of the suppressed community police told La Jornada that his compañeros were in jail because “of economic and political interests.” Comuneros, academics, and environmentalists agreed, forcing Ternium to issue a denial. The mining company claimed it had nothing to do with the detentions and insisted that it remained on the sidelines of “internal community issues” at all times.

Octavio Villanueva insisted that the conflict is not around the issue of mining royalties. “I want it to be very clear,” he said to journalist Carmen Aristegui, “the self-defense group in Aquila serves to protect us against organized crime. We are not arming ourselves against the mining company. They are two different issues,” he said. “We are arming ourselves against organized crime because we refuse to pay the extortion fees.”



The Massacre of Los Reyes

On July 22, 2013, citizens of the Purépecha municipality of Los Reyes gathered to protest against local authorities, who they claimed did nothing to protect them against the Knights Templar. Suddenly gunmen appeared in the plaza and opened fire on about 150 protesters, killing five people. Local police were blamed for the massacre.

A week after the tragedy, eight community members spoke at a press conference held at the Miguel Agustín Pro Juárez Human Rights Center, in Mexico City. They wore masks for fear of being targeted.

“We joined the demonstration demanding justice. We noticed that the municipal police had distracted the Federal Police. ‘They are here to protect us,’ we said to ourselves when we saw a municipal patrol truck. But what happened next was beyond comprehension. They fired at us in cold blood. People hit the ground, dead. They even fired at women and children. It was a cowardly and pathetic act.”

The problem began some months before. “The criminals first showed up on January 21 and handed out envelopes they wanted us to fill with money,” said Miguel, one of the representatives of the indigenous Purépecha, “according to the amount of land we have.”

“We were scared, we didn’t know whether to submit or not. People from four local communities got together, took a vote and decided that we would not co-operate. Two days later we went to inform the municipal president but he wouldn’t receive us. He was not there, so we left him our petition.”

“From that moment on, there have been attacks. Roberto Serrano Cervantes was disappeared from our town; we don’t know where he is. We told the authorities and we didn’t hear anything back. We’re convinced that some officials and local police are working with the criminals.”

“That was when we decided to join together with other communities and organize. Four communities organized together. We have made a community canteen, we all eat together to protect ourselves. Women cook for the children and take the food to school. We are alone, we are peaceful, but we are organized to defend ourselves. We do not have weapons; there is no blood on our hands.”

The inhabitants of Los Reyes said they were not a community police force or an autodefensas group. “We are indigenous, Purépecha peasants from four communities of this municipality and we have organized to defend ourselves from the aggressions and the extortion of the criminals who demanded 2,000 pesos per hectare of crop in each harvest. We took the decision to say no in our community assembly, we will not pay or collaborate anymore.”

“We’ve come to demand justice. We ask the government that they send more soldiers, more marines and more Federal Police to guarantee our safety. We’re afraid. The kids have stopped going out to play; the men have stopped going to work. The women are with us shoulder to shoulder in the defense of what is ours, our land.”

The communities are willing to do everything to defend their dignity, their lands, and their belongings, the Purépecha representatives of Los Reyes told the audience in Mexico City. “We are here to demand justice.”



The First Shot of Apatzingán

During the first days of October 2013, it was evident that government strategy in Michoacán was treading water. Reality marched ahead of the official line, so much so that on October 15, Bishop Miguel Patiño Velázquez issued a statement—pushed by the priests of the diocese—condemning the failure of the authorities to deal with the critical situation.

With some consternation, he warned that, far from decreasing, “the kidnappings have increased, assassinations and extortion have become widespread and entire families have had to emigrate because of the fear and insecurity they are living under. In recent days social leaders and people in general have had to petition and ask the Mexican Army and the federal authorities to come to Michoacán, and representatives of the ejidos will be going before the Congress of the Union to make the same petition.”

“Municipal governments and police are in the service of or colluding with criminals,” he said, “and the rumor spreads that the state government is also in the service of organized crime, a development that creates despair and disillusionment in society.”

With an unusual directness, he held the authorities responsible: “Since May the federal forces have been present with a strategy to return peace to Michoacán. Its presence is evident everywhere, but to date we have not seen the effectiveness of their strategy because they have not captured any of the main capos of organized crime, despite knowing where they are. Organized crime is extorting money, demanding fees and kidnapping people practically under the federal forces’ noses.”

The breaking point in the confrontation between the autodefensas and the Templars came about a few days after Bishop Patiño’s message. On Saturday, October 26, some six hundred unarmed autodefensas occupied the center of the city of Apatzingán, Michoacán.

They had come from Tepalcatepec and Buenavista Tomatlán in a caravan of about one hundred vehicles to protest against organized crime in the neuralgic center of its power. The action was coordinated between the self-defense groups and the Mexican Army. The caravan was guarded by the military throughout its journey to the city. The night before their arrival, federal forces disarmed the Apatzingán municipal police on suspicion of working for the Templars.

Apatzingán is the capital of the Templar empire. With a population of about 124,000 inhabitants, it is the economic engine of Tierra Caliente. The adjacent Autopista Siglo 21 links Apatzingán and its municipalities with the port of Lázaro Cárdenas and Patzcuaro and from there to Morelia.

The objective of the mobilization was to take Apatzingán and break the asphyxiating siege imposed by the maña (mafia). José Manuel Mireles acknowledged it as such. “We were determined to do it because we had been under a blockade for more than six weeks,” he told Reforma. “We had nowhere even to take our sick or ill people; Apatzingán is closer, sixty kilometers distance, than Guadalajara, three hundred kilometers away.”

The authorities gave the community guards permission to enter Apatzingán under the condition they did so without weapons and returned immediately to their municipalities when the protest ended. The civilians marched in without their pistols and rifles. When they arrived in the city center, they were greeted with gunshots. A sniper fired at them from the bell tower of the church located in the town plaza. A man was shot and injured. A second assailant threw a grenade, lacerating another autodefensas member. A third assailant set fire to six protesters’ trucks, a trailer, and a water delivery truck.

Returning to Tepalcatepec, the autodefensas were received as heroes. Some five thousand people turned out to greet them back.

The Templars continued to turn up the heat. The next morning, armed men with homemade explosives attacked the electricity power substations that supplied eighteen municipalities, causing a major blackout throughout the region. They also set fire to vending pumps in six gas stations.

Citizens took to the streets in protest. In Apatzingán, hundreds of angry residents marched to the local army headquarters, blaming the military for setting up the autodefensas to be ambushed in the plaza of Apatzingán the previous day. “Violence and chaos came to the Municipality of Apatzingán,” read one of their banners, “and the Army brought it and accompanied it throughout its journey.” Another read: “What a disgrace. The State and Federal Police and the Mexican Army took over the Municipal Presidency and police offices. They are violating our autonomy and disarming our community police.”

In response to the narco attacks on energy facilities, the military increased its security presence with overflights, patrols, random checkpoints, and increased protection for CFE (Federal Electricity Commission) and Pemex (Petróleos Mexicanos) premises.

A day later, representatives of the autodefensas’ council were summoned to Apatzingán for talks with Jesús Murillo Karam, attorney general of the republic and an unnamed military general. José Mireles was one of the leaders present. According to him, the prosecutor expressed support for the community guards in their decision to arm themselves, while reiterating that it was still illegal to do so.

Mireles narrated the conversation to journalist Laura Castellanos. “I said to him, ‘True, but you know that all citizens are permitted to arm themselves in self-defense, and that’s what they are doing.’ And they asked us to remain vigilant as a movement to infiltrators from the cartels. They were worried that our social movement was getting funds from an opposing cartel.”

The doctor emphasized the movement’s ties with military commanders since the beginning of the uprising, and later with the Federal Police. He confirmed that coordination with both forces had increased in recent months. “Initially, they patrolled the towns and took care of the highways, without getting into armed confrontations.” But now, he said, “the federal troops intervene in the armed clashes with the Templars, causing the criminals to retreat.”

At the meeting with Jesús Murillo Karam and the military general, the autodefensas agreed not to bring arms out of respect for the military institution. “In the trenches, give them all you have got,” advised the unnamed military general, “but in public, don’t even go for tortillas with your AK-47s slung over your shoulder, okay?”

The war continued unabated. On November 1, the narcos set up their own checkpoints on the roads connecting Apatzingán with Buenavista Tomatlán and Aguililla. Their henchmen hung a banner claiming to represent the phantom “Movement for Peace.” A few meters away, federal forces set up observation posts and let the criminals carry on.

In an escalation of the conflict, the federal government decided to move on the Templars. On November 4, the army took over public security in the port city of Lázaro Cárdenas, a Templars stronghold. The secretary of the navy (Semar) appointed Vice Admiral Jorge Luis Cruz Ballado as director of the Integral Port Administration (API), and Captain José Luis Corro Chávez as captain of the port.

The Michoacán government announced a new strategy on November 18, designed at the federal level, to contain the advance of the growing autodefensas movement. The general secretary of government of Michoacán, Jesús Reyna, warned that the autodefensas would have to put down their weapons, because “the Mexican Federal authorities have a strategy to contain and reduce them.” Without revealing the details of the plan of action, the authorities insisted that they would not allow the armed movement to continue expanding in the entity.

Nevertheless, on the 19th, the armed civilian movement occupied Tancítaro. “The [autodefensas] will not be allowed to expand,” responded Governor Fausto Vallejo. “If they attempt to occupy another municipality, they will be detained by the state government and the Federation.” Despite these threats, the armed civilians continued advancing throughout the state in the following months.

“The community guards are just as much outlaws as the narco criminals,” said Governor Vallejo, exasperated. “They carry military-grade weapons prohibited for citizen use, and nobody can take justice into their own hands.” No one seemed to pay any attention to him.

Similar concerns began to be voiced by the federal government. During an event with the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) on the anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, the attorney general, Jesús Murillo Karam, said that the expansion of the autodefensas groups was coming to an end. The pretext for those who claim to be acting in the name of justice has been removed, he said, because the federal government’s operations were proving effective in providing security in the territory.

His words fell on deaf ears. The clashes continued. On November 27, two Federal Police agents were killed and thirteen more wounded in an ambush by the Templars on the Cuatro Caminos-Apatzingán highway. That same day, the secretary of the treasury, Luis Videgaray, acknowledged that “in Michoacán, the Mexican state is under threat.”

Meanwhile, from the tranquility of Ajusco in Mexico City, National Security Commissioner Manuel Mondragón y Kalb outlined the government’s strategic thinking during the Seminar on Violence, sponsored by El Colegio de México.

Researcher Sergio Aguayo noted the national security commissioner’s three points. First, security coordination is divided up: the Mexican Army is in charge of operations in Michoacán, the navy in Tamaulipas, and the Federal Police is in charge of the La Laguna district. Second, there are “good” and “bad” communitarians. The good ones respond to legitimate citizen interests, and the bad ones are paramilitaries at the service of organized crime. And third, the citizen guards are considered “unconstitutional but functional.”



The World Capital of Avocado

When the autodefensas forces occupied Tancítaro in November 2013, with the support of the Mexican Army and the Federal Police, it was a sign of the improved relations between them since the occupation of Apatzingán.

Tancítaro is known as the world capital of avocado. The production of green gold in the municipality reached 195,000 tons in 2013. Of that total, 185,000 tons were for export, the majority destined for the United States and 10,000 tons for the domestic market. The result is a multimillion-dollar economic windfall.

For the Templars, the municipality was a source of extraordinary profits. According to Expansión magazine, the avocado and lemon sectors in the state generated revenues for the cartel of over one billion dollars a year.

The magazine interviewed a forty-one-year-old Tancítaro farmer who asked not to be identified. “At first they demanded a fee of 1,000 pesos per year per hectare,” he explained, outlining the level of extortion. “And the next year the fee was doubled.… Half the income from production was going into expenses and almost the other half was going in extortion payments.”

On November 16, the autodefensas took control of the municipality. They arrived at the municipal seat aboard a fleet of trucks, faces covered and displaying anti-Templars banners. They occupied the town plaza and the municipal town hall, disarming the local police and taking control of the town’s security.

A short while before, a convoy of military and armed civilians had been ambushed by Templar gunmen. Clashes lasted forty-five minutes. At the end of the battle, nine lay dead and seven injured.

The town mayor, Salvador Torres Mora, from the PAN, supported the takeover. “The federal government must take responsibility to clean out the criminals throughout Michoacán,” he said. The mayor vouched for the autodefensas, confirming that almost all its members were from the area. “I am not leftist and I don’t feel like Che Guevara, but the people chose me and I am committed to giving my support to them.”

In addition to Tancítaro, the rebels took the nearby town of Pareo and advanced toward the region connecting Buenavista and Tepalcatepec. They seized Zirimbo and then Condímbaro. José Manuel Mireles announced that, contrary to the governor’s statements that they were not expanding, they were going ahead to “rescue” the municipality of Los Reyes, the region with the highest number of murders in the entire state.

But as they advanced forward, they left some communities vulnerable in the rear. The narcos took their revenge on some exposed communities. When the criminals threatened to burn their houses, more than 1,500 people were forced to seek refuge in the parish facilities of San Francisco de Asis. Without protection from the autodefensas, inhabitants abandoned their villages and homes.

On the 26th, the population of Santiago Acahuato, municipality of Apatzingán, rose up in arms and the autodefensas seized control of the town. The people erected barricades and welcomed the establishment of the self-defense forces in the town.

Francisco Range, the leader of the autodefensas advance group, announced that they would continue the march toward San Juan Nuevo, Uruapan, Apatzingán, Arteaga, and Tumbuiscatío. “We will close the strip from Aquila, Coahuayana and Lázaro Cárdenas, because our task is to free the people from the grip of the Knights Templar. When the community is ready to defend itself, we move on to the next town.”

Different signals were sent out by different government authorities. On December 3, Roberto Campa, undersecretary for crime prevention and citizen participation, Ministry of the Interior, said that self-defense groups were not the answer to violence in Michoacán. “A solution will not be reached with one violent group confronting another violent group, but only through respecting the law.”

At the end of 2013, the frontline autodefensas force advanced forward, occupying the municipal seats of Churumuco and Poturo, located less than twenty kilometers from San Jerónimo, municipality of Huetamo. Although the occupations carried out during December were not very extensive from a territorial point of view, they were very significant strategically.







 



10  Uncertain Times



January

Man is not what he thinks he is, wrote the French novelist André Malraux; he is what he hides. As the year 2014 began, the government truth about the autodefensas was enlightening.

On January 6, 2014, the secretary of the interior, Miguel Ángel Osorio Chong, acknowledged that the self-defense groups of Michoacán had no relationship with organized crime. Moreover, in a 180-degree turnaround on previous statements, he recognized that the federal government had collaborated with the rebels.

At a press conference, Osorio Chong said: “We have seen while working with these so-called autodefensas groups that, we are assured and we have the information, that they have nothing to do with, and are not associated with organized crime.” “We hope to find a solution,” he continued, “because the fact is they can’t continue like this, under these circumstances. They are aware of this and they have told us their circumstances. We have told them that what we want is to build and provide security with them, and whoever wants to participate can do so within the institutions, and we are working hard on that.”

That same day, President Enrique Peña Nieto acknowledged the levels of violence for the first time. “In Michoacán,” he said, “there is an institutional weakness.” Referring to clashes between organized crime, autodefensas, and federal forces, the president admitted that these episodes of violence were among the most difficult moments he had to face in his first year of government.

The government’s statements came during a resurgence of fighting in Michoacán. At this time, the autodefensas operated in sixty towns in twenty-one municipalities. They controlled territories with very productive agricultural and livestock farms. Their plan was to seize Apatzingán but also strategic locations such as Arteaga, Tumbiscatío, Coahuayana, Múgica, Parácuaro, and Uruapan, in order to close the vise of territorial control around the region. Unofficial estimates suggested the autodefensas had seven thousand armed men and women in their ranks.

On January 4 and 5, the autodefensas took Parácuaro. Eleven municipal agents were detained by the rebels. In response, the Knights Templar set fire to buses, blocked highways, and engaged the army in an intense gun battle. Two soldiers were killed, but the government didn’t recognize the casualties. It was a hot weekend.

Not all residents supported the autodefensas. Led by municipal authority Inocencio Carbajal, a group of Parácuaro residents blocked the Apatzingán highway, to protest the rebel takeover of the town’s security.

The secretary of state government, Jesús Reyna, attempted to de-escalate the situation: “It’s not about a territorial advance of the autodefensas. This is an independent emergence and outbreak of armed civilians.” Governor Fausto Vallejo also prevaricated: “The people taking control of security are outsiders,” he insisted. “In reality there are very few people from Parácuaro with the autodefensas, and obviously there is fear, there is unease among the inhabitants and officials over what is happening.”

The local autodefensas leader Jesús Bucio said that the community had begun organizing two months previous when criminals kidnapped, raped, and killed a fifteen-year-old girl they were holding for ransom. “I’m a working man,” he said to a community assembly, as reported by El Universal. “I had to pick this up out of necessity,” he said, pointing to his weapon.

On January 8, with protests breaking out all over the state, the PRI mayor of Parácuaro, Lucia Barajas Vázquez, demanded the intervention of the Mexican Army. She called on them to expel the autodefensas from the town and release the eleven municipal police officers detained in the local jail by the rebels. In the town of Huetamo, the mayor, Dalia Santa Ana Pineda, led truck drivers and citizens in a march to block the anticipated arrival of an armed column of autodefensas.

On the fifth day of protests against the presence of autodefensas in Parácuaro, the Templars hijacked dozens of trailers, trucks, and delivery vehicles to block the roads. Some were set ablaze. A banner was hung from a bridge between roadblocks and burning vehicles: “Peña Nieto we want peace. Stop fighting the people of Michoacán and stop supporting the autodefensas.”

But a plane crash on January 4 dramatically forced the hand of the government. A small plane carrying five passengers including Dr. Juan José Mireles crashed near La Huacana. Although badly injured, the autodefensas leader survived. After the accident, the authorities took him under their protection and transferred him to Mexico City.

The unofficial reason given for the move was that the authorities wanted to protect the autodefensas leader from cartel retaliation. Under media pressure, Osorio Chong confirmed the fact. “Yes, we took care of him,” explained the secretary of the interior, “because he is a person who has been damaging the cartels, particularly the Templars. Of course I gave the instruction for him to be taken care of and supported, and that’s why the Federal Police are participating.”

Under a barrage of criticism for protecting the autodefensas leader, Osorio Chong further admitted the authorities had been maintaining a dialogue with the autodefensas “under the understanding that they would become a legal force, that if they wanted to participate they could do so within the official institutions, with training and of course, as backup to the security forces.”

The plane crash, he acknowledged, “moved this dialogue forward somewhat. We are looking for a solution to bring the autodefensas into a legal framework.”



Apatzingán Again

The uncontainable expansion of the autodefensas continued apace. A National Commission on Human Rights report counted forty-four armed civilian forces in Michoacán, distributed in forty-five regions, from nineteen municipalities in the Tierra Caliente zone.

On January 12, the autodefensas occupied Nueva Italia after a two-hour gun battle with the incumbent Templars. The day before, the autodefensas had taken control of El Ceñidor, municipality of Múgica, despite the mayor leading a march against the armed citizen movement. With this action, the autodefensas guaranteed control of a strategic point between the port of Lázaro Cárdenas and Apatzingán.

Fighting between the Templars and autodefensas was intense. Street barricades were erected as the two heavily armed forces clashed for control of the town. Stores and businesses shuttered their doors and a helicopter flew overhead. In the end, the autodefensas won the battle and the Templars retreated.

At the same time, the city of Apatzingán remained on edge. Commercial buildings were bombed by criminal gangs. The municipal market closed under threat of fire attack, and merchants removed their merchandise. With gas stations closed, fuel was scarce. The Mexican Army cordoned off the center of the city. On January 13, two hundred people sympathetic to the Templars marched to the Forty-Third Military Zone barracks, demanding federal government action against the autodefensas. They hijacked a trailer truck to block the street. Eventually, the military violently dispersed the blockade with rifle butts and blows.

The U.S. Department of State issued a warning against U.S. citizens traveling by road to Morelia or Lázaro Cárdenas, and to defer nonessential trips to Michoacán. Although the armed groups were not considered hostile toward tourists, the advisory warned that they were volatile and unpredictable, and frequently blocked roads.



The Statement

Caught up in a political scandal for publicly acknowledging its relationship with the autodefensas and feeling the pressure, the federal government reversed its policy once more. It began to push for disarming the self-defense groups.

The federal government and the government of Michoacán announced a joint proposal to begin the process of disarmament. The plan, called the Federal Security Support for Michoacán, called on the autodefensas to cease activities and hand in their weapons. In return, the autodefensas were invited to enlist as official rural police under the control of the state.

Immediately, military detachments began to deploy in insurgent areas. From his convalescence under government supervision, Juan José Mireles released a statement announcing the need for the organization to hand over its weapons.

On January 13, about 11:20 P.M., he appeared in a prerecorded video on Televisa to state that he and other leaders had accepted “to return to our communities of origin and resume our normal lives. We understand that we are only civilians, we are good working people. We assumed a responsibility that was beyond our station because for more than twelve years there was no one else to resolve it.”

However, at a live press conference held at the same time in Mexico City, Mireles corrected himself: “I have not authorized any disarmament; at least not until the seven Templar leaders are detained. A decision of this nature can only be made at a general council of the autodefensas. I personally cannot authorize such an action and I am not at this moment in favor of disarming,” he said without hesitation.

“We are willing to disarm,” he added, “when the authorities comply with their responsibility.… This problem is not solved with politics, with nice words; it is solved by doing what we are doing. In ten months we have recovered a quarter of the state already, we are in control of twenty-eight municipalities and sixty-nine towns.”

Hipólito Mora also distanced himself from the government. “First disarm the bad guys, the Knights Templar,” he said, “because if we are disarmed first, then they are going to come at us and finish us off and our families and everything. Let them begin by disarming those people first. Don’t aggravate things. First stop those that should be stopped in the first place, not us.”

“Let Osorio Chong come to disarm us,” said a member of the autodefensas from Nueva Italia. “It’s never going to happen, but let him come and try.”

That same day, the autodefensas leadership council announced that the citizens of Coahuayana, in the north-coast region of the state, had risen up in arms against the narcos. The uprising was provoked by the shooting dead of Julio Navarrete, a well-known and popular local mechanic. The villagers took up arms and confronted the murderers.

While all kinds of doubts and uncertainties remained in the public sphere over what was really happening, the government maneuver to disarm the autodefensas failed. In response to his perceived insubordination, the authorities withdrew Mireles’s protection.

Aside from the contrary public position taken by the doctor and other leaders, what really derailed the governmental initiative was the communities’ refusal to surrender arms. And then there was the confrontation between residents and the Mexican Army in the Antúnez ejido.

Alerted by compañeros from Nueva Italia, the people in Antúnez knew beforehand that the army was headed for their village to disarm the autodefensas. Unarmed, they blocked the Nueva Italia–Apatzingán highway bridge. Practically the whole town came out to support the autodefensas. The military convoy came to a halt.

Several video recordings were taken at the time. The residents could be seen pushing back against around one hundred soldiers. Scuffles broke out, with protesters pulling at soldiers’ guns and helmets. At this point, the troops started firing over the heads of the protesters. Nobody retreated. Suddenly, the soldiers opened up with live rounds fired directly at the citizens. Three people died. Still the people didn’t disperse.

Rodrigo Benítez Pérez, twenty-five years old, was one of the victims. His mother, Juana Pérez Avilés, who works in a tortillería, spoke to La Jornada journalist Fernando Camacho. “It all happened so quickly. Rodrigo was only about 25 meters from here and he told me to wait for him. He never came back. He was making his way back to me here when he was shot in the back. The people got him to the doctor, but nothing could be done for him.”

Another victim was Mario Pérez Torres. His son, Jorge Pérez García, told the reporter that he saw his father “thrown by the side of a military patrol truck. The bullet had entered his jaw and blown his brains out. I saw him left lying there. He was not carrying a weapon, and he had just gone to support the autodefensas, that’s all.” “His death is so wrong. It is easy for the soldiers to come and shoot innocent people,” said Juana Yépez García, the dead man’s bereft partner. “People used to welcome them here before, but not anymore. The soldiers have turned into thugs.”

Journalist Julio Hernández López picks up the story: “Around two o’clock in the morning, the military orders changed. According to Valor por Michoacán, weapons were given back to the autodefensas so that they could renew their protection routines (patrols, roadblocks). The soldiers retreated to their barracks and the following day the roles remained unchanged, with the autodefensas once more in possession of their weapons, the Templars in full flight, the Mexican Army and the Federal Police in control of the area, the governor sitting in Apatzingán not going anywhere, and the Secretary of the Interior, missing in action, like a commander-in-chief of a popular prolonged farce.”

One day later, “federal forces took control of security in Apatzingán, Michoacán, while the municipal police were disarmed and returned to barracks awaiting orders.” Banners appeared on the city’s pedestrian bridges demanding the autodefensas’ withdrawal.

Pressed to accept disarmament, the General Council of Autodefensas and Communities of Michoacán released a statement on January 15 firmly reiterating their refusal to disarm.

The leadership accused the secretary of the interior, Miguel Ángel Osorio Chong, of “protecting the Templars.”

Claiming to have twenty-five thousand armed men in their ranks, the autodefensas said that “in an emergency situation, in less than 15 minutes, we could have an army of about 140,000 ready to go to war if necessary. It’s time that the people of Michoacán realized the power that we have to face the social evil that is the Knights Templar.”

That same day, there was a dramatic development in the situation. President Peña Nieto surprised everyone by appointing a close political ally to take charge of the Michoacán conflict. Alfredo Castillo was announced as the state’s new security commissioner, a kind of viceroy role, effectively removing all authority from interim governor Reyna García.



The Pep Guardiola of Michoacán

By the end of 2013, the armed revolt of Michoacán’s self-defense groups had become an international scandal. The narco-war was hot news in the foreign press. Structural reforms will be useless, warned foreign investors, if the problem of public insecurity is not resolved. “The future is uncertain, unless the Mexican government can restore order and win the battle against the Knights Templar,” said a report by Reuters on the scandal of narco influence in mining operations.

Caught in the eye of a media and political storm, the federal government announced a new strategy for the state. The plan was influenced by three new developments: first, the pressure from foreign investors to resolve the problem of public insecurity; second, the intensification of the autodefensas’ war against the Templars; and third, the direct intervention of the Mexiquense group (an influential political faction within PRI from the State of Mexico) in the political life of Michoacán, in the appointment of Alfredo Castillo.

By appointing his close ally Castillo as commissioner for security and integral development of Michoacán, Enrique Peña Nieto placed himself in a key position for defining national security policy. In effect, the appointment limited the influence of the secretary of the interior in the matter.

The appointment of Alfredo Castillo was accompanied by the appointment of Monte Alejandro Rubido as executive secretary of the National Public Security System, an experienced man in the area of intelligence linked to former secretary of the interior Emilio Chuayffet. Castillo did not last long in that position. On March 18, 2014, he became national security commissioner.

Alfredo Castillo Cervantes left his post as the head of the Federal Consumer Procurator’s Office (Profeco) to become the new commissioner. Previous to that, he had been deputy prosecutor in Cuautitlán Izcalli and attorney of justice of the State of Mexico during the administration of the then governor Enrique Peña Nieto. He had been involved in several high-profile cases—the Paulette case, the arrest of union chief Elba Esther Gordillo, and the Pemex bombings—giving him a high profile in the media. He did not, however, distinguish himself in the role.

Alfredo Castillo arrived in Michoacán with presidential blessing and was given wide-ranging powers. His presence relegated Governor Fausto Vallejo, permanently sick and absent, to an accompanying role. His arrival represented the de facto usurpation of local powers—with the consent of the local political class.

At first, Castillo cut a banal figure. In an interview with Roberto Zamarripa in the Reforma newspaper, he acknowledged he could not win the war alone, “in the same way that Leo Messi cannot win a World Cup by himself. You need a good goalkeeper, good defense, good midfield … and you need a good technical director to make them play.” So he compared himself to Pep Guardiola instead and admitted that he was reading a book by the former coach of FC Barcelona.

These unfortunate statements were immediately disparaged. In the role of referee, journalist Jorge Zepeda Patterson ruled him offside. “Alfredo Castillo has misunderstood what he is reading,” pointed out Patterson. “In his book Another Way of Winning, Pep Guardiola makes an argument for trusting local players.” Castillo could not possibly be the Pep Guardiola of Toluca because in Michoacán he surrounded himself by complete outsiders. The designation of Carlos Hugo Castellanos Becerra as secretary of public security and José Martín Godoy Castro as attorney general of the state were announced at a press conference by Governor Fausto Vallejo but in fact were imposed by the Mexiquenses political group. Both officials had worked with Alfredo Castillo in the State of Mexico and recently in Profeco.

The commissioner couldn’t stop himself. First Guardiola, then Batman. He revealed that in his children’s eyes, he was “like Batman grabbing the bad guys.” Juan Ignacio Zavala from the PAN ridiculed him, remarking that “it seems we are dealing here with a guy who likes to think of himself as a superhero.”

The blunders did not stop there. A few days after arriving to the post, he commented that the advance of federal forces in Tierra Caliente had been “less difficult than expected.” His efforts to minimize the conflict and extol the official strategy were not supported by facts on the ground. The evolving situation would undermine his rose-tinted words.

His particular style of dealing with the conflict would soon become clear. The independent deputy Selene Vázquez summed it up in an interview with Arturo Cano: “Intimidate, intimidate and intimidate.”



The Davos Surprise

The government tried to silence the armed citizens, but they came back to haunt them with a vengeance.

For more than a year, the government tried to keep the public security crisis and the autodefensas off the media agenda. The new administration’s strategy was not to solve it, but to try to change the perception of this problematic issue.

But the problem came back to haunt them at the most inopportune time and place: at the World Economic Forum in Davos. The Forum, as it is known, is the annual fair of the “Masters of the Universe.” It is the great global market showpiece attended by the chief executives of economic organs and international financiers, businessmen, and governments to discuss economic issues.

During his keynote address “Transforming Mexico: Society, Politics, Economy,” Enrique Peña Nieto celebrated the virtues of Mexico’s new economic environment. But the president of the Forum, Klaus Schwab, was the party pooper. In the question-and-answer session, he pointed out that despite the positive aspects of Mexico’s economic reforms, the problem of insecurity remained the major concern. “In recent weeks there have been reports about self-defense groups,” said Schwab, “and their integration into security mechanisms.” He hinted at something already understood by the international media: structural changes are of little value if there is no security.

Sidestepping the issue, President Peña replied that the problem of insecurity was not exclusive to Mexico, but something affecting all of Latin America. He claimed that the number of homicides linked to organized crime had decreased 30 percent since the beginning of his government. He spoke about the implementation of a focused strategy, based on the regionalization of the problem of insecurity, and the need to address the specific problems of different regions and entities. He highlighted the emergence of genuine self-defense groups taking on organized crime. And he repeated his government’s offer for self-defense groups to participate in the state security apparatus.

Meanwhile, armed civilians continued to battle the narcos in Michoacán. Despite the authorities’ public statements, the armed offensive expanded rapidly. On January 23 an autodefensas group controlling the Apatzingán Valley region occupied the town of Las Yeguas, municipality of Parácuaro. Two days later, another advancing column took the indigenous communities of San Pedro Jucutacato, Carátacua, Chimilpa, and Cutzato, municipality of Uruapan, located a few kilometers from the San Juan Nuevo municipal seat. Some forty hooded youths, many of them armed, erected barricades in Jucutacato, a small Purépecha community. “Jucutacato rises in arms against organized crime,” reported the Valor por Michoacán website. In both actions, armed civilians were accompanied by federal forces.

On January 27 it was the turn of Peribán, a town with a population of twenty-one thousand inhabitants. The autodefensas came armed with rifles and pistols, wearing white community police shirts, and some of them were masked. They erected barricades and took control of the locality.

That same day, the Pact of Tepalcatepec was signed between the federal government, the state administration, and some autodefensas groups. The agreement was signed in the cradle of the uprising in an attempt to legally incorporate the armed civilian movement into the public security forces. The formation of a state-controlled rural defense force was announced. The agreement was signed by Commissioner Castillo Cervantes and Governor Fausto Vallejo. The autodefensas were required to register their weapons and present a list of members to integrate into the new force, under the control of the Ministry of National Defense. The agreement also allowed for the possibility of the autodefensas members joining the Municipal Police force, with authorization from the municipal authorities, in addition to participating in the National Public Security system of accreditation.

The Pact of Tepalcatepec was in reality an attempt to coopt and institutionalize the armed rebellion, by incorporating the civilians into the state’s rural guards. But it was doomed to fail. In essence, it was a grandstanding act, a photo-shoot to assuage the fears of those concerned about citizens taking charge of public security. It was a stunt, few autodefensas signed up, and it failed to stem the autonomy of the militias.

While a handful of their leaders stood for photos with public officials, hundreds of armed autodefensas continued their advance, now on the municipality of Peribán.

The Pact of Tepalcatepec was an eight-point document establishing the intent of the federal and state governments “to rebuild peace and public order with a comprehensive approach that encompasses social, economic and cultural aspects.” The aim was to institutionalize the autodefensas in the state-controlled Rural Defense Corps. “It is essential,” read a statement from the Ministry of the Interior, “to use all legal tools and mechanisms available to achieve a lasting and stable institutional environment.”

Speaking to Radio Fórmula on January 28, Commissioner Alfredo Castillo assured the self-defense groups that they would be permitted to carry low-caliber weapons or hunting rifles. Total disarmament was imminent, he announced for the umpteenth time, to be overseen by the Mexican Army.

Dr. Mireles was not in agreement. In an interview with MVS, he claimed that the attempt to legalize the self-defense groups and to register weapons with the government was simply political theater. “It is farcical for my compañeros to have to register a pistol they don’t even use in the autodefensas with the government. They are mocking everyone. Nothing is really being regulated, it is all theater. I have all my weapons registered, but they are for hunting, for sports.”

That same day armed uprisings took place in the municipal seat of Yurécuaro and neighboring communities El Sabino and Las Palomas, in a strike against organized crime and an act of defiance against the ineptitude of municipal, state, and federal authorities in dealing with crime. The offensive continued its course. On February 5, autodefensas took the municipal seat of Lombardy, municipality of Gabriel Zamora.

The uprising’s success meant Mireles had become an uncomfortable figure for the government, as well as for the renegade autodefensas faction aligned with Commissioner Castillo. They dissociated themselves from the doctor. Estanislao Beltrán, spokesperson for the group, declared that Mireles “is still recovering from his accident and has no idea what is going on with the autodefensas.”

The doctor, he continued “is a great person, he is a man of quality. But we are just concerned for his recovery. He is not in a position to declare anything; he has no knowledge of what actions we are taking here, of the [autodefensas’] advance.”

On February 8, the self-defense movement turned its attention to the jewel in the crown: Apatzingán. Without firing a single shot, some six hundred autodefensas entered the city. The occupation was coordinated with the government. From early morning, advance units surveilled the territory to avoid surprise attacks, with the help of police and military. At ten o’clock, Hipólito Mora and his men, dressed in T-shirts with the Cristos logo, attended mass at the cathedral, officiated by Father Goyo. Cracks within the movement were becoming apparent. Estanislao Beltrán was accused of breaking prior agreements.

Flying in the face of reality, Monte Alejandro Rubido García, the head of National Public Security, announced that the process of disarming continued and that the autodefensas no longer carried high-caliber, military-grade weapons. Yet the autodefensas military offensive continued, making a mockery of the disarmament process. On February 16, they took possession of Las Cruces, municipality of Tumbiscatío, and the town of Pucuán del Río, municipality of La Huacana.

February 24 was a day of celebration, marking the first anniversary of the autodefensas uprising. Similar to the previous year, Hipólito Mora initiated proceedings in La Ruana. Accompanied by 250 of his compañeros, Hipólito acted as if he were part of a religious crusade. A mass was held at the foot of an altar to the Virgin of Guadalupe, the place where a temple to Nazario Méndez Vargas once stood. “Welcome to La Ruana,” read the banner by the side of the chapel, “an organized crime-free town.”

Men, women, and children, mostly poor and humble, marched by chanting, “Templars out! We want peace!”

In his address to the town’s citizens, Hipólito Mora held his rifle under his arm and took a caustic tone: “We are not celebrating anything; we have many dead and many in prison. I would have liked for those imprisoned to be here, but it was not possible, although it seems that soon they will be released.” And he added, with absolute conviction: “We will not become paramilitaries!”

In Tepalcatepec, hundreds of people were on parade wearing T-shirts with the words, “Self-Defense, for a Free Tepalcatepec.” A mass was held, and then they celebrated with mariachi music, barbecue, and beer. “A year ago,” said Dr. Mireles, addressing the crowd, “Tepalcatepec was hell, it was a ghost town, and you couldn’t walk the streets. This year represents a great achievement because we had been given twenty-four hours of life as a movement and here we are.”

The balance for the first year was positive. The autodefensas had total control of the municipalities of Tepalcatepec, Buenavista, Coalcomán, Chinicuila, Tancítaro, Parácuaro, Peribán, and Coahuayana, and partial control of La Huacana, Apatzingán, Churumuco, Múgica, Uruapan, Tocumbo, Los Reyes, San Juan Nuevo, Aquila, Ario de Rosales, Tingüindín, Lombardy, Aguililla, and Gabriel Zamora.

The anniversary felt like a moment of triumph but also served as a reminder of unfinished business. The next steps were marked out. The autodefensas’ general council agreed to move toward Lázaro Cárdenas. Its objectives were to take control of Templar operations in the iron mines, and to eliminate the cartel gunmen holed up in the mountains. Finally, they planned to encircle Tumbiscatío and Arteaga, the sanctuary and principal lair of the Templars.

Arturo Cano takes up the narrative: “A few days later, the Lázaro Cárdenas front joins up with the autodefensas already in Los Reyes, Ario de Rosales, Apatzingán and the coast, in the vicinity of Colima, forming a sort of horseshoe, if you look at the map, which is falling little by little on the places that they consider refuges of the Templars.”

With this objective in mind, the autodefensas took Caleta, a small tourist bay, on February 24. This was strategic for the Templars because they ran a large provisions warehouse here that provided for Arteaga, Servando Gomez’s bunker, according to a report by Laura Castellanos. An armed citizens’ checkpoint was set up ten hours’ distance from Apatzingán, controlling the coastal road from Colima to Guerrero. On two occasions the navy attempted to disarm the autodefensas based there and in the nearby community of Huahua.

In spite of that, the autodefensas unit occupying Caleta continued its march by taking La Mira, municipality of Lázaro Cárdenas, located twelve kilometers from the port city.

On the same day, Colonel Jorge Carrillo Olea wrote a piece in the pages of La Jornada. “Michoacán suffers the manifestation and effects of a war that the federal government is attempting to quickly silence rather than resolve. It is a war that assumes the characteristics of a kind of unnamed struggle, the kind of warfare that maybe existed in the nineteenth century in tribal Africa. Meanwhile, the increasingly false information coming from official sources paints an ideal picture of constant improvement. The reality is quite different: fire spreads throughout Michoacán and other states as well.”

“Official propaganda makes it appear as if the beginning of the end is imminent, but that is not how it is. They try to convince us that the conflict is heading toward its conclusion, but instead, all indicators suggest a disastrous scenario without foreseeable end. The actions of the state are not reliable, neither in form nor in effect.”

On the 26th the autodefensas arrived in the towns of Santa Clara del Cobre, Opopeo, and Zirahuén, in the municipality of Salvador Escalante. They set up patrols in Pátzcuaro, forty-five kilometers from Morelia. “We are now less than forty minutes from the Michoacán capital,” declared the autodefensas in their website Valor por Michoacán.

“They are not moving around independently,” said Commissioner Castillo in response. “The autodefensas movement into towns is coordinated with federal forces, and the civilian forces are not armed.” However, the autodefensas were quite obviously carrying weapons.

Faced with the threat of new uprisings, the authorities attempted to make the insurgents fall into line. At the military base in Apatzingán, the coordinators of the autodefensas and Commissioner Castillo Cervantes agreed that armed civilians would not enter Morelia or any urban municipal seat. It was further agreed that the autodefensas would coordinate all movement with the federal and state authorities.

In this manner, the Federal Police provided cover for the autodefensas as they took control of the mayor of Apatzingán’s office on March 3. But also, hedging their bets, the authorities provided safe passage for the fleeing municipal president.

On March 9, news reports declared El Más Loco dead for the second time “Nazario Moreno González, a religious leader and one of the founders of La Familia Michoacana, was shot dead.” A witness told journalist Arturo Cano that the cartel leader had been betrayed by the mayor of Apatzingán.

With the news of El Más Loco’s shooting still fresh, an internal feud within the autodefensas ranks blew up. Hipólito Mora and his men were attacked at the Los Palmares ranch by forces led by his former compañero, Luis Antonio Torres, El Americano. El Americano’s group accused Mora of ordering the killing of two communitarians, Rafael Sánchez Moreno and José Luis Torres Castañeda, known as El Pollo and El Nino. They also accused Hipólito of being an extortionist, a cattle thief, an assassin, and a bandit.

Mora had informed the commissioner Alfredo Castillo of El Americano’s alleged links with organized crime. But on March 11, Mora realized that Castillo had betrayed him and was negotiating with El Americano behind his back. Publicly, the commissioner served as mediator between the opposing groups, but behind the scenes, he supported El Americano.

Armed with high-powered firearms, El Americano and his men encircled the Los Palmares ranch. Hipólito Mora and his men dug in and repelled the attack for hours. Finally, the founder of the autodefensas caved in and sent for help. Federal forces were posted a few hundred meters from the siege but chose not to intervene. Eventually, the federal government sent a helicopter. Mora believed he was being rescued, but actually he was being arrested. He was handed over to the State Attorney’s Office in Morelia and charged with homicide and thirty-four other crimes.

Days later he was sent to the Mil Cumbres prison. Seventy men loyal to Mora staged an armed protest. “We are ready to die,” they declared, and sixty hours later lay down their arms to the Mexican Army. In Buenavista Tomatlán, the mayor who had been expelled from the municipality for his alleged links with criminality was reinstated by the authorities.

On March 13, Commissioner Alfredo Castillo stepped into the fray with some loaded words. He said that there were “very clear indications” of Hipólito Mora’s involvement in the murder of two autodefensas found burned alive on March 8.

It was sordid betrayal by the government. “When they took him from here,” Dr. Mireles told the journalist Ernesto Ledezma, “they told us they were taking Hipólito and El Americano to a neutral place for negotiations to resolve their differences, to avoid a war between the townspeople, because both are from La Ruana. Then we realized that our friend El Americano was left behind in Buenavista and Hipólito was taken to Mexico, and then returned to Morelia to be put in jail. And with more than 30 charges for trespassing, robbery, assault and battery, and one for murder.”

The autodefensas council, through José Manuel Mireles, denounced the actions of the authorities. They claimed that Mora was framed for accusing the government of breaching the Tepalcatepec agreements and campaigning for the release of the ninety prisoners.



From Heroes to Villains

In March 2014, the Michoacán autodefensas went from being heroes to villains. No longer the valiant vigilantes who fought the Knights Templar, they were now portrayed as mere criminals. In a matter of days, the image of the leaders of the Michoacán autodefensas changed drastically, even though they were doing exactly what they had been doing since the moment they took up arms.

At the start of the uprising, leaders of the armed civilian groups were perceived as working men, farmers and rural agriculturalists outraged by the endless abuses of the Knights Templar. By March 2014, they were portrayed as outlaws with significant criminal histories: drug traffickers, murderers, extortionists, and money launderers.

The story began in January 2014, when José Manuel Mireles’s file was leaked to the Excelsior newspaper, at the time when he was the most articulate public voice of the civilian guards. The doctor made statements from time to time that made the government uncomfortable. His police file revealed that the doctor had been arrested in November 1988 for possession of eighty-six kilos of marijuana and imprisoned for three years and eight months.

Questioned by journalist Carmen Aristegui, Mireles replied that he was familiar with prison, and had been there on several occasions. The first, he told the journalist, was “at age twelve, for playing pool instead of studying in high school.” He also spent ninety days behind bars in the United States, for practicing medicine without an active California state license.

The next target in the crosshairs was Juan José Farías, El Abuelo, founder of the autodefensas in Tepalcatepec. He was a popular and admired local personality. Nevertheless, he was identified as a former member of the Millennium Cartel, and accused of being a lieutenant of the Valencia brothers. Leaked files revealed that he was imprisoned on two occasions in 1988 and 2009 for carrying a firearm and possession of hashish. In 2006, the PGR linked him with the drug trafficker Zhenli Ye Gon and with Nemesio Oseguera Cervantes, El Mencho, leader of the Jalisco Nueva Generación Cartel.

El Abuelo’s file was distributed in the media immediately after his February 5 meeting with Commissioner Castillo. The incident left the commissioner looking bad as presidential envoy, and he was forced to do some verbal juggling to explain the meeting.

Hipólito Mora was next on the list for demolishing the reputations of the leadership. The leader of the Buenavista Tomatlán group was arrested on March 11 for his alleged participation in the murder of two autodefensas. Days later, his purported criminal record for drug trafficking in the United States was disclosed.

When Mireles rebelled against the government’s plans, the accusing finger of the commissioner pointed his way once more. In an interview with Joaquín López Dóriga on Radio Fórmula, the government envoy claimed the doctor was being investigated for five homicides committed in Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán, at the end of April. “It is a line of investigation,” he said. “There are indeed some signs, including testimonies claiming Dr. Mireles was the first to arrive at the scene before everyone else. There are pictures of him holding one of the dead men’s head like a trophy, although that in itself is not enough to make charges.”

The envoy’s claim was untrue. The doctor never ordered the attack that led to the deaths. He arrived on the scene when everything was over. Regarding the photo, he clarified that the Military Police had asked him to straighten the body because the forensic doctor had to take pictures.

The strategy to transform the leaders from angels to devils was successful. While some of the information regarding the criminal past of the leaders was solid, in other cases it was slanderous. The question remained as to why their background records were not disclosed until months after the emergence of the autodefensas. Two relevant political details shone light on this question.

The first was the sordid internecine struggle between federal commissioner Alfredo Castillo and the government of Michoacán. On the outside, everything appeared harmonious between the different government bodies, but behind the scenes there was a simmering dispute. This dispute claimed a long list of victims, including the general secretary of government and several mayors who went to jail.

The second element was the resistance of some autodefensas groups to the government’s plans and wishes. A few leaders were undisciplined, and their grassroots members did not hand over their weapons. They refused to accept the conditions put down by the government.

The relationship between the autodefensas and the federal government was complex and multifaceted. They shared an explicit alliance to fight the Knights Templar and coordinated joint military operations. The civilian guards were clearly not at war with the federal authorities, but they were not subordinate to governmental logic. Shortly before being arrested, Hipólito Mora had threatened the government with statewide blockades if the autodefensas prisoners were not released.

The autodefensas counted on a support base of tens of thousands and were well armed. They maintained a command structure, discipline, and a level of autonomy. They controlled a swathe of territory and held ambitions as a powerful group in the area. They implemented justice and influenced political decisions in the municipalities. If they considered it, they would be a force in the electoral process.

This level of autonomy was very uncomfortable for the government. It wanted the problem to disappear, but as time went on, it remained. The arrest of Hipólito Mora, the rebranding of armed civilian leaders as criminals, and Father Gregorio López’s departure “to study” for a few months were not unrelated events. The relationship between the federal government and the autodefensas had entered a new stage. The message sent to the leaders was clear: get used to the authorities’ strategy or face imprisonment.

Some of the armed groups understand this new phase of the conflict. José Manuel Mireles, in a recorded video, accused the federal government of sowing the seeds of division among the communitarians and betraying them in order to weaken the movement. He repeated that they had no confidence in the authorities and the government has left many of their promises unfulfilled.

“Even though they want us to disappear,” said Mireles, “and they want to put us in prison and they want to betray us, the grassroots, the people, the strong women and men of Michoacán will continue united, ready to fight, and we will not stop.”



Three Ultimatums on the Table

To disarm or not to disarm was at the heart of the dispute in Michoacán. The United States pressured Mexico to demobilize the autodefensas, the federal government called them to relinquish their weapons, and the autodefensas demanded that before delivering one single gun, the authorities comply with a series of conditions. The three put their ultimatums on the table. The zero hour was May 10, 2014.

The pulse had been rising since the beginning of the year. On January 9, the U.S. State Department warned its citizens about the risks of traveling in Mexico due to security threats from transnational criminal organizations (TCO). “US citizens have been the targets of violence, such as kidnapping, assault and robbery at the hands of TCOs in various states.” Michoacán was on fire.

The government responded immediately. Five days after the U.S. communication, the secretary of the interior, Miguel Ángel Osorio Chong, called on the autodefensas to return home and resume their normal lives. Federal forces, in coordination with state authorities, he said, were now in charge of the security and protection of Tierra Caliente’s residents.

The armed civilians didn’t pay much attention. On January 12, after a two-hour fight, they took control of the community of Nueva Italia, a nerve center in the offensive against the Knights Templar. One of the participants in the battle challenged the secretary of the interior: “Let Osorio Chong come to disarm us. He’s never going to come but let him try” (El Universal, January 14, 2014).

A word to the wise was sufficient. U.S. secretary of state John Kerry said on January 17 that he was “worried” about the emergence of militias to combat the Michoacán drug traffickers and was prepared to be useful in any way possible, leaving no doubt about Uncle Sam’s position.

Stability in Michoacán is important for Washington. Michoacán is a key trade corridor between the Pacific and the Gulf of Mexico. A significant trade route with China has been established via the port of Lázaro Cárdenas and the Kansas City Railroad. Two of every three avocados consumed in the United States are grown in Michoacán and exported, principally by six big transnational packing companies with U.S. capital. Michoacán natives form the second largest community of Mexicans on the other side of the Río Bravo; four million live there and send back more than two billion dollars per year in the form of remittances.

One month after Kerry’s remarks, on February 27, Washington’s annual report on human rights around the world warned about the “worrisome proliferation” of self-defense groups in several states of the Mexican Republic, especially Guerrero and Michoacán.

Despite seeing some inconsistencies in Uncle Sam’s warning, José Miguel Vivanco, director of Human Rights Watch’s Americas division, welcomed the document: “It seems that the report on the point of the self-defense groups, which reliably reflects the growth of this phenomenon and the vacillating and contradictory attitude of the Mexican Executive, is unobjectionable.” A few weeks later, he added a more stinging critique. “Self-defense groups are a cancer that Colombia has suffered for several decades. It is very easy to fall into this kind of model where a Frankenstein is generated that no government can control afterwards.”

The issue was a concern not only for the Obama administration but also for the major foreign investors. That became clear during the World Economic Forum at Davos on January 23, when the phantom of armed civil groups in Michoacán appeared to haunt President Enrique Peña Nieto.

“We cannot be oblivious to an unfortunate image projected of Mexico, or projected in the past,” the president said, “and that it sometimes tarnishes other achievements and efforts made by our country. Sometimes the insecurity, sometimes discernible and striking in some parts of the national territory, I insist, tarnishes achievements in other areas.”

The government pressed once more for the demobilization of the militias, obliging them to put down their weapons. The implementation of the strategy quickly provoked violent clashes. On February 14, the army killed three civilians in the community of Antúnez as the civilians resisted disarming. The federal government was forced to shelve the initiative, leading to a flood of statements from public officials demanding its reimplementation.

In a series of actions that increased the level of conflict, the federal government arrested the La Ruana leader, Hipólito Mora, for allegedly ordering two murders as well as accusing seventeen Yurécuaro community guards of terrorism. It divided the armed civilians by negotiating with Juan José Farías, El Abuelo, while also attempting to depose José Manuel Mireles as the movement’s spokesperson. Claiming that his strategy to defeat the Templars was a success, the commissioner Alfredo Castillo made May 10 the deadline for all autodefensas to lay down arms.

On April 6, the autodefensas movement responded by marching into fifteen towns and organizing a motorized caravan around the territory. Through the voice of Dr. Mireles, they repeated again that they would not be disarmed. “Without weapons any fool on a bicycle can kill us,” said Mireles in a speech at the community of Nuevo Urecho. The movement reiterated their demands, adding a few more. The first demand was for the release of their imprisoned compañeros, now numbering over one hundred. They demanded the elimination or arrest of twenty midlevel Templar commanders and the restoration of the state of law in Michoacán. They wanted the authorities to legalize their organization and integrate members into the state police. They set Mother’s Day, May 10, as the deadline for meeting their demands.

On April 14, the insurgents and the authorities appeared to arrive at a truce. Both signed an agreement establishing that “the autodefensas are obliged to register their weapons with the Secretariat of National Defense, no later than May 10, 2014, determining the legal parameters of their carrying and use.” Between that date and May 10, both sides “would continue working in coordination against organized crime targets.” According to Mireles, it was a “very good agreement, because for thirteen months this is what we have been fighting.”

The honeymoon did not last long. Two weeks later the state attorney general’s office reported a confrontation on the Michoacán coast in which “five people passing themselves off as autodefensas were killed.” Dr. Mireles was held responsible for the deaths in Caleta de Campos, municipality of Lázaro Cárdenas. It was clear that the threat of a criminal case against the doctor was not about seeking justice, but to take down a strong critical voice of the government’s plans.

To underline the importance of what was at stake, President Enrique Peña Nieto traveled to Michoacán on May 8, two days before the deadline. He insisted peace and stability would return to the entity, whatever the cost.



The Michoacán Shadow Play

On May 7, the autodefensas faction aligned with Commissioner Castillo turned on José Manuel Mireles, accusing him of acting divisively and causing friction within the ranks of the communitarians. They said the doctor was no longer the spokesperson for the autodefensas and he was speaking for himself, not the movement.

The doctor denied the accusations, and said that fellow leader Estanislao Beltrán “Papa Smurf” was behind the campaign against him. “I reject having been dismissed because there was no convocation [of the autodefensas council]. The council was formed by 36 municipalities and Buenavista is only one part of it.”

The deadline of May 10 arrived. The act of disarmament and demobilization was staged as if it were a shadow play. The autodefensas were presented like puppets projected in front of an illuminated background to generate the sensation of movement.

In front of the commissioner Alfredo Castillo, a group of autodefensas wearing new Rural Defense Corps uniforms exchanged their prohibited weapons for regulation rifles and pistols. “With this,” said Estanislao Beltrán, Papa Smurf, “we have a commitment, we are governing.”

It was a show trying to create the illusion of armed Michoacán civilians abiding to the government ultimatum to disarm. The shadow puppets delivered their AK-47s in exchange for R-15 rifles and 9mm pistols. They got out of their dusty 4×4 trucks and stepped into shiny Nissan Estaquitas. Now they were all set to act within the law instead of taking justice into their own hands.

But the shadow puppetry could not disguise the fact that on May 10 the autodefensas did not disarm or demobilize; they simply divided. One faction subjected itself to the will of the government, and another refused to comply. Other factions remained in limbo, undecided.

At the ceremony, the commissioner pointed out that the rebellion of the autodefensas was not against the state, but to request the presence of the state. “Today, those who represent the state are you,” he told them.

But the reality was that the state was still very much absent in Michoacán. Castillo moved about in a heavily armored white Suburban with the capacity to resist rocket-propelled grenades and guarded by a huge security apparatus. Even during the staging of the ceremony to announce the new Rural Defense Corps, he was surrounded by a phalanx of heavily armed special agents.

There was no decrease in extortions, kidnappings, robberies, and murders in Michoacán. Drug production and trafficking did not slow down. Between January 2012 and March 2014, only 844 firearms were seized. The machinery of narcocapitalism in Michoacán rolled along. The businesses laundering the proceeds of organized crime flourished as always.

The self-defense groups did not hand over their weapons. They simply registered them. And they did so in a limited manner: according to official reports, 6,442 arms were registered, almost 70 percent of them military-grade weapons. The M50 machine guns, Barrett semiautomatics, and grenade launchers that appeared at various stages of the conflict disappeared from the picture.

According to the commissioner, the federal government calculated that there were seven thousand high-powered pistols or rifles in the hands of the autodefensas. During the first months of the year, armed civilians claimed to possess at least three times that amount. The figure could be even higher. The Michoacán population is armed to the teeth.

The government’s spectacle included the bused in: when President Enrique Peña Nieto visited the municipality of Tepalcatepec on May 22, he brought his own audience. The autodefensas were all set to meet the president, according to Dr. Mireles. “The coordinators of the autodefensas council worked all day and all night selecting our noblest citizens to represent us. We had producers, entrepreneurs, ranchers. And we presented the Presidential Staff with the list of people who were going to the presentation.”

“They arrived early in the morning at the facilities where the presentation with Peña Nieto was going to be held but the organizers would not let them in: ‘Gentlemen, you have to leave because the president has brought his own audience.’ They brought in 12 buses full of soldiers in civilian clothes.”

Despite their nonpresence at the official ceremony, President Enrique Peña Nieto said that “the federal government has heard the voice of the autodefensas.” He said the government was giving them an “institutional channel in the creation of the new Rural Defense Corps,” which had the full support of his government. The new force, he continued, would replace the municipal security forces that were sometimes co-opted by organized crime and were prone to “institutional weakness.”



War without End

The Michoacán autodefensas were a mixed bag bringing together a variety of citizens united in their desire to do something about the public security crisis. There was no ideological unity or consistent political policy. The immediate horizon of the autodefensas consisted in getting rid of the Templar cartel.

The autodefensas were never a homogeneous force. They were an archipelago of autonomous groups, with local leaders, coordinated among themselves. They were not the same as the community police of Ostula, a force that was subject to the general assembly. Nor were they the same as the self-defense group in Tepalcatepec, linked to Juan José Farías, El Abuelo, accused of belonging to the Millennium Cartel, whose followers joined the Rural Defense Corps.

Its unity was always fragile. As of May 10, 2014, it was nonexistent. The federal government had destroyed any semblance of unity. High-profile leaders clashed with each other. Some submitted unconditionally to Commissioner Castillo; others wagered on preserving their autonomy. The former group denounced José Manuel Mireles, and the latter gave him support. For example, Héctor Zepeda Navarrete, a leader from Coahuayana, announced that the doctor continued to be the sole leader of the movement and that the movement takes orders from him. “We are on the side of the Dr. Mireles,” he said; “we cannot be on the side of other people. We continue along the same track, which is to put an end to the Knights Templar. We do not belong to any cartel.”

Others, like the comuneros of Aquila, remained separate from the autodefensas. In an interview with Desinformémonos, community representative Octavio Villanueva clarified that they had neither a relationship nor a preference between Estanislao Beltrán (Papa Smurf) and José Manuel Mireles, the leaders of the opposing factions. “We say to them that we respect their movement and their struggle, but ours is separate.”

On May 16, Hipólito Mora Chávez was released after more than two months behind bars. Supreme Court judge Plácido Torres Pineda who was justice attorney in the Fausto Vallejo Figueroa administration, overturned the charges against him.

Outside the prison, Chávez announced his incorporation into the rural forces. “I am confident that the change that has begun in Michoacán is heading in the right direction, and that between us we have achieved peace and the rule of law. I want reconciliation between my people and the continued development of Tierra Caliente. I am sure that with the President of the Republic Enrique Peña Nieto, we will not fail.” Many of his followers claimed he had being coerced into reading the statement.

A day later, he publicly celebrated his release with family and friends. His supporters hung a banner: “Hipólito, during these two months we knew the truth of what you were doing—defending and fighting for your people.”

At the end of May, José Manuel Mireles gave a talk to students at the Autonomous University of Mexico City (UACM). “I am not running away,” he said, “and I’m still the autodefensas general coordinator. I don’t know if Michoacán has really been pacified, because it is still hell.” Of the thirty-six municipalities “up in arms,” the doctor claimed the Rural Defense Corps had been established in only two. One was in Buenavista, where “they have simply pardoned and put uniforms on repentant Templar gunmen,” who now own orchards and livestock. And the other, said Mireles, was in Tepalcatepec, where “they put uniforms on the ranchers so that the inhabitants of these communities could go out and kill each other.” The doctor was also dismissive of the government envoy: “Commissioner Castillo has only ended the war in the media.”

Before the fracture, the autodefensas were already a politico-social cocktail of uncertain prospects. Big farmers, cartel members, migrants, and plain people all overlapped in its armed ranks. By the end of May that mix became even more unstable. The prospect of armed confrontation between the factions would be a disastrous scenario.

In an interview with Sanjuana Martínez for La Jornada, Dr. Mireles went even further. “In Michoacán the war has not yet started. It’s going to start now that the so-called commissioner Alfredo Castillo Cervantes is leaving. And the war is going to be hard, because not only do I have to fight against the declared Templars, but also against the false autodefensas—the forgiven and the repentant.”

Despite all the government’s staged shadow puppetry, Michoacán was not in the least bit more secure than before.







 



11  Some Other Pieces of the Puzzle



The Prophecy

The poet Juan Bañuelos tells how shortly before Mexico’s entrance into the first world of NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) in January 1994, three vessels appeared in the cave of San Andrés Sakamchen de los Pobres, Chiapas. One contained gunpowder, another earth and rocks, and the third water. Each of the elements forewarned of events to come. It was one more prophecy in the land of talking stones. Two of the three prophecies came to pass: The gunpowder symbolized the armed uprising of January 1994. The earth and stones signified the earthquake that shook Chiapas at the beginning of 1996, severely damaging the church of San Andrés. The third, water, could well symbolize the deluge of insecurity and impunity, and in its wake, the multiplication of autodefensas groups that sprung up to combat it.

Like mushrooms in the rainy season, citizen defense groups began to emerge in several states at the end of 2012. For example, in February 2013, eleven municipalities in the Sierra Madre of Chiapas met in the community of El Pizarrín, municipality of Motozintla, and formed the “civil self-defense battalions.” They were organizing to prevent Canadian mining operations for gold, titanium, and barite.

A similar occurrence took place in Veracruz, much to the irritation of the state governor and government officials. On March 2013, the community El Inglés, municipality of Tlalixcoyan, ninety-seven kilometers from the port of Veracruz, announced that a citizen watch group was organized to deal with the crime problem.

Frequent house robberies, kidnappings, and the theft of copper cable from the electricity network had tested the patience of inhabitants. In a video uploaded to social media, one of the residents explains: “We have to take care of ourselves because they have robbed us of what little we have. There were days that we didn’t even have electricity because they screwed up the cables. Now the people are taking care of the town.”

The residents received little help from the judicial authorities. If they reported a crime to the Public Ministry, the police would demand a “cooperation of two hundred pesos.”

The community guards concealed their identity with balaclavas and bandanas and armed themselves with sticks, machetes, and shotguns. They patrolled the roads and streets of the community. It was not the first vigilante group in the municipality. The Huasteco Civil Guard appeared in 2012, a force considered a paramilitary group by some.

The government denied the existence of the self-defense group and was irritated by press coverage. “There are no self-defense groups in Veracruz,” stated Gerardo Buganza, government secretary, emphatically. “They do not exist.” Shooting the messenger, the secretary of public safety of Veracruz, Arturo Bermúdez Zurita, said that the photojournalist Félix Márquez “should be imprisoned for publishing pictures of the group.”

A similar group emerged in the nearby community of Piedras Negras in January 2014. Exasperated by the authority’s refusal to deal with persistent crime, the inhabitants of the community decided to act. Citing the recent violent holdup in a local store, the theft of machinery from a work lot, and a street assault of a person going to deposit twelve thousand pesos in a bank, they formed a Citizen Security Council. They began to petition the authorities for more effective policing and organized neighborhood night patrols in the town.

The eruption of these groups provoked an intense debate within the Left. In issue number 152 of El Insurgente, the publication of the Popular Revolutionary Army (Ejército Popular Revolucionario, EPR), the guerrilla group repudiated the appearance of self-defense groups or community guards. “They have a state patent and the threads with which they move are handled from different military bases. They are plants and puppets in collusion with the military.” The EPR argued that “these groups did not arise out of a need for self-defense against criminals, drug cartels, extortionists.… It is also false to claim they are simply local people organizing because they are tired of government inaction and the lack of justice.” In the eyes of the EPR, these groups were promoted and structured under the rampant paramilitary logic of the twenty-first century. They were mercenaries trained in accordance with counterinsurgency manuals, prepared by the sponsors of counterinsurgency paramilitary terrorism (i.e., U.S. imperialism).

The EPR argued that these groups are paramilitaries being used to “further enslave the people, to impose and justify militarization, to impose state terrorism, to sponsor forced displacements and to accelerate the new process of original accumulation developing in the country.”

Others on the left were in profound disagreement with this analysis for falsely equating Mexican self-defense groups with Colombian paramilitaries. Colombian paramilitaries, according to journalist Guillermo Almeyra (and his opinion reflects that of many progressives), “affirm the power of landowners over peasants as masters of the gallows, as executioners and judge and jury. In Mexico, the Michoacán communities and towns that form the self-defense groups want to put an end to violence, rape, looting, logging, arrogance and the elimination of the historical achievements of agrarian reform carried out in the 1930s under Michoacán governor Lazaro Cardenas.” For Almeyra, “the self-defense groups are a reaction to crime, but also an expression of the need to create semi-state bodies independent of the capitalist state that has lost the trust of all.”

The term “self-defense” is imprecise. The press uses an array of different names without distinguishing one from the other: self-defense groups, community police, neighborhood vigilance groups, vigilantes, civilian guards, citizen police, etc.

These groups are a collective expression of rural communities (indigenous or mestizo) and of marginalized neighborhoods in towns or cities, taking up arms to defend themselves and their territory, natural resources, and communal lands. All face situations undermined by the lack of security in the territory, alongside police impunity. They are associations that arise within exceptional or limited situations. They appeal to their rights as peoples (in the case of indigenous people) or the need to survive as a source of legitimacy.

And although they have some common features, there are substantive differences between them—in terms of their origins, in the interests they pursue, in the arms available to them, and in the organizational forms they take. There are also major differences in how different groups relate to their communities as well as in the rules under which they operate.

Undoubtedly, some who claim to be autodefensas are most definitely not. Some are little more than a racket under the control of some peasant or urban leader used to extract concessions from the government or to attract press attention. Other groups have been exposed, with solid evidence, as being paramilitaries.

The growth of self-defense is linked with the increase in crime rates: robbery, extortion, kidnapping, rape, and murder. It is also associated with the plunder of communities’ natural resources by transnational companies and the intimidation of those who resist by gunmen. Autodefensas arise where the state has failed to provide public safety and has lost credibility. They are formed to fill the gaps left by the inability of the authorities to fulfill their role, or due to a climate of corruption. They act in the face of police ineptitude to fight crime.

The armed civilian movement faces a dire situation—the decomposition of the various police forces and the direct involvement of officers in criminal behavior or collusion with criminal organizations. The movement is damning evidence in itself of the failure of the official public security model and its policies. Its existence, according to some politicians and analysts, questions and undermines the image of public power and governance in the country.

In reality, the autodefensas already occupy a significant place in Mexico’s political life, so much so that various human rights defenders, including church leaders, have not hesitated to identify with them. They share the autodefensas “brand,” without, however, distinguishing between the various forms of self-defense groups in existence.

That is why it is necessary to analyze each case individually. Only then can the real possibilities of social transformation contained within each of them be understood. In Michoacán, for example, there are well-grounded accusations that some autodefensas units have been infiltrated by Templar or Jalisco Cartel operatives.

There is no official record for the exact number of self-defense groups in Mexico. The CNDH figures do not match those of the press or researchers.

At the height of the conflict, the CNDH produced a research document on January 14, 2014, titled Special Report on Self-Defense Groups and Public Security. According to the human rights organization, there were groups in eleven Mexican states, mainly in Michoacán, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and the State of Mexico. The organization counted self-defense groups in forty-six of eighty-one Michoacán municipalities.

The UPOEG was the most widespread group, with a presence in twenty-one localities, followed by the CRAC with fifteen, the Union of Peoples of the Costa Grande (UPCG) with four, the Regional Council of Security and Justice—Citizens and Popular Police (CRSJ-PCP) with three, and one each of the Citizen Police of Olinalá (PCO-CRAC) and the Apaxtlense Adrián Castrejón Movement (MAAC).

The CNDH registered two self-defense groups in Oaxaca: one in the municipality of Santos Reyes Nopala, headed by the PRI mayor, Freddy Gil Pineda, the other in Juchitán de Zaragoza, formed to prevent the Mareña Renovables Company from constructing a wind farm in Santa Teresa, San Dionisio del Mar. The reason given for creating self-defense groups in at least nine entities was to combat common and organized crime (Michoacán, Guerrero, Chihuahua, Sinaloa, State of Mexico, Veracruz, Morelos, Quintana Roo, and San Luis Potosí).

Reports from journalists gave different numbers. In the first four months of 2013, sixty-nine self-defense or police groups were documented in communities in fourteen entities: Chiapas, Jalisco, Oaxaca, Michoacán, Sonora, Guerrero, Chihuahua, Sinaloa, State of Mexico, Veracruz, Morelos, Quintana Roo, Hidalgo, and Huasteca Potosina.

Two months before the report was released, Raúl Plascencia, president of the CNDH, spoke out against the growth of self-defense groups. He warned that if not contained, the phenomenon could spread throughout the country, and he urged the Mexican government to “take note.”

The problem for Plascencia was that these “informal and unregulated armed groups supplant the responsibilities of the state.” From his point of view, they signify a problem of governability. Public security officials at municipal, state, and federal levels must take responsibility to prevent people from taking justice into their own hands.

The opinion of the ombudsman is shared by different analysts. Following this line of thinking, the existence of community police and autodefensas is unconstitutional, as Article 21 states that crime investigation is the duty of the Public Ministry and the police and that public security is a function of the federation, the federal district, the states, and the municipalities. The monopoly of force and the administration and delivery of justice must rest solely with the state.

On September 12, 2013, Enrique Peña Nieto’s controversial security adviser, the retired Colombian general Óscar Naranjo, stated that it was against the rule of law for citizens to arm themselves publicly. “The autodefensas are neither police nor communitarians. Under the rule of law it is unacceptable for citizens to bear arms,” said Naranjo during a keynote address at the College of Mexico on violence in Latin America.

The appearance of the autodefensas has been systematically denied by most state government authorities. The response is generally the same across all political stripes: nothing has happened there. The emergence of armed civilian groups has become a real headache for the authorities, a symbol of their own lack of control. Rather than seeing it as an expression of citizen participation, they see it as a threat to their own authority.

Nevertheless, attempts to conceal it have served only to increase the problem.



The Huasteca Potosina Region

In the depths of the Huasteca Potosina region in the state of San Luis Potosí, the Xi’iuy indigenous nation is being reconstituted. An indigenous people believed to be in the process of disappearing has once more found itself.

Known as pames, their flag has three stripes, red, black, and yellow, symbolizing this re-creation of a people. The red represents the struggle against the Spanish invasion during the Chichimeca War, when naked Xi’iuy warriors painted their bodies red.

This reconstitution of the Xi’iuy nation, in which bilingual teachers have played a significant role, takes different and complementary forms: the defense of their collectively held lands (they refuse to subdivide), the recovery of their traditional culture, institutions, and language, and the formation of a community guard.

Sebastián de la Cruz is an indigenous Xi’iuy. He lives and works in the community of La Nueva Palma and is a community guard. He was arrested by ministerial police without an arrest warrant. First they accused him of a robbery he didn’t commit, and then they extorted him. Finally they imprisoned him for five days, despite his clear innocence. It was an outrage and a humiliation (as reported on Televisa news, September 4, 2014).

To avoid arrest, the indigenous people of La Palma are forced to pay a fee to the police. If they have no money, work tools are confiscated. Those who refuse are beaten and threatened. The abuse is constant and there is no recourse to justice. Although many indigenous do not speak Spanish, translators are not available in the public prosecutor’s office.

“The police in San Luis Potosí are infiltrated at both the state and municipal level,” says Miguel Ángel Guzmán, a professor who gives legal advice to the Xi’iuy. “They work two shifts: in one they are the good guys, in the other, the bad guys, the assailants. They even extort the smallest stores.”

For the Xi’iuy, if it rains, it pours. On top of police abuse, the population also suffers high levels of crime. The situation is dire. Since 2010 the Xi’iuy have been victims of an extortion racket where if they refuse to pay or give up their lands, they are killed. The criminals are colluding with the police and homicides go unpunished.

“In the shadow of organized crime, smaller gangs and criminal groups began to grow and take control of the communities,” explains Miguel Ángel. “This is how the threats and extortion arrived on these distant shores.”

Local government authorities deny that any of this is taking place. Vicente Segura Ortega, the regional commander of the State Directorate of Public Security and the municipal president of Tamasopo, says he has not received any complaints of abuse or extortion in relation to his officials.

Martín Hernández Martínez is a community guard from La Nueva Palma. “We have had enough of so many abuses,” he says wearily. Two thousand heads of families organized and came to a collective agreement to form a community guard system to protect themselves from crime, police abuses, and the dispossession of their lands.

The new security force is composed of one hundred people, appointed in the assembly, and armed with sticks and machetes. Some wear masks to protect their identity. They have been trained in detention procedures and are responsible for maintaining order in their communities. They mount patrols and alert residents of any suspicious activity. The Xi’iuy developed and produced a guide and training manual titled From the Autodefensas to the Community Guard. The message from the Xi’iuy is clear: noble people have the right to bear arms and defend their community. They sought legal recognition from the San Luis Potosí Congress, proposing a draft law for a community guard system in the entity.

The Xi’iuy see the Cherán experience as a model, both in terms of community justice and in governing the community through traditional uses and customs. State police are not forbidden from entering their localities, but in order to prevent further abuses, the Xi’iuy demand that the community is informed of any arrests.

The formation of a security force is justified by Article 9 of the State Constitution. The community guards, says Miguel Ángel Guzmán, have existed for a long time and a local authority is already in place imparting justice within the indigenous communities.

As a result of the implementation of the communitarian police, crime rates dropped. Police presence was limited in the zone, and the Mexican Army carried out regular patrols with armored vehicles. Military officials confirm that the communities’ anger is not directed at them, but only at police corruption.

The emergence of self-defense groups and community guards in San Luis Potosí is not limited to the municipalities of Tamasopo and Rayón. Organized groups have appeared in Ciudad Valles, Tamazunchale (a Nahua community), Tampamolón, and Aquismón (part of the Tenek nation), where the ejidal commissioner was named first commander of the citizen forces.

In February 2013, Víctor Ramírez, leader of the Ciudad Valles Campesino Front, announced that the Adolfo López Mateos ejido was organizing to take control of its own security. The community was fully behind the initiative, which ensured vigilance at the entrance of the territory.

As in the Huasteca Potosina region, there is weariness in many indigenous communities toward the level of insecurity. In more than two neighboring states, citizen groups have taken public security into their own hands or are preparing to do so. Silent or silenced, a new indigenous uprising is underway all over Mexico.



The Nahuas of Ayotitlán

Gaudencio Mancilla Roblada disappeared at dawn on August 21, 2013. He was picked up on a local road by an armed gang in several unmarked pickup trucks. The armed men proceeded to raid five houses in the village, roughing up the inhabitants. There was no arrest warrant, and Gaudencio’s family and friends feared he had been abducted to be executed.

Gaudencio is sixty-two years old and the legal representative of the Elders Council of the indigenous community of Ayotitlán, in the state of Jalisco. He has devoted his life to taking care of his community and the natural resources in the Sierra de Manantlán. He is a tireless campaigner against illegal mining and logging and the environmental and social impact of these activities.

Just a few days before his arrest, he had spoken publicly at the Tata Juan Chávez Alonso seminar in San Cristóbal de las Casas, alongside the Zapatistas and the National Indigenous Congress. He spoke out about the difficult situation faced by his community because of “a flea market of miners, who are out of control, robbing the rocky material from the mines with guns in hand.” He explained how illegal mining depleted the water supply and devastated natural resources. “The indigenous community of Ayotitlán is taking the brunt of it because we can no longer intercede, we can’t stop the mining operations,” he said.

As nobility obliges, the seminar was moved to issue a statement on the issue. It denounced “bad governments and transnational companies and corporations using paramilitary groups to impose extractive megaprojects through the illegal exploitation of minerals and precious woods, particularly on the Nahua coast and the Purépecha plateau of Michoacán and the Nahua community of Ayotitlán, in the Sierra de Manantlán, Jalisco.”

Gaudencio’s captors turned out to be police agents from the state attorney general’s office and not gunmen linked to the mining companies. But the concern for his whereabouts was not exaggerated. He had survived a previous kidnapping attempt: on June 17, a group of armed men burst into his home at the La Guayaba Ranch, ejido of Ayotitlán, municipality of Cuautitlán de García de Barragán. The abduction attempt failed and Gaudencio escaped.

He was lucky, but others less so. Aristeo Flores and Nazario Aldama Villa were murdered for denouncing the illegal logging of forests and drug trafficking. Caledonio Monroy Prudencio, a young indigenous lawyer and an opponent of mining companies in the region, was disappeared by eight armed and hooded men on October 23, 2012.

From that time on, Gaudencio carried a 9mm pistol around for his protection, a weapon that in Mexico is designated for the exclusive use of the army. His life was very much in danger. His campaigning work hinders the mining companies, the loggers, and even a good number of governmental authorities. He had accumulated a lot of powerful enemies, and some did not want him alive.

The police agents connected to the prosecutor’s office beat and tortured Gaudencio at an unknown location. “I was assaulted by the police that detained me,” testified the indigenous leader, “and they wanted me to finger people that they said were behind the community police.”

The police agents were attempting to implicate four officials involved in supporting the indigenous community: Alfonso Hernández Barrón, of the Jalisco State Human Rights Commission; Clemente Castañeda, a local deputy from the Movimiento Ciudadano (Citizen Movement) Party, and César Díaz and Jaime Hernández Lamas, members of the Indigenous Communities Support Unit of the University of Guadalajara.

But the plan to form a community guard in Ayotitlán was not a secret or a conspiracy. It had been discussed openly and publicly. As a representative of the Elders Council, Gaudencio had participated in ejidal assemblies since November of 2012, as well as meeting with the municipal government of Cuautitlán de García Barragán, local deputies, and military commanders to analyze the possibility of making the initiative a reality. But the local police forces did everything possible to derail the plan.

The formation of the community police in Ayotitlán came as an urgent necessity for many indigenous residents. “Security in the southern zone of Jalisco is a disaster and minerals are extracted with a deadly environmental impact,” explains Jaime Hernández Lamas, Gaudencio’s lawyer. “The state government has done little to resolve it.”

Gaudencio denounced his detention and the torture he endured at the hands of the police. He said the real reason for his detention was not about the possession of illegally held weapons. “This is totally false,” he said, “because the prosecution wants to disguise the reason for the attack on me. This is about the mining companies.”

Gaudencio described his conversation with the police. “They said to me, ‘What does it matter to you if the mines are operated or not?’ I replied ‘Gentlemen, I care because it is my community, because I am an ejido member and because there is a reservation here (the Biosfera de Manantlán).’ And they replied ‘What the hell do you care?’ ”

On June 3, two hundred Nahua protesters blocked two iron ore mining sites. “This is what their issue is,” continued Gaudencio, “because we blocked the work of the mines. That is what this is really about. And I told them—it is not just I, Gaudencio, but the whole community that wants to stop them.”

The scandal of his arrest immediately blew up. In fact, it crossed over borders. Under pressure, the authorities attempted to cover up the abuse. They brought him a change of clothes to replace those bloodied in his beating, fixed up his wounds, and released him on bail of five thousand pesos, a small amount considering the charges.

The police agents not only detained Gaudencio but also seized important community documents. According to Ernenek Mejía and Afra Mejía from Desinformémonos, they confiscated “various legal documents key to the proceedings led by the Elders Council including the agrarian record documenting 16,000 hectares assigned to the Ayotitlán ejido that were never handed over. Also taken … were materials relating to public meetings with members of the technical committee regarding the creation of the community police for Ayotitlán, attended by government authorities and the Mexican Army, as well as members of non-governmental and civil organizations.”

Ten days after his arrest, on August 31, the governor of Jalisco, Aristotle Sandoval, visited the ejido of Ayotitlán and met with Gaudencio and the communal authorities. He promised to investigate and punish those responsible for the torture of Gaudencio and “apologized” to the people who were beaten during the raids on August 22. At the same time, the Federal Prosecutor’s Office of Environmental Protection (Profepa) in Jalisco closed the Piedra Imán and Caña Verde mines. But the Nahuas’ sense of victory was short lived. The mining companies resumed work the following day as if nothing had happened.

Ayotitlán is one of the largest Nahua communities in the state of Jalisco. Its inhabitants live a sustainable life growing corn, beans, chilli, and coffee. They complement their income by temporarily migrating to work in Manzanillo and Autlán.

The arrest and release on bail of Gaudencio Mancilla, the death and disappearance of community leaders, tenacious resistance against loggers and miners, and even the failure to constitute a community guards group in the Sierra de Manantlán are all part of an ancestral Nahua struggle to defend their territory. It is a struggle between indigenous people and “invaders” to protect their community. This struggle has its origin in the colonial era, during the epoch of the Indigenous Republic of Ayotitlán, and is the final link in the cycle of mobilizations that started in 1971.

“The Indigenous Republic of Ayotitlán is an indigenous space with their own authorities and territory. During the colonial period, it had official recognition,” explains Ernenek Mejía. “It was a space where they have reproduced what they call ‘work in common and governed by the majority’ over a very long period of time. The existence of this now extinct republic also leaves them with a legal and legitimate argument to demand their right to the land.”

“The indigenous people of Manantlán are defending a territory that is not simply an economic good,” says Mejía, “but the space that they inhabit, allowing them to live according to their own way of understanding and organizing the world. It leads them to oppose activities incompatible with their principles of life as Nahuas and small farmers.”

Faced with the systematic dispossession of their Ayotitlán lands, the Nahuas have fought to restore them. The memory of the theft of their historical territory is present in those who continue fighting today: of the original 446,742 hectares of the Republic of Ayotitlán, only 30,000 are now officially recognized. Their resistance takes the form of ethnic restructuring as well as the defense of natural resources, notably forests. During a community assembly in November 2012, Gaudencio spoke about the intensity of the struggle and the many threats they have faced in the process.

“Loggers would come in to steal and loot timber,” he explained. “We asked if they had permission from the ejido, because here everything is authorized in the assembly (the highest authority of the community) and of course they had no authorization. That’s how the problem arose, and from there, they began threatening us.”

Ernenek Mejía describes how the ejido of Ayotitlán was created in 1965, and with it various outside bodies and parties became interested in exploiting the newly constituted territory. Gaudencio describes the new interests as “politics,” in reference to the official and independent peasant organizations affiliated with government or opposition parties who fought for control over the lucrative ejido commission. Mining was introduced into the community in 1967 by the parastatal Peña Colorada Company, in the southeast of the Nahua territory. The new business of the “invaders” was the extraction of iron ore.

By then, fine woods and large volumes of timber had been extracted. Peasant and indigenous mobilizations were successful in shutting down logging companies’ sawmills and the plunder of the area’s natural resources. The Biosphere Reserve of Manantlán was created to protect what remained of the environment. Simultaneously, one of the most notable leaders of the Nahua people, Zaferino Padilla, took the reins in reinvigorating the indigenous struggle, along with a group of elders.

“For the defenders of the community, the recuperation of their culture could not be separated from the recovery of their territory,” explains Ernenek Mejía. Retaking the territory implied the return of the “commons” and “government by majority.” For years they organized outside of the party political sphere and brought together community leaders with the objective of “reconstituting the council of elders.” With the death of Zaferino, Gaudencio Mancilla became the legal representative of the community, in charge of the commitment “to return to the indigenous culture of life.”

In 1967, the Peña Colorada S.A. mining company began operations in the region. Originally a parastatal company, it was privatized in 1992. The company evaded paying the royalties due to the community and encouraged the development of interest groups within the ejido that the company could influence. The mining operation produced serious water pollution in neighboring villages, and created water shortages in others.

Clandestine mining operations also began in the area, illegally extracting iron ore, which was then sold on the black market. The miners were protected by gunmen and corrupt authorities. The Nahuas confronted them by blocking the passage of material and preventing the installation of machinery in Piedra Magnet and Cañada Verde. The mining operators responded with death threats to the indigenous leaders.

These companies made weekly profits of up to thirty million dollars, according to the lawyer Hernández Lamas. And despite the Nahuas’ denunciations, the authorities “have not stopped a single truck. Every day at least 30 trucks leave the area and not one has been revised. They are not asked to which company they belong or who has authorized them.”

Meanwhile, the government of the state through its functionary in charge of policy, Arturo Zamora, continued to obfuscate. He insisted that Gaudencio had not been arrested and that the problems in the region were not linked to mining. A report in Proceso magazine proved otherwise. According to official data from the Ministry of Economy, “the mining companies are prevalent in some 33% of the territory of Jalisco. The figure contrasts to 2005, when the Jalisco government had only concessioned 6% of the territory to mining.”

The Proceso investigation also reported that Jalisco’s Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources (Semarnat) had not stopped granting permits to mining companies. In 2011, it authorized sixty-eight technical studies justifying exploration and six environmental impact assessments (EIAs); in 2012, it issued thirty-three technical studies supporting justifications and eighteen EIAs (three times more than in the previous year). Most applications are for the extraction of iron and a few for barite.

In the face of open dispossession and direct attacks against Nahua leaders, the Elders Council and other ejido organizations presented a proposal to the community assembly to form a police force for “the defense of the community.” At first, the 1,500 ejidatarios voted in favor of the initiative.

The intention was to create a community police with the support of the official police authorities to monitor the three entrances to the Nahua region. In this way they could identify armed paramilitaries, loggers, and vehicles involved in the illegal extraction of iron.

The project was sabotaged by the municipal president of Cuautitlán de García Barragán, Pedro Sánchez Orozco of the PRI. On March 17, Sánchez Orozco and other state authorities managed to torpedo the proposal of the Elders Council of the Sierra de Manantlán. The Proceso article reported that the PRI functionaries organized an assembly of ejido members parallel to that of the council. “They gave out free food and birria [a traditional Jalisco dish]to the participants. Then they began spreading rumors about the supposed presence of masked men in the mountains to incite fear in the community. They connected this to the opening of five new illegal mines in Rancho Viejo, El Pedregal, Piedra Magnet, Cañada Verde, and Cortapico.”

That same day in Guadalajara, the head of the Attorney General’s Office (PGR), Jesús Murillo Karam, warned that the creation of community police forces would not be allowed in Jalisco. It seemed clear that this was a PRI-led campaign to stop the formation of a community police force.

Having derailed the project, Deputy Clemente Castañeda, president of the Committee of Indigenous Affairs of the local Congress, announced that “the Nahuatl indigenous communities of Jalisco and Colima have postponed the organization of a community police for now.”

Gaudencio Mancilla was sentenced to three years and three months in prison on January 8, 2014. He was fined 3,069 pesos, and his political and civil rights were suspended for the duration of the sentence. He remained on provisional release under caution.

Despite the punishment, Gaudencio was not cowed. “We have a right as indigenous peoples and what we are doing is taking care of the resources of our communities,” he said with determination. “The government must recognize this and put a halt to these wrongdoings.”



Soledad Atzompa

In May 2014, Soledad Atzompa, a village in the state of Veracruz, hit the headlines once more. The story revolved around the dispute as to whether there were autodefensas in the municipality or not. “To this day, I tell you there are no self-defense groups here whatsoever,” said the secretary of government, Erick Lagos Hernández. “Of course there are groups of armed civilians here,” assured the mayor Bonifacio Aguilar Landa.

Jorge Alberto Burguete, commander of the Third Naval Zone, contradicted this, saying that no, there are no autodefensas in that municipality. The state leader of the PRD, Sergio Rodríguez Cortés, lent his support to the municipal president, insisting that there is definitely an autodefensas group there. Julio Atenco Vidal, an indigenous leader from the Sierra de Zongolica, came up with another option: there are no autodefensas, he insisted, but there are community police.

Soledad Atzompa is a majority indigenous municipality in the Sierra de Zongolica. It occupies sixth place among the most marginalized zones of Veracruz. It has a population of more than twenty thousand inhabitants, 93 percent of them poor and almost 65 percent extremely poor. Half of its four thousand houses have a dirt floor and fewer than two out of ten houses have plumbing.

In the year 2007, Soledad Atzompa was at the center of a media storm. Ernestina Ascensio Rosario, a seventy-three-year-old Nahua indigenous woman, died while grazing sheep, allegedly assaulted by soldiers. Her relatives and neighbors claimed that she was murdered. The first autopsy revealed that she had been raped. A second one showed that she had died of natural causes. For a few weeks it was a national scandal, but then the story was buried by other stories.

At the beginning of May 2014, the municipal president Bonifacio Aguilar of the PRD announced that citizens had formed a self-defense group because of the crisis of insecurity, kidnappings, extortions, and robberies. A taxi driver was kidnapped in a neighboring town, and the indignant population threw up fixed checkpoints for a week.

The region had once been a cradle for guerrillas. Opponents saw the creation of the community police as a cover for guerrillas. “Soledad Atzompa appeared once more on the map,” said Ricardo López Dolores, municipal trustee. “Nobody bothered us before, but now even the army is checking us out. Now they are photographing us, keeping an eye on us while before they ignored us.” The military claimed its presence was to supervise the highways.

Even a convoy from the navy and the Ministry of Public Security visited the municipality to witness firsthand the situation in that region of the central sierra.

A heated debate ensued. Julio Atenco, leader of the Regional Coordinator of Indigenous Peoples Organizations of the Sierra de Zongolica (CROISZ), claimed that the “hooded people” in the area calling themselves autodefensas were not residents of the municipality.

“People in the communities respect the municipal authority and its institutions,” said the indigenous leader, “but we also have non-official institutions and laws that are equally respected. Outside groups cannot come in and proclaim to be our defenders.”

According to Julio Atenco, community police forces already had a presence in the municipality. These are “organizations that have always existed in these communities. They are elected by the people and are not the product of acts of despair or unrest. It is a form of organization that we have among the Nahuas.”

The community police are elected by the community in the same assembly at which they appoint the municipal agent and the auxiliary judge. Unlike autodefensas, which operate independently, the community guards are under the command of this civilian authority. The service is honorific and its members are not paid.

In the face of the security crisis and the concerns of the residents, the community leaders “asked the municipal authority to support the community police, because the municipal police is underfunded, they have no vehicles, no means to communicate with each other. Therefore community leaders called for support for the community police force. The municipal council asked the state for support.”

The case of Atzompa is not unique in Veracruz. According to the president of the Council of Civilian Participation, Arturo Matiello Canales, there are self-defense groups in at least ten municipalities, mainly in the mountain area of Veracruz. They are based in Coscomatepec, Pico de Orizaba, Huatusco, and Soledad Atzompa. “They are citizens protecting themselves against insecurity,” he says, “armed and assuredly not subversive guerrillas.”

However, all that glitters is not gold. On February 9, 2015, a photograph was published showing five people with their faces covered, armed with rifles, pistols, and knives, with a sign proclaiming “Autodefensas of the Sierra de Zongolica.” The group called itself Zongoliqueños Citizens for Peace and Social Security. Román Vázquez González, leader of the Popular and Independent Liberal Indigenous Movement of Zongolica (MILPAZ), is considered the group’s adviser. Curiously, these “autodefensas” support the construction of a hydroelectric plant in the Sierra de Zongolica, which has been severely criticized by environmental and citizens’ organizations. They warn “outsiders” against coming into the territory, because “they are protecting the rivers.”

According to some Left and environmental activists, Román and his “autodefensas” serve as a distraction, taking attention away from the problematic hydroelectric power plant. Local communities and activists are strongly against the hydroelectric plant on environmental concerns as advised by the civic Mexican Center of Environmental Law (CMDA).

At this key moment when many autodefensas group are been formed across the country, it seems important not to give a blank check to anyone purporting to be autodefensas. The lesson from Zongolica is that it is better to listen to the word of the communities than to the armed gangs claiming to represent them.



In the Capital of Panucho

When autodefensas groups appeared in Yucatán in March, the authorities refused to take them seriously. The photos of citizens from the municipality of Kanasín armed with sticks, machetes, and other weapons were, according to Víctor Caballero Durán, the secretary general of government, an attention-seeking stunt.

“For good reason they are demanding a greater police presence,” the official told Reforma, “and taking into consideration the proliferation of self-defense groups on the national level, this has led to expressions of nonconformity of this nature. But in this case it is not an autodefensas group.”

The inhabitants of the Villas de Oriente neighborhood, in the Panucho (a fried tortilla specialty of Yucatan) capital, thought otherwise. Most were young people who earned one or two minimum salaries and were victims twice over—first from robberies and rapes, and second from the absence of policing. The police refused to patrol what they called a “no man’s land.” The residents took it upon themselves to organize security groups.

Statistics indicate that Yucatán is one of the safest states in Mexico, and yet three hundred gang members from various barrios attacked the police precinct in the municipal headquarters.

Exasperated by the level of crime, a local man told the Excelsior that they planned to “take it to the limit, until the authorities stop ignoring us and come to support us. Ultimately, we are prepared to buy weapons and arm ourselves like in other states, and take justice into our own hands.”

A group of about thirty people formed a neighborhood patrol. They operated in two shifts throughout the night. The whole community participated. If any suspicious behavior was noticed, the guards blew their whistles.

The secretary of government of the state accepted that the police had been negligent in providing security in the Villas de Oriente neighborhood adjoining Merida. But he categorically denied the presence of self-defense groups. “An uprising or anything subversive is not brewing,” he said. “It’s simply an expression of discomfort at a time when the country is very sensitive to this topic.”

The citizens’ mobilization was effective. The state police was prompted into doing its work more effectively. Police patrols appeared on the streets, checkpoints were set up, and suspects were detained. “It was weird at first to see a patrol here,” one housewife told Reforma, “but now we see lots of police vehicles.”

In southern municipalities of Yucatán, notably Oxkutzcab, Maní, and Aki, about 150 lemon farmers formed a self-defense group to monitor their plots in the citrus region. The citrus farmers had asked the Secretariat of Public Security (SSP) for help, but were ignored. “They will not steal from us anymore,” announced the citrus producers, armed with shotguns, machetes, and hoes.

As the price of citrus rose on the international market, it became a lucrative fruit and a target for thieves. At the end of March, citrus producer Feliciano Che Moo left about fifty boxes of lemons at the side of the road and went to look for transport. When he returned, ten boxes had disappeared. “It is because of incidents like this that we began to organize ourselves to defend our plots,” he explained, “and create something like the autodefensas in the state of Michoacán where people are armed to defend themselves against narcos and thugs.”

José Tec Poot, a thirty-five-year-old citrus farmer from Kinchil, told Luis Boffil in La Jornada that he watched carefully over his lemon plantation with a hunting rifle, as well as those of his fellow producers. They regulated patrols around the clock; surveillance was carried out alone during the day and done in groups of three to five people at night.

“These farmers’ self-defense groups have been successful,” said Tec Poot. “Without firing a single shot, we have already detained several thieves. But we are willing to start shooting if the robberies increase.” In the last week of March alone, they arrested eight thieves during the night.

A little farther south, in the neighboring state of Campeche, the leader of the Emiliano Zapata Independent Peasant Front (Freciez), Luis Antonio Che Cu, announced the formation of a “rural security corps.” Inundated by illegal loggers plundering their forests, and fed up with the lack of support from the secretary of government, Roberto Sarmiento Urbina, the representatives of twenty-four communities from the municipalities of Escárcega and Candelaria came together to deal with the problem. The assembly of the communities decided to organize the first community police force in the south of the state.

The meeting was held in the community of El Mirador, in the middle of the jungle near the border with Guatemala. More than two hundred people participated in the assembly during which local farmers and peasants outlined the problems they faced with illegal logging and the constant extortion at the hands of the Municipal Police and drug traffickers.

The Emiliano Zapata Independent Peasant Front was known for its unorthodox protests. On December 14, 2012, it demolished a statue of Juan Camilo Mouriño, a PAN (National Action Party) politician, on the Paseo los Héroes in the state capital, which the organization considered offensive.

Faced with a new challenge from the peasant organization, Candelario Salomón Cruz, mayor of Candelaria, followed the same script of other authorities in the country. He warned that the self-defense groups would not be tolerated and their members would be arrested. “They cannot be a police force so long as there is no legislation that allows for it,” he said. The groups can call themselves “rural police or whatever,” he added condescendingly, “but they are still illegal.”

“The peace and tranquility of the citizens in Candelaria will be maintained,” he stated, “with vigilance overseen by the State Preventive Police and the application of justice overseen by the Attorney General of Justice of the State. Che Cu will not be permitted to impose a community police force here as in other states.”
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Toward a National Movement of the Autodefensas

As if its nascent movement were the last link of Mexican artist David Alfaro Siqueiros’s famed mural The March of Humanity, the first national meeting of the autodefensas met at the Polyforum Cultural Siqueiros social facility in Mexico City.

The size of the mission they gave themselves was as big as the mural that framed the event. A motley collection of autodefensas gathered at the Polyforum on May 28, 2014: farmers and workers, religious activists and human rights defenders, professors and students, Michoacán entrepreneurs and sombrerudos, even a former governor. The central objective was to promote self-defense in Mexico against widespread violence and the inability of the Mexican state to provide public security.

A diverse group of people convened the meeting. Among them were Senator Ernesto Ruffo, retired general José Francisco Gallardo, Professor Jaime Cárdenas, businessman Jaime Rodríguez, Bruno Plácido from Guerrero, lemon grower Hipólito Mora, Bishop Raúl Vera, José Manuel Mireles, the priests Alejandro Solalinde and Gregorio López, Mario Segura, and the Vázquez Alatorre sisters. The absence of Javier Sicilia was notable, but as he explained, “the autodefensas emerged in the country at a particular juncture, in a specific context, with specific actors. I respect that process, but I do not belong to it.”

The absence of the different community police forces of indigenous origin, particularly the CRAC of Guerrero, was also significant.

The Vázquez Alatorre sisters played a central role in organizing and convening the event. One of the sisters, Selene Lucia, is an independent local deputy and chair of the justice committee of the Michoacán congress. And the other, Talía, became well known when she accused her husband, Juan Iván Peña Neder, of rape. The accused was a former official from the Ministry of the Interior and linked to various scandals involving casino permits.

The speeches at the gathering were in tune with the magnitude of the task at hand. José Manuel Mireles said the initiative was not a call to insurrection or to rise up in arms, but a call for national solidarity and a demand for justice and security. Delegates proposed the creation of a National Guard, a body provisioned for in the Constitution but still nonexistent. “Oppression is felt on two levels,” he said, “first, the crime itself, and then in the lack of justice because of government omission.” Mireles emphasized, “Our war is not against the government or the state, but against crime.” He called for a National Front of Autodefensas. “We were not guerrillas. We didn’t have training, but the time arrived to do what we had to do,” he said.

The bishop of Saltillo, Raúl Vera, laid the blame for the violence in the country with the government. He said it was no longer possible to distinguish between organized crime coming from the cartels, and organized crime coming from the Mexican state. He described the government as “crooks who inherit positions” and an “aristocracy left over from another time in history.” He spoke enthusiastically of the self-defense movement: “That’s why the emergence of the autodefensas fills me with hope. It is an almost natural and intuitive defense mechanism against the government.”

“The violence we suffer comes from the state,” continued the bishop. “Whether they are running a cartel here or a cartel there, the violence comes from the state. They are the principal reason for our insecurity. In the practice of self-defense, we are defending ourselves from the government too.” Compared with the scoundrels in the government, he concluded, cartel leader El Chapo Guzmán seems like a sister of charity.

Raúl Vera took pains to emphasize that the autodefensas did not emerge to make an armed revolution, but “to take on the great responsibility for what had to be done. And in doing so, they revealed themselves as true heroes of this nation.” The bishop proposed that through a process of education, awareness, and systematic training, the victims—the majority of the citizens—could transform into social subjects capable of changing laws and rebuilding Mexico.

Father Alejandro Solalinde elaborated on the theme. “Broken institutions need to be swept away,” he said. For the religious worker who runs migrant support houses, “self-defense does not necessarily mean taking up arms; defending migrants through charity is also a form of self-defense.” He pointed out how the rule of law exists only for the few, because “the rich have their own self-defense with walled communities, armored cars, private security bodies, measures that we have no access to.”

Autodefensas leader Hipólito Mora recalled his origins and circumstances. “I am a peasant. I was born in rural La Ruana and I never imagined being here today,” he said, filled with emotion. He explained how the Knights Templar forced the lemon growers to stop selling their products. “They only allowed us to sell for a couple of days a week and they set the price. It was impossible to live on that.” And after more than two months behind bars, he reiterated his commitment to the struggle: “Yes, they thought that putting me in jail was going to break me. I want the government to know one thing: it made me stronger, and I’ll keep fighting.”

The national gathering of the autodefensas sought to unite and consolidate citizen frustration with public insecurity. It was also a show of strength for the faction of the autodefensas that was reluctant to disarm and fall in line with the dictates of Commissioner Alfredo Castillo.



The New Frankenstein

At various times the autodefensas have been characterized as a new Frankenstein. Various analysts, politicians, and even human rights defenders became modern-day Mary W. Shelleys, writing the story of the armed civilians as if they were a new version of the old myth. They tell of a creature created by the hand of man that spins out of control, and falls inexorably into evil.

However, the different versions of the new novella can’t agree on who the “hand” behind the phenomenon is. Some blame the Mexican Army, others blame General Naranjo, and others still blame the guerrillas. There is no shortage of people who see them as the creation of resentful politicians in search of revenge.

To see the autodefensas as a kind of Frankenstein and synonymous with evil can only be construed as something quite ironic. Readers of the novel will recall that the “creature” was on a quest for human understanding to share love and affection. Naive, he longed to find others who would love him for his virtues and see beyond his physical ugliness.

But very soon the impulse toward goodness faded and his desire for happiness and love transformed into a bitter and hateful despair. The creature became the victim of incomprehension and the prejudices of those who saw only his external ugliness and were unable to recognize his real qualities.

In any case, the metaphor remains evocative. The autodefensas (and the community police) were driven by a noble and generous cause—like the desires harbored in the heart of Mary Shelley’s creature—to ensure public safety for citizens and communities. They literally put their lives on the line for the good cause. However, along the road, the government authorities, the ombudsman, various intellectuals, and many in the media constructed and disseminated a grotesque and deformed image of the “brothers in arms.” Shamelessly the critics invented defects, or exaggerated existing ones to render the autodefensas unrecognizable to others and, eventually, to themselves.

That ugly image has become the reality for the general public. The movement has changed in the public perception and become a caricature of itself: guerrillas embroiled in a civil cause, drug traffickers disguised as vigilantes creating a new cartel, violent indians eager to take justice into their own hands, paramilitaries at the service of counterinsurgency plans.

Of course, some of the features of the caricature reflect a part of the reality, but the end result does not. This grotesque image serves to exorcise the threat of the monster but not to understand the reasons for its existence.

The autodefensas have been subjected to summary judgment for daring to distrust the authorities. Like Shelley’s monster, they have been condemned and discriminated against because of their image and not because of their real actions and true intent.

Independent of these judgments and despite their own internal chiaroscuros, the various experiments in self-defense and community policing continue to grow in Mexico. The government has tried, in turn, to deny their existence, belittle their efforts, divide their forces, or openly fight them, but still they continue to grow throughout most of the country. According to Dr. Mireles, there are groups of autodefensas in sixteen Mexican states, as well as in thirty-six municipalities of Michoacán.

It seems unlikely that these associations of brothers in arms will disappear anytime soon. They are here to stay, at least for the time being. What happens from here on in will be a different story. One thing is certain: as French poet Paul Valéry would say, the future is not what it used to be.
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