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Mexico: Reporter's Notebook
By Leonarda Reyes 

The discovery was horrifying. A headless body was left near a garbage facility covered with paper—the kind
of big paper sheet children use at school for drawing. But instead of happy faces or trees or animals, the
paper was covered with dark red blotches of blood. 

The corpse had been mutilated. One hand had four fingers missing; a fifth was placed on top of the paper
sheet, along with a note that read: "This they did to me for making an anonymous phone call. They fingered
me." The head was later left in a box at the entrance of a local newspaper. 

Who were "they"? In Tabasco, the narrow southern strip of Mexico where the crime happened, there was little
doubt. "They" were the sicarios  (narco-traffic hitmen). Witnesses saw eight men in three vehicles abduct the
victim. 

The deceased was 40 years old, a concerned father and community representative who had alerted the
police with what he believed to be an anonymous phone call. The message was clear: Whoever meddles with
narco-trafficking will be killed, and police are not to be trusted because many are on the cartels' payroll. 

Today Mexicans fear both police and criminals alike. Indeed, it is becoming impossible to distinguish one
from the other, since drug killers often disguise themselves as federal policemen. 

Mexico for many years has served as a corridor for transporting drugs from South America to supply the
large drug market in the United States. Until the mid-'90s, most of the cocaine was transported in airplanes
to Mexico's northern border, and drug violence was mostly isolated there. When Mexico and the United
States changed strategy to detect and stop the flights, the cartels changed switched their tactics to
smuggling along sea and land routes. The result was warring among rival cartels for control of the smuggling
routes. 

Also in the mid-'90s, Mexican drug lords became partners with the South American drug producers and
started to get paid with cocaine. This spurred the Mexican cartels to try to expand their American and
domestic markets. But as a result of the September 11th, 2001 attacks, the U.S. tightened its security
controls along the Mexican border. 

Today, drug violence has spread across Mexico, and domestic drug consumption has increased as the
criminals aim to attract new consumers. Cocaine, for instance, is sold in tienditas  (corner stores), and small
distributors pursue new clientele as young as elementary schoolers. Neighbors can see and might know who
the sellers are, but they are afraid to report it. 

The drug violence escalated to unprecedented levels under President Vicente Fox, the first opposition
president after seven decades of Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI— Partido Revolucionario
Institucional ) governments. 

In fact, criminals felt so safe that they made high-profile ploys for popular support. In 2004 and 2006, Osiel
Cárdenas Guillén, an imprisoned drug cartel capo (boss), ordered the distribution of trucks full of clothing,
medicines and presents to the communities under his control in northeast Mexico. 

Cárdenas Guillén also paid for a big party to celebrate the Mexican holiday Children's Day. In Reynosa, a
lively border city, the cartel rented an entire baseball stadium. A local newspaper published a full page of
photographs of the festival with thousands of children and their parents under the headline "Osiel makes
thousands of kids happy." The cartel also rented a bullring for the same purpose in Piedras Negras, another
border city. 

In 2007, though, Cárdenas Guillén was in no position for such charity: He was extradited to the U.S. in
January. Since then, his organization has remained active, defending and expanding its operations. 

Felipe Calderón, during his 2006 campaign for president, declared: "I will be the narco-traffickers' worst
nightmare." Just weeks after taking office in December 2006, he deployed military anti-drug forces on the
streets of seven states. Calderon's tactic of relying on the military has raised concerns about human rights,
as many abuses have been documented in rural areas. Also, his use of the military is no guarantee that
corruption will stay at bay. 

But months later, the violence and the number of killings has decreased. It may be that the military has
discouraged violence. But the dropoff also coincides with an agreement between the cartels to stop the war,
which was hurting their business. According to reports, the capos  agreed on zoning and to end their disputes
to diminish their losses. Nobody knows, however, how long this truce will last. 

Just when things seemed to get better, the "Chinese scandal" broke, shedding more light on how corruption
and illegal drugs are entrenched in Mexico. 

Zhenli Ye Gon, 44, had lived in Mexico for 16 years, making a major fortune in the past seven. He would
have been a classic example of how foreigners become successful Mexicans. However, police raided Ye
Gon's fancy residence in a rich Mexico City neighborhood and found US$205 million in carefully packed,
green U.S. cash. It was the world's biggest cash seizure linked to illegal drugs, and it took dozens of people
days to count it. 



Ye Gon has claimed that not all the money was his and that federal cabinet secretary aides had stored the
money to cover Calderon's 2006 campaign costs. However his allegations seemed weak, as no concrete
proof was exhibited. 

What Ye Gon could not hide was that he was importing tons of chemicals - raw materials to process illegal
methamphetamines. Mexican federal officials had found evidence about the chemical imports but didn't stop
them. 

Unlike his predecessors, Calderon has been outspoken about the United States' responsibility for drug
consumption. In unusual language for a Mexican president regarding a bilateral problem, he said: 

"(The United States) is one of the main countries responsible for drug trafficking. Until there is a substantial
reduction of consumption in the developed countries, there is no chance that a country such as Mexico can
reduce the supply. We are not requesting charity from the United States, but we are asking it to shoulder its
joint responsibility in this situation. The U.S. government must do more to reduce consumption and to curb
arms trafficking to Mexico." 

Mexico has tough laws for the use of arms and produces only a limited amount of weapons in military
factories, strictly for military use. Most drug killings are committed with increasingly deadly weapons coming
from the United States. Recently drug sicarios have used fragmentation grenades and Belgian-made FN
Five-Seven pistols capable of penetrating bulletproof vehicles. 

Every year U.S. citizens consume 270 tons of cocaine. The U.S. State Department estimates 90 percent of
it — US$32 billion worth — arrives in the country through Mexico. It's a significant chunk of the roughly
US$70 billion Americans spend on all illegal drugs every year, not counting second-order outlays such as
health care, counter-narcotic operations and other related costs. 

With so much money in play, corrupted Mexican officials get millions of U.S. dollars in bribes to protect the
narco-traffic operations. 

Some intellectuals in the U.S. have seen where the problem resides and have called for a solution other than
using the military and police forces to fight drug trafficking. 

"Stop taxing nonaddicts," said legendary economics professor and Nobel laureate Milton Friedman, who
since 1988 has advocated the legalization of drugs. 

"Legalizing drugs would reduce enormously the number of victims of drug use who are not addicts: people
who are mugged, people who are corrupted, the reduction of law and order because of the corruption of law
enforcement, and the allocation of a very large fraction of law enforcement resources to this one particular
activity. There are millions of people who are not addicts who are being harmed by the present system —
not to mention the harm to the domestic political systems of countries such as Colombia and Peru." 

And, it could easily be said, Mexico. 



Mexico: Corruption Timeline
March 1994  ð Luis Donaldo Colosio, the designated heir to outgoing Institutional Revolutionary Party
(PRIð �3�D�U�W�L�G�R���5�H�Y�R�O�X�F�L�R�Q�D�U�L�R���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�F�L�R�Q�D�O) President Carlos Salinas de Gortari, is shot and killed at a
presidential campaign rally in Tijuana. Despite rumors of a high-level conspiracy, a six-year government
investigation concludes that a lone gunman is responsible for the assassination. 

August 1994 ð PRI candidate Ernesto Zedillo wins the presidency. Zedillo institutes a number of electoral
reforms and fraud-control measures that reduce the advantages of the incumbent PRI, such as closing
down a secret presidential slush fund Congress had set up during President Salinas' final year in office. 

November 1994  ð Zedillo picks Antonio Lozano, leader of the conservative opposition National Action
Party (PANð �3�D�U�W�L�G�R���$�F�F�L�y�Q���1�D�F�L�R�Q�D�O) in the Chamber of Deputies, to be his attorney general, the first time
in 65 years of PRI rule that a member of the opposition is appointed to the cabinet. Under Lozano's
guidance, the government forms elite anti-drug police units, raises law enforcement salaries, improves law
enforcement training and fires drug agents caught accepting bribes. 

February 1995  ð Ra¼l Salinas, the older brother of former President Carlos Salinas, is arrested in
connection with the 1994 murder of Jos® Francisco Ruiz Massieu, the second-in-command of the PRI and a
former Salinas brother-in-law whose divorce had sparked a family feud. In January 1999, Salinas is
convicted of ordering the murder and is sentenced to 50 years in prison. His conviction is overturned on
appeal in June 2005. 

September 1995  ð Attorney General Lozano issues a 13-page plan to overhaul the federal law enforcement
system and calls for a "deep purge" to curb corruption. 

November 1996  ð Defying President Zedillo, the PRI-controlled Congress pushes through several electoral
measures that weaken campaign finance regulation and favor the PRI at the expense of opposition parties. 

December 1996  ð Zedillo fires Lozano following charges of ineptitude in resolving Mexico's most important
criminal matters and accusations of politicizing the Massieu murder investigation. 

February 1997  ð General Jes¼s Guti®rrez Rebollo, director of the National Institute to Combat Drugs
(INDCð �,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�R���1�D�F�L�R�Q�D�O���S�D�U�D���H�O���&�R�P�E�D�W�H���D���O�D�V���'�U�R�J�D�V), is arrested on charges of taking bribes from the
Juarez drug cartel and related crimes. He is eventually sentenced to 71 years in prison. Zedillo dissolves
the agency and replaces it with the Office of the Special Prosecutor for Crimes against Health
(FEADSð �)�L�V�F�D�O�t�D���(�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�L�]�D�G�D���S�D�U�D���O�D���$�W�H�Q�F�L�y�Q���G�H���'�H�O�L�W�R�V���F�R�Q�W�U�D���O�D���6�D�O�X�G���G�H���0�p�[�L�F�R). Six years later,
FEADS is dissolved after six agents are caught engaging in an extortion scheme. 

June 1997  ð Mexico ratifies the Inter-American Convention against Corruption. 

July 1997  ð In the first state elections supervised by an independent authority, the conservative PAN wins
three additional governorships. 

June 1998  ð The U.S. Customs Service-led "Operation Casablanca" results in banking officials from 12 of
Mexico's 19 largest banks being charged by U.S. authorities with involvement in money laundering related to
Mexican and Colombian drug cartels. Tons of cocaine and marijuana and nearly 11 billion pesos (US$100
million) are seized over a three-year period. 

October 1998  ð Swiss officials seize over 980 million pesos (US$90 million) from the accounts of Ra¼l
Salinas, who is alleged to have earned the money by protecting drug shipments through Mexico after his
brother became president in 1988. 

May 1999 ð Mexico ratifies the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Officials in International Business Transactions. 

July 2000  ð Vicente Fox of PAN wins the presidential election, ending 71 years of rule by PRI. The election
also diversifies the Congress, bringing the PRI to 209 seats against PAN's 207, with the remaining 84 seats
split among several smaller parties. 

December 2000  ð Three days after taking office, Fox issues a presidential decree establishing the new
Intersecretarial Commission for Transparency and Combat against Corruption ( �&�R�P�L�V�L�y�Q���,�Q�W�H�U�V�H�F�U�H�W�D�U�L�D�O���S�D�U�D
�O�D���7�U�D�Q�V�S�D�U�H�Q�F�L�D���\���H�O���&�R�P�E�D�W�H���D���O�D���&�R�U�U�X�S�F�L�y�Q), and the Federal Agency of Investigation (AFIðAgencia
Federal de Investigaci·n), which is put in charge of reforming the notoriously corrupt federal judicial police. 

January 2001  ð Fox signs an executive order establishing a permanent cabinet-level commission to
promote open government and fight corruption. Fox appoints Francisco Barrio as federal comptroller, who
operates as the �G�H���I�D�F�W�R anti-corruption "czar." Barrio immediately sends almost 700 auditors to examine
government records and cracks down on state oil company Pemex, the customs service, and the federal
system of pharmacies. Within nine months, Barrio's anti-corruption dragnet results in the dismissal or
discipline of more than 5,000 public servants. 

June 2001  ð In what comes to be known as �W�R�D�O�O�D�J�D�W�H ("towelgate"), a state-run Internet site discloses that
the government was purchasing 5,400 peso (US$500) embroidered towels and 16,000 peso (US$1,500) sheet
sets for the president's residence from a supplier that apparently did not exist. The newspaper Milenio
reveals that the Fox administration had spent 6.5 million pesos (US$600,000) on remodeling and 11 million







Mexico: Integrity Indicators Scorecard

Overall Score: 63 - Weak 
 
 
Category I Civil Society, Public Information and Media 75 Moderate 
I-1 Civil Society Organizations 82 Strong 
I-2 Media 60 Weak 
I-3 Public Access to Information 83 Strong 
    
Category II Elections 71 Moderate 
II-1 Voting & Citizen Participation 79 Moderate 
II-2 Election Integrity 77 Moderate 
II-3 Political Financing 56 Very Weak 
    
Category III Government Accountability 52 Very Weak 
III-1 Executive Accountability 61 Weak 
III-2 Legislative Accountability 48 Very Weak 
III-3 Judicial Accountability 41 Very Weak 
III-4 Budget Processes 57 Very Weak 
    
Category IV Administration and Civil Service 62 Weak 
IV-1 Civil Service Regulations 54 Very Weak 
IV-2 Whistle-blowing Measures 46 Very Weak 
IV-3 Procurement 91 Very Strong 
IV-4 Privatization 57 Very Weak 
    
Category V Oversight and Regulation 63 Weak 
V-1 National Ombudsman 63 Weak 
V-2 Supreme Audit Institution 77 Moderate 
V-3 Taxes and Customs 50 Very Weak 
V-4 State-Owned Enterprises 65 Weak 
V-5 Business Licensing and Regulation 58 Very Weak 
    
Category VI Anti-Corruption and Rule of Law 58 Very Weak 
VI-1 Anti-Corruption Law 100 Very Strong 
VI-2 Anti-Corruption Agency 53 Very Weak 
VI-3 Rule of Law 32 Very Weak 
VI-4 Law Enforcement 46 Very Weak 
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