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EDITOR’S NOTE 
 

Across two electoral cycles, in 2018 and 2021, candidates and politicians in Mexico have 
been killed at alarming rates. As of one month prior to the election, more than 476 crimes 
have occurred, with more than 30 candidates assassinated according to data from Etellekt. 
Combined with an existing pattern of assassinations of mayors and other local officials, this 
wave of political violence threatens to disrupt the consolidation of democracy across much 
of the country. 

Yet in many ways, the magnitude of the phenomenon tends to obscure its complexity. This 
violence is shaped by historical processes and local dynamics that often muddle attempts at 
explanation: single cases rarely illuminate a complete picture. The murder of a mayor in 
Michoacán will have different factors than killing of a candidate in Chihuahua.  

Even the concept of political violence itself is less straightforward than often assumed. While 
participants in formal politics have become victims in ways that are fundamentally new, 
neither are they the only political actors who experience violence. 

This collection features essays authored by scholars and journalists that challenge 
assumptions, raise questions, and provide local perspectives on violence and its relationship 
with democratic politics. Lettieri and Osten provide a historical perspective showing that 
violence has been a feature rather than an aberration of the postrevolutionary Mexican 
political system targeting more than just dissidents. Pulido argues that the relevant question 
is not whether organize crime seeks to influence and manipulate politics, but how and 
explains two main strategies: violence and capture of candidates. Ibarra, León, Mayorga, 
Pigeonutt and Vizcarra provide local perspectives focusing on cases in the State of Mexico, 
the poorest municipality of Veracruz, the Tarahumara region in Chihuahua, Guerrero, and 
drug producing and trafficking areas in Sinaloa respectively.  

Together, these essays reinforce the complexity of political violence in Mexico. The tapestry 
of stories presented here shows how local power struggles entangle political outsiders, such 
as Francisca Morales, or critical journalists, such as Nevith Cóndes Jaramillo. Criminal groups, 
so often portrayed as the principal perpetrators of this violence, are hardly absent here. Their 
behavior is, however, shown to have a high degree of variation. In Sinaloa, it is an open secret 
that candidates make agreements with the Sinaloa “Cartel”, and while candidates are imposed 
or coopted, violence is the awareness of vulnerability more than the crash of gunfire. 
Chihuahua’s narcopolitics have had a deadlier toll, for both citizens of the Sierra Tarahumara 
whose criminally controlled governments fail to stop abuses, and for journalists who expose 
the collusion. But neither does the violence of organized crime occur without a social and 
political context, and in Guerrero the tragedy of Ayotzinapa remains an indelible reference 
point even as the state’s armed groups continue to mutate. 

.
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THE POLITICAL STAKES OF VIOLENCE 
Michael Lettieri 

 

Political violence is intrinsic to the Mexican state and its history. Born of an armed 
revolution, forged in assassinations, and sustained by massacre, politics in modern Mexico 
has always intertwined with the threat or reality of violence. It is a grim tradition that 
indelibly marred the democratic transition; a legacy that not only defines the country’s past, 
but its present. 

There is no shortage of explanations for why politicians in Mexico—both candidates and 
elected officials—are now being killed at alarming rates, and in many ways, these theories ring 
true. Shifts in the nature of organized crime that resulted in atomized leadership structures, 
more predatory behavior, and more conflict-prone drug trafficking, help illuminate why 
groups would seek to assert control through violent means. But while material explanations 
provide some insight into current motivations for violence, when divorced from both history 
and its insights, they provide an incomplete framework for understanding political violence. 

Three questions help provide a fresh perspective on the current panorama. First, what are 
the stakes of politics and why are the outcomes of elections worth killing over? Second, 
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outside of electoral cycles, how do local contexts shape longer term patterns of violence 
against a variety of actors who are targeted for political reasons? Lastly, what is the impact of 
this violence on both governance and democracy? Such an examination requires taking a 
broader view of political violence and its causes. 

STAKES 

For the bulk of the twentieth century, elections in Mexico were supposedly low-stakes 
affairs, with winners predetermined and victory ensured by well-oiled authoritarian 
machinery. This prevailing myth, however, not only obscured repressive violence across the 
country, but also continues to distort our understanding of elections after a supposed 
democratization. The reality is that even under single-party hegemony, political and electoral 
competition within the structures of the political system was often fierce and occasionally 
violent. For years, dissidence often emerged from frustrated efforts to obtain nominations; 
the schism of 1988 only mirrored on the national level a situation that had occurred 
regionally for decades. 

This suggests that the symbolic dimensions of elections are as relevant to political violence 
as the material ones. When rival congressional candidates in 1940 engaged in shootouts over 
who would control polling places, their motivations had little to do with budgets or crime. 
When armed groups sought to disrupt local elections a quarter-century later, they did so 
because disrupting elections was a powerful symbolic act, even when the outcome of those 
elections was not necessarily a reflection of popular will. 

Democratization did not fundamentally upend these dynamics. As political liberalization 
crept across the country in the 1990s, and local dissidents found the opportunity to change 
the party color of a municipality—if not the nature of the political game there—contestation 
around elections remained an often-violent process. The quashing of protests following 
elections in Michoacán and Guerrero in 1989 and the murder of hundreds of PRD activists 
across the country were continuations rather than novelties. Just as there was no hard break 
in these practices with the supposed fall of the PRI regime in 2000, there was no hard break 
with the start of the supposed Drug War. If contemporary political violence has new drivers 
and different contexts, it also has more than a century of history that forces us to consider 
why elections are worth killing over. 

From this perspective, elections matter because they confer legitimacy to power, and that 
legitimacy has meaning beyond its practical implications. That is to say, a criminal group or 
a local cacique can control a natural resource, coerce a municipal government into 
implementing certain projects, or subvert local police forces through threats all without 
interfering in elections. And indeed, interfering in elections may bring unwanted outside 
attention—which was precisely why violence around elections was used with a modicum of 
discretion during the twentieth century. Having power legitimized through elections, even if 
they are tainted by coercion, makes it easier to subsequently consolidate that power precisely 
because the symbolism is potent. That is to say, organized criminal groups may care about 
electoral outcomes for reasons that are not dissimilar to other political actors, and less about 
subverting the state for illicit gain. 

ACTORS 

Contemplating a wider range of motivations for political violence supports also expanding 
the definitions of what it entails. There has been no shortage of violence that is political—
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Acteal, Aguas Blancas, Atenco, to begin alphabetically—but such incidents of high-profile 
repression do not necessarily provide a foundation for explaining more common 
phenomena. A framework that also considers violence against individual civil society actors 
who are not formally part of the political system proves instructive. In many communities 
the boundaries between journalism, activism, and politics are porous, and over the past 
decade these killings have served as a bellwether of current trends. 

Mexico is, by any measure, among the most dangerous countries worldwide for journalists 
and community activists. While these conditions are not new—the Committee to Protect 
Journalists tallied 11 killings between 1994 and 2000, and under the PRI regime journalists 
faced regular harassment and intimidation—in more recent years the pace of violence has 
been extreme. Between 2006 and 2010 CPJ recorded 35 murders, with 73 more in the last 
decade. A substantial percentage of these cases are local journalists whose work focused on 
prosaic local issues: paving, streetlights, garbage collection. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, 
Article 19 finds that around half of all aggressions against journalists come from public 
officials and security forces, not organized crime. 

The political dimensions of these cases are often clear. Moisés Sánchez built a popular 
following in Medellín de Bravo, Veracruz by decrying the poor state of municipal governance 
in broadsheets, broadcasts from a car-mounted megaphone, and on social media. Challenging 
authorities over crime, unpaid pensions, and unmet campaign promises meant conflict with 
ambitious politicians, and Sánchez had a tense relationship with mayor Omar Cruz Reyes. 
After the journalist was abducted and murdered in 2015, investigations tied Cruz Reyes to 
the killing, with local police officers allegedly responsible. Yet the case remains largely 
unresolved, and Cruz Reyes’ party—the PAN—continues to hold power in the municipality, 
a bastion in a highly contested state. As the 2021 elections approach, at least one opposition 
candidate for the mayorship of Medellín has been attacked, and another has been threatened. 

This type of political violence is as corrosive to democracy as are assassinations of candidates 
or officials. That it is perpetrated by political figures underscores that symbolic dimensions 
of politics are intertwined with material motivations. Within this local ecosystem of violence, 
journalists and activists are killed not because they are direct threats to fiscal control, for 
example, but because exposing corruption threatens the legitimacy conferred by elections. 
In this sense, both a longer history and a broader view is instructive here. 

Yet at the same time, the increase in violence targeting activists and journalists has indeed 
overlapped chronologically with increasing criminal violence, suggesting that fundamental 
changes in the dynamics of local politics have occurred since the start of the drug war. But 
those changes may not be wholly linked to organized crime either: the combination of social 
media and heightened electoral competition creates a dangerously unstable environment. 
The process of political opening is fraught, and in many regions incomplete. It is worth 
remembering that political alternation did not occur in Veracruz until 2016. 

CONSEQUENCES 

A broader view of the origins and victims of political violence also contributes to 
understanding its consequences. Conflict during the democratic transition was not a morality 
play: repression of opposition actors should not obscure the fact that many opposition actors 
themselves were members of local political groups that had seen their electoral ambitions 
frustrated and in defecting from the PRI they did not cast off violent practices. This is to say, 
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measuring the effect of political violence is challenging precisely because its omnipresence 
makes the exercise a theoretical one. 

It may well be that widespread assassinations of candidates and officials are, in historical 
perspective, a transient trend; the presence of violence in local politics is not. A reduction in 
attacks on officials might result from any number of shifts in organized criminal behavior or 
patterns of negotiation and communication—it would not signal, in itself, an advancement of 
democracy.  

Rather, the long term construction of violence as a political resource, and its application 
against community leaders and those who push for transparency, has meant that the 
challenge is greatest outside of election cycles. Elected officials, whether or not they are 
linked to organized crime, have strong incentives to deliver tangible benefits to constituents. 
Similarly, organized criminal groups generally attempt to cultivate and maintain a social base. 
The risk to democracy and governance is thus less that officials will funnel municipal budgets 
into the pockets of criminals once elected than it is that they will continue to practice political 
violence with impunity well beyond June 6.
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MURDER, IMPUNITY AND THE MEXICAN STATE 
Sarah Osten 

 

In October of 1927, General Francisco R. Serrano and 13 of his closest allies were murdered 
by federal soldiers by the side of a highway outside of Huitzilac, Morelos. The events, which 
are (infrequently) remembered as the Huitzilac Massacre, put a speedy, if bloody, end to a 
political rebellion led by Serrano and General Arnulfo Gómez. The federal government’s 
objective in ordering these killings was to preemptively quash an expected armed 
insurrection by the two generals, both opposition presidential candidates who opposed the 
reelection of former president Alvaro Obregón in the 1928 election. 

Although the government claimed that the murdered men had been convicted as rebels in a 
court martial and condemned to death, more than one of its own agencies later concluded 
that no form of trial had ever taken place. Hundreds of sympathizers with the dead men’s 
cause were also killed by the government in the weeks and months that followed, only a few 
with any semblance of due process, and politicians that supported them were purged from 
the federal legislature.  

 

Photo: Fototeca Nacional/D.R. Instituto Nacional 
de Antropología e Historia, México 



6 
 

This is generally regarded in Mexican history as a relatively minor bump in the road towards 
the consolidation of the single party-dominated system that took root two years later with 
the founding of the National Revolutionary Party (PNR), the first precursor to the 
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI): the Gómez-Serrano rebellion and the mass 
assassination of its leaders are somewhat understandably overshadowed by other, larger and 
more immediately consequential revolts of the same period, most notably the De la Huerta 
rebellion of 1923-4, and the Cristero War of 1926-7.   

Nearly a decade later, the government of president Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-40) opened the 
first official investigation of the massacre. However, the inquiry clearly had purposes other 
than providing long-overdue justice. First, it was carried out to publicly exonerate the 
Mexican political system of a violent crime committed by its own agents and in its name, a 
mass assassination designed to assure political stability in a time when there were not political 
institutions capable of peacefully managing dissent within the ruling clique. Second, and also 
in the service of regime consolidation, it was designed to sully the reputations of former 
president Plutarco Elías Calles and his Minister of War Joaquín Amaro, who had ordered the 
massacre and were now personae non gratae as they and their allies attempted to publicly 
undermine Cárdenas. Third, it was meant to signal that the state had now abandoned its 
older, ad hoc, and sometimes violent (Callista) ways of solving political dilemmas, in favor of 
institutions, transparency and accountability. 

The year-long investigation in 1937-8 resulted in no convictions or even trials, nor did it 
reveal anything new about the massacre, beyond confirming what most Mexicans already 
knew: that the victims were murdered by the state for their political convictions, and that the 
perpetrators would never be held accountable. The distraught mother of one of the men 
killed wrote to the investigators in one of several pleas for justice for her son: “In that terrible 
era I had only crying sobs of terrible pain upon receiving the corpse of my noble son, shot by 
confused soldiers without any right, other than the power of the guns of our Nation.”   

But the investigation that she and others demanded did not provide her or anyone else with 
any justice. Instead, it was designed to stand in for real accountability, by publicly absolving 
the military, the judiciary and the presidency from responsibility for a particularly dark and 
shameful episode in the recent past, as all implicated institutions were given the opportunity 
to demonstrate their respective lacks of either legal competency or jurisdiction to pursue the 
matter further. 

This case helps us to understand that selective state-sponsored violence and state 
consolidation were effectively two sides of the same coin in postrevolutionary Mexico, even 
during the reformist, progressive Cárdenas era, and that criminal impunity for political 
violence was not necessarily an oversight but sometimes a considered political calculation. 
During the twentieth century, this balancing act helped maintain the hegemonic PRI regime’s 
power.  Peace and stability were secured through selective, strategic and relatively sporadic 
acts of violence by the state—not just when the postrevolutionary political system was in its 
decline in later decades, and not just when the PRI’s preferred strategies of cooptation and 
selective repression failed, but consistently, and from the very beginning.  

Referring (albeit obliquely) to the Huitzilac massacre, Cárdenas bemoaned that “respect for 
human life” had sometimes been “underrated” in the years following the Mexican 
Revolution.  Political expediency in the 1920s and 1930s  at times meant compromises that 
were never revisited—in part because the compromises were quite successful, at least as far 
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as the ruling party’s leaders were concerned. Arguably equally important were strategic 
choices to not prosecute both state and non-state perpetrators of violence, even when the 
consequences of that violence ran contrary to the obvious greater good but served the 
purposes of particular, powerful individuals or groups, and above all the ruling party itself. 
Criminal impunity for the perpetrators of the massacre was not the investigation’s principal 
goal, just an evidently accepted cost. If the investigation sent a message to the political class 
that intra-elite violence would no longer be tolerated, for the public, it became clear that 
grand, symbolic gestures of justice were the state’s best, and only, response 

Political violence is a spectrum, in Mexico just as everywhere else. In the Mexican case, there 
are notorious examples, both present and past, of violence and murder either committed 
openly by agents of the state (Huitzilac, Tlatelolco, Corpus Cristi) or, more frequently in 
recent decades, which the state chose to allow, either by fiat (Acteal), evident indifference 
(Ciudad Juárez’ long-term plague of femicide) or gross negligence (Ayotzinapa, Allende, the 
utter failure of the state to protect journalists), with some measure of overlap in these 
categories in all cases.  

All of these acts of violence were committed and/or permitted for reasons we may never 
fully understand, other than that we may surmise that the violence was done in the interest 
of someone or some group that is either very powerful or protected by someone very 
powerful. Conspiracy theories inevitably run rampant in the dire absence of both 
accountability and transparency, and in a country where people commonly assume the state 
is protecting perpetrators of violence, if not the perpetrator itself: the unsolved 1994 
assassination of PRI presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio is a particularly prominent 
case in point, but again, just one of many. 

Of course, sometimes both violence and criminal impunity for violent acts are carried out in 
the interests of the state itself. But if we study political violence only in its most narrow 
interpretation as an act of harm or killing or the threat of such by the state, and even if we 
extend that understanding of political violence to the absence of any official accountability 
for non-state perpetrators (and their sponsors, as applicable), we are fundamentally missing 
the bigger picture of the long-term consequences of that violence, even in its absence.  

Near total criminal impunity for acts of violence is itself arguably an act of violence by the 
state against its citizens. It is also a powerful act of political disenfranchisement that over the 
past 20 years has deeply complicated and undermined the process of electoral 
democratization. It is a mistake, however, to see today’s seemingly unchecked violence 
principally as a symptom of the democratization process. While there is clearly a causal 
relationship between drug-related violence and electoral democracy, we must also confront 
the deep roots of violence which are tightly twisted around the very foundations of the 
modern Mexican political system, and the ways in which the numerous forms of political 
violence confronting Mexico are interrelated. 

A pervasive lack of faith by citizens in their local and national government to reliably provide 
them with protection from criminals (or, for that matter, police and soldiers), or with due 
process, is just as corrosive to the relationship between state and society as are repeated 
examples of the corruption and undermining of democratic processes. It is also critical to 
recognize that both of these are arguably not due to flaws in the functioning of Mexico’s 
postrevolutionary political system but to its very features: that is to say, many of the most 
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vexing problems Mexico faces today are the result of historical legacies of the design and 
construction of its political system in the early twentieth century.  

As protesters demanding answers and justice for the Ayotzinapa massacre of 2014 
memorably wrote in candles across the massive Mexico City zócalo: “FUE EL ESTADO”: 
perhaps agents of the state were actively, directly involved in the killings of 43 students, but 
equally, the lack of any solid answers for the public from authorities about what happened 
that night in Iguala, and why, was also a form of state violence, and another accumulated 
rupture in the compact between the state and its citizens. 

The study of history doesn’t solve any problems in the present, but it is instructive. In the 
case of Huitzilac, a massacre nearly one hundred years ago underscores that compromises 
that were made in those days, including the sanctioning of murder of dissidents in the name 
of stabilizing the infant postrevolutionary state and protecting it from imminent political 
threats, continue to haunt the present.  

Selective state-sponsored repression, violence and even killing are often seen, and not 
incorrectly, as evidence of weak states resorting to desperate measures when other options 
to achieve particular goals (usually to stifle dissent) are unavailable. But if we are to fully 
understand the depths and the pervasiveness of both state-led violence and the long-term 
perpetuation of near-total impunity for most perpetrators of violence in Mexico, we must 
come to terms with the difficult reality that violence either committed or effectively 
sanctioned by the state has always been an element of postrevolutionary governance.  

Violence should therefore not be understood as an aberration but as an integral part of the 
system, even during the height of postrevolutionary progressive reform under Cárdenas, 
even in the heyday of the PRI when its political tools were well-oiled and in good working 
order, and even when Mexico was at its most peaceful, particularly compared to neighboring 
countries in the region that were less discreet in the violence they committed against their 
citizens. Scholars of drug trafficking in Mexico have already shown this, and there is growing 
scholarly consensus that the state and so-called “cartels” have never been as neatly separated 
across a single battle line of good and evil, or even separate at all, as either would have us 
believe. We must extend this insight both outwards from drug violence and backwards in 
time to better understand state-led and state-sanctioned violence in Mexico in both the 
present and the past.
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CRIMINAL CAPTURE: THE OTHER ELECTORAL PHENOMENON 
Amalia Pulido Gómez 

 

Political violence has been the protagonist of the current electoral process. According to 
Lantia Intelligence, there have been more than 100 incidents of political-electoral violence 
as of March, 2021. That is to say, more than 100 political actors have been victims of attacks, 
aggressions, threats, and murders. Political violence is not a homogenous phenomenon, 
however: it responds to dynamics and political structures that are unique to each of the 
regions where it occurs (Trejo and Ley, 2021). In the majority of cases, it is impossible to 
ignore the role of criminal organizations in these events. 

It is not surprising that organized crime seeks to influence and manipulate politics, 
particularly at the local level. In the context of high levels of criminal competition, and where 
the economic stakes are measured in millions, it is in the interest of criminal organizations to 
manipulate and control local governments. Ensuring the backing of local governments allows 
criminal organizations to control municipal police, extract rents from the state, and have 
access to other benefits such as contracts and influence over infrastructure projects. 

In electoral cycles, organized crime uses two main strategies to assert control over local 
politics. The first strategy is violence, which has received the most attention due to its 
lethality and impact. The second strategy is the capture of candidates, ensuring that elected 
authorities are under criminal control before they even take office. In this text, I will explain 
this mechanism, its implications, and offer an analysis of the capture of candidates in the 
current electoral process. 

Photo: Michael Lettieri 
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CRIMINAL CAPTURE 

To maximize profits, operate without restrictions, and continue illegal operations, criminal 
organizations need to ensure that state protection mechanisms not only allow their survival 
in the criminal marketplace but also allow them to consolidate their positions as hegemonic 
organizations by eliminating rivals (Snyder and Durán, 2009 Moncada, 2021). To establish 
these networks of protection, one of the mechanisms that organized crime employs is the 
capture of candidates during electoral cycles. Just as these criminal groups threaten and attack 
candidates who are not affiliated with them, they seek to establish pacts with candidates who, 
if they win, will favor the interests of these organizations. The two strategies are not exclusive. 
It is highly probable that in plazas that are vitally important, criminal organizations attempt 
to reduce uncertainty by both using lethal violence against candidates and establishing 
agreements with others. 

Nevertheless, although the number of candidates with reported criminal ties continues to 
increase, the phenomenon has not been analyzed extensively due to the scarcity of 
information about the practice. The implications for journalists who expose these situations 
can be fatal, and what we are able to glimpse is only a very small piece of the picture. 

Although the criminal capture of candidates does not have the lethal repercussions of 
political violence in the short term, it is a phenomenon that similarly has profound impacts 
on democracy and governability. One need only recall the example of the Ayotzinapa in 
2014, when the collusion between local authorities and organized crime played a 
fundamental role in facilitating the atrocity. On the local level there are multiple examples of 
the symbiosis between authority and criminality. That is to say, the boundary between the 
political and the criminal is almost non-existent. Having mayors who are controlled by 
organized crime has serious repercussions for the levels of impunity, corruption, and civil 
rights for citizens. 

In regions where local authorities are captured by organized crime it is highly probable that 
freedom of expression is nonexistent, and in the medium term that there will be elevated 
levels of violence due to criminal disputes. Criminal capture is not just a problem in Mexico, 
either. In other countries in Latin America, such as Brazil and Colombia, it has been found 
that criminal leaders on occasion even decide party nominations (Desmond 2018) 

Capture of local politics extends beyond elections. The selection of candidates is the first 
arena where organized crime attempts to capture the state. Once organized crime selects the 
preferred candidates, it employs several strategies to maximize the probabilities that those 
candidates will win. That is why candidates with these affiliations have higher chances of 
victory in elections. It is worth noting that, beyond the hefty financial contributions that 
organized crime can make to campaigns, in certain regions the groups have an important 
social base that can be mobilized to support candidates as well. This compounds the fact that 
organized crime will also eliminate or intimidate any candidates who prove intractable. The 
impacts on governability and democracy are apparent. Candidates who are captured by 
organized crime and triumph owe their victories not to the electorate, but to the criminal 
group that backed them.  

In the current electoral cycle there are 21 candidates who have been identified as having 
some linkage with criminal organizations. Based on this information, we are able to create a 
profile of the phenomenon. Slightly more than half (55%) of the candidates with criminal 
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connections were seeking election to municipal presidencies (the equivalent of mayor); 22% 
were candidates for governor, and the rest for either local or federal congress. Those numbers 
underscore the fact that local government is the highest prize. These cases occurred across 
10 states, with Guerrero and Puebla having the highest levels with 24% of the total.  

In the case of Guerrero, four organizations have been identified as having ties to candidates, 
which reflects the reality of the state and the diverse criminal disputes that are occurring 
across different regions. In the case of Puebla, these connections are with local criminal 
groups. In the case of Mexico City, which is also worth noting, it is the Unión Tepito that has 
captured candidacies.  

As previously mentioned, there are various obstacles to an in-depth analysis of this 
phenomenon. The first is information. That there are reported cases in only 10 states does 
not suggest that capture is not occurring elsewhere. Rather, a possible explanation is that in 
states where no cases have been registered the phenomenon occurs less frequently and the 
cases do not attract media attention due to criminal control of the press or for fear of 
retaliation. 

On the other hand, it is also probable that in regions where there is hegemonic criminal 
control, these cases do not become public. That is to say, where there are no rival 
organizations, the situation is less apparent and there is a sort of status quo where organized 
crime arranges candidacies in concert with the political class and with an eye toward popular 
opinion. It is significant that in states such as Jalisco or Sinaloa there are no reported cases. 
Nevertheless, in both places there is a dominant criminal group. 

Criminal capture is a reality that erodes democracy in Mexico. Like electoral violence, the 
capture of candidates compromises the quality of democracy and the capacity of the state 
relative to criminal groups. It is essential to examine this phenomenon, and its effects, above 
all, on the local level. Without an efficient coordination between different spheres of 
government, electoral institutions, political parties, and security structures, criminal capture 
will continue to be a reality in every electoral cycle. It is necessary to establish protocols to 
detect these cases and impose consequences. Political parties, electoral authorities, and 
security institutions have the responsibility of guaranteeing citizens access to quality 
candidates. Without this, Mexico will continue to be an incomplete democracy. 
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POLITICAL VIOLENCE: AN EPIDEMIC THAT KILLS THE 

VULNERABLE 
Alejandra Ibarra Chaoul 

 
 

The camera comes into focus, as Nevith Condés Jaramillo begins to speak: “What we have 
here today, you see, is this massive hole here. It looks like a meteorite crashed here yesterday.” 
It is the night of August 23, 2019 and Nevith is filming what would be his last broadcast for 
El Observatorio del Sur. In the video, which was published on Facebook, Nevith stands next 
to a giant pothole that stretches across half of the rural road near the Rincón de López 
neighborhood. 

In the video, you can see a group of residents gathering near the reporter, complaining about 
the state of the road. This was hardly surprising, since Rincón de López was well known to 
regional politicians for being a difficult place, where people frequently organized to demand 
the resolution to problems. As Nevith interviews him, a community leader explains that the 
pothole had been there for 15 days, after rains had washed out the ground under a 90-meter 
stretch of road. The residents had asked the local government for help but had not received 
a response. 

The broadcast lasted nine minutes and 13 seconds. It was short, but direct in its denunciation. 

Photo: Facebook; Anthony Domínguez Vargas 
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“Listen… it sure is messed up to go to the department of public works and say ‘hey, help us 
out,’ and have them tell you ‘y’know, we can’t,’” Nevith declared. The only option the town 
gave the residents was to spend a portion of their budget designated for “priority projects,” 
which was excessive given the nature of the damage. What the community wanted was to 
save the money collected in taxes for “priority projects” for something that deserved it—and 
for the local government to fix the shoddy paving. Before ending his report, Nevith summed 
it up, declaring that “as it is, this administration has undertaken countless projects in this 
municipality, and they’re collapsing.” 

During his career as a local journalist, Nevith covered daily events in the municipality of 
Tejupilco de Hidalgo, in the southern part of Mexico State. Before covering the damaged 
road in Rincón de López, Nevith had published a pair of videos on half-built schools. 

Nevith’s work cannot be understood apart from local politics. Infrastructure and public 
works are always political. It is the politics of budgeting, allocation, earmarking. It is the 
politics of designing bidding processes, inviting participants, and supervising the company 
that wins the bid. It is also the politics of corruption, the use of discretionary funds and 
siphoning of resources. It is politics because, in essence, it is the most direct and tangible way 
of calculating rights and demanding accountability in how representatives spend tax money. 

The morning after the video of the pothole, the body of Nevith Condés Jaramillo was found 
dead in the community of Cerro de Cacalotepec. He was 42 years old, and had been stabbed 
repeatedly. 

Nevith never held elected office. He was not a career politician. The nature of his work, and 
of his life and death, was nevertheless deeply political. 

The first time the reporter was threatened was in October of 2017. The state health minister 
was visiting Tejupilco and the local congressman from the PRI was giving him a tour of the 
regional hospital. Nevith had waited for the delegation outside the hospital doors, hoping for 
an interview. But rather than answering his questions, the politicians quickly reentered the 
building. Indignant, Nevith filmed their evasion, and began interviewing a group of people 
outside the facility who complained that the hospital lacked even basic items like painkillers. 
“See how it is? This is why they come… to run away from us,” Nevith commented on his 
Facebook page. 

The hospital incident occurred a few months before campaigns for the 2018 elections were 
set to begin, and politicians had begun to negotiate candidacies. And the PRI congressman 
who had accompanied the minister, Anthony Domínguez Vargas, was maneuvering for his 
party’s nomination for mayor of Tejupilco. Nevith’s critical reporting did not help 
Domínguez in the slightest. In the end, though the PRI awarded the nomination to someone 
else, the young politician jumped parties and became the mayoral candidate for Morena 
instead. And in the middle of this campaign, Nevith was threatened again. 

The journalist denounced the harassment, decrying how fake accounts and bots sought to 
intimidate him on social media, and blamed Domínguez Vargas personally for the attacks. 
But it was little use. The politician won his election, and from town hall, doubled down on 
his bullying: as mayor, he now demanded a public apology from Nevith. 
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It is true that the mayor sought to protect his image in order to stay in office, and that the 
reporter’s work made that difficult, but—like many things in Mexico—the equation is never 
that simple. Local politics in Tejupilco cannot be understood without discussing organized 
crime. 

According to testimonies from residents, organized crime in the region controls all basic 
consumer goods—from chicken and eggs to construction materials like cement and gravel. 
Everything carries a “tax” imposed by the cartel, according to locals. Only merchants who 
have received authorization from the cartel are allowed to sell goods. That permission, in 
turn, only comes in exchange for payment of a fee. Consumers pay the “tax” to merchants, 
and merchants pay the fee to the cartel to survive. 

Moreover, people claim that merchants are not the only ones being extorted by organized 
crime. The municipal government is also obligated to pay a regular fee to the dominant cartel 
to keep the peace. For this reason, town employees sometimes go months without receiving 
their salary, knowing that to complain would mean losing their jobs. This is why when there 
are political campaigns in the region, the candidates are careful to negotiate with “the mob” 
the terms of the “arrangement” before reaching office. Perhaps the negotiation even decides 
the outcome of the election. 

What is certain is that in this high-stakes thicket of economic and political pacts, where 
paying extortion means preserving a business or a political project, a journalist can become 
more than an irritant. Even more so if that journalist was denouncing local problems and 
connecting with residents. Especially if that journalist was furious at seeing public money 
disappearing into criminal coffers, with schools still half-built, hospitals without medicine, 
and streets with potholes as big as craters. 

When Nevith said, in his last report for El Observatorio del Sur, that there were “countless 
unfinished projects,” it was August of 2019. The next elections would be held in 2021 and 
it is likely that Domínguez Vargas was thinking about ensuring his reelection as mayor of 
Tejupilco. And beyond reelection, he was surely thinking about his political future. 

He was young, and if he played his cards right, with his reelection he could help his party—
the party of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador—take control of municipalities in 
Mexico State that had been traditionally controlled by the PRI. Bit by bit, the whole state 
could flip to Morena. And that could catapult the mayor’s career to the state level and, if he 
were lucky, onto the national stage. 

In thousands of Mexican municipalities, violence is a zero-sum equation: there are no 
winners, unless there are also losers. In this calculus, there are groups that monopolize the 
sources of power: public officials who have a monopoly of political power; wealthy families 
of merchants or landowners who have a monopoly of economic power; and organized crime 
that has a monopoly of violence. Then there is the rest of the community that belongs to 
none of these groups and does not have a monopoly of anything. This zero-sum equilibrium 
becomes even less tenable during electoral cycles, and the risks for those who upset it increase 
exponentially. 

Nevith shifted the scales, giving voice and agency to the dispossessed. And an act as 
fundamentally democratic as encouraging civic participation by providing unfiltered 
information could not be calibrated in a place like Tejupilco de Hidalgo, where democracy is 
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the one thing that does balance. In this way, political violence, like violence against journalists 
or femicides in Mexico, attacks the most vulnerable. 

In the case of candidates, public officials, and local journalists, the violence they face may 
intensify during election season, but it is always there, lurking. And it is political. 

 

Note: Anthony Domínguez Vargas is standing for reelection as mayor of Tejupilco on June 
6, 2021.
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THE BRUTAL STRUGGLE FOR POWER IN VERACRUZ’S POOREST 

MUNICIPALITY 
 

Miguel Ángel León Carmona 

 
 

Gonzalo Zopiyactle could not shake the premonition. The last days of his life, he steadied his 
nerves with a barrage of aguardiente, trying to control the fear. He asked his friends to join 
him, but they avoided their regular cantinas. The gatherings were private, and in small 
restaurants. 

On Monday, March 29, 2021, Zopiyactle and some friends left home for a restaurant some 
50 kilometers away in the community of Jalapilla. It was a simple, discreet venue, near a 
soccer field. His enemies found him regardless. 

Zopiyactle, a politician affiliated with the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), was the 
former mayor of Mixtla de Altamirano—the poorest municipality in Veracruz and the 10th 
poorest in all of Mexico. 

He told his friends that he had recently received threatening phone calls. “Give us your son-
in-law, or there will be problems,” the voices told him. “I can’t,” Zopiyactle replied, “please 

Photo: Félix Márquez 



19 
 

understand, he’s my daughter’s husband.” And that was it. An ominous silence that 
frightened him. 

That Monday afternoon, the former mayor was several drinks deep, enjoying the restaurant’s 
ranchera music with his friends when a group of armed men arrived at the door and asked 
for him by name. He tried to negotiate with them, but to no avail. He was forced into a truck 
and taken away. 

Four days passed, and on April 2, his family was notified of his death. Of the 10 politicians 
who have been murdered in Veracruz during the current electoral process, which began in 
September, 2020, Zopiyactle’s killing was the most savage. 

His body was completely dismembered by his murderers, who severed his head, hands, and 
limbs, before depositing them on the outskirts of the nearby town of Zongolica, close to a 
security checkpoint. 

Next to the body, the killers left black plastic bags with a message naming two store owners; 
a teacher; the name of Juan Carlos Mezhua Campos—the current mayor of Zongolica; and 
the nickname of Zopiyactle’s son-in-law, Gerardo “El Sierra.” 

The former mayor’s political group was the PRI’s choice to govern Mixtla de Altamirano. He 
had, himself, launched a bid to again serve as mayor, but withdrew after the party decided 
that the candidate should be a woman, in order to fulfill gender quota rules. 

“He would have held power regardless, just from behind the throne,” his colleagues said. And 
that was true: the only PRI candidate was Francisca Morales, Zopiyactle’s wife. She worked 
in the home and had never held public office. And after her husband’s killing, the threats 
continued and Morales abandoned the race. 

“Those bastards didn’t quit, they wanted the son-in-law at any cost,” said a friend of the 
family, who asked to remain nameless for fear of reprisals. 

Francisca Morales confirmed her decision to withdraw via text message. She said she did not 
want to do any interviews, or have any further contact with politics. With guarded words, 
she admitted that she is afraid for her safety, and that of her family, and that she hopes for 
justice for her husband. 

Mexico’s federal government acknowledges that Veracruz has been one of the country’s 
most violent states during this electoral process. According to security minister Rosa Icela 
Rodríguez, seven entities have accumulated 53.76 percent of all attacks on candidates. Of 
those, 47 occurred in Oaxaca, 37 in San Luis Potosí, 28 in Jalisco, 27 each in Mexico State 
and Veracruz, 25 in Tamaulipas, and 23 in Guerrero. 

Organizations that track political violence in Mexico such as Etellekt rank Veracruz as the 
most lethal place in the country for politicians, with fourteen killings—four more than other 
counts. Of those, eight were candidates or pre-candidates for the June 6, 2021 elections. 

Two factors make Zopiyactle’s killing stand out. First, his party—the PRI—has had two other 
candidates killed, with only Morena having more with four victims, and the PAN and PRD 
having two and one, respectively. 
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Additionally, the región of Las Altas Montañas, specifically the Sierra de Zongolica, is the 
most violent in the state, with four of the 10 registered political assassinations occurring 
there: 

 On December 13, 2020, Domingo Panzo Tecpile, the former mayor of Tehuipango 
for the PAN, was shot at a store; he died in the hospital. Panzo was the alternate local 
congressperson for the district including Zongolica, and he was planning to run for 
reelection in 2021. 

 On March 4, 2021, José Melquiades Vázquez Lucas, the former mayor of La Perla 
for the PRI, was gunned down near the municipal offices in Mariano Escobedo. His 
son, José Mauro Vázquez Gallardo, had been kidnapped and murdered in September, 
2020. His body was found with messages attributing the killing to a criminal group. 

 On March 31, 2021, María Guadalupe Reyes, the former leader of the PAN in 
Astacinga, was shot and later died in the hospital. In February of 202 four of her 
relatives had been killed in their home. 

POLITICAL BOSSES AND DRUG TRAFFICKERS 

Mixtla de Altamirano is an indigenous municipality with 12,000 inhabitants, nestled high in 
the mountains (1,650 meters above sea level) and for decades it has been among the most 
marginalized places I the country. 

According to the National Council on Social Development Policy (Coneval), Mixtla is the 
poorest of Veracruz’s 212 municipalities. The numbers underscore the extent of the problem: 
four out of 10 residents are illiterate, three out of 10 houses have dirt floors, and seven of 10 
have no plumbing or drainage; 5.5% of families do not have a toilet. Only 1.3% of households 
have a washing machine. 

Prior to 2013, Mixtla was governed for 84 uninterrupted years by the PRI. In that time, not 
a single woman governed the municipality. Over the years, these politicians established local 
fiefdoms, cacicazgos, lured by the prospect of controlling annual budgets that reached nearly 
70 million pesos (approximately 3.5 million dollars), a sum intended to reduce levels of 
poverty. 

One of these political groups centered around Gonzalo Zopiyactle, whose father, Pedro 
Colohua Tepole, had twice served as mayor. Zopiyactle’s plans to return to power in 2022 
through his wife were complicated, however, by another family member: his son-in-law, 
Gerardo R.H. 

Friends of the former mayor claim that Gerardo is also known as “El Sierra” or “Comandante 
Sierra,” and leads a criminal group that operates in Zongolica, where it engages in kidnapping, 
murders, drug trafficking, and oil theft. 

On three occasions armed men attempted to kidnap Gerardo, according to authorities and 
sources, and on December 29, 2020 he was attacked. In that incident, he was shot six times 
while driving a dump truck on the highway, but survived. 

“We’re talking about someone who is impetuous and reckless. Gerardo was involved in oil 
theft and other drug issues, obviously with criminal groups, and they say he got out of hand, 
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that he crossed the line. Two times they tried to kidnap him, but he’s a tough bastard and he 
fought back,” a source confides. 

Gonzalo Zopiyactle’s friends recount that on occasion, Gerardo had joined the former mayor 
and his wife at her campaign events. Nevertheless, they vehemently deny that Zopiyactle 
had direct contact with organized crime. “The only thing I can say about him is that he liked 
to drink. He was a good guy, always very friendly.”  

His PRI colleagues concurred. “Gonzalo could start drinking at eight in the morning, but 
would never slack on his work when he was mayor. He was a quarterback. He coordinated 
everything, subsidies, supervising projects, all of it,” says Ramón Reyes, the head of 
communication for the PRI in the state. 

Francisca Morales’s campaign is emblematic of another phenomenon in the region. Many of 
the women who appear on the ballot are, in reality, figureheads for others—typically male 
relatives or other political leaders.  

Morales is a cautious and reserved woman. When Zopiyactle would hold meetings at their 
house, she would stay in the kitchen, preparing coffee and meals, and her husband would 
bring the food out to the guests. He was a cacique, a political boss, and that sort of attitude 
has no color or party affiliation.  

“When we would go to their house, she would greet us and return to the kitchen. She was 
totally capable of campaigning and giving speeches, but her husband was going to prepare it 
all,” friends said.  

Morales was not an isolated case. Journalist Isabel Ortega has documented that of the 43 
candidates in Veracruz’s five poorest municipalities, 60 percent are women. “Using the 
gender parity rules, the parties designate a majority of women as candidates in highly 
marginalized municipalities, where public resources are scarce,” Ortega writes. All five of 
these municipalities are in the Sierra de Zongolica. 

Morales’s life has now spun 180 degrees following the murder of her husband. Few friends 
attended his funeral, not because of COVID-19, but out of fear that armed men would attack 
the ceremony. 

WOMEN: THE VICTIMS OF POLITICAL FEUDS 

On July, 9, 2019, the Veracruz state congress dissolved the government in Mixtla de 
Altamirano and placed a committee in charge of governing the municipality, after the mayor, 
27 year-old Marisela Vallejo Orea, was murdered. Vallejo, who represented Morena, had 
been ambushed on the highway and killed along with her husband and driver. 

Two people have been arrested for the attack: Vallejo’s predecessor, María Angélica Méndez 
Margarito, and her husband, Ricardo Pérez, who was a councilman in Vallejo’s 
administration. The pair is currently in jail awaiting sentencing. 

Marisela Vallejo’s story is not that different from that of Francisca Morales. Vallejo had 
studied engineering and owned a clothing store in Zongolica. During the 2016 campaigns, 
she approached the political group of Angélica Méndez and Ricardo Pérez, who invited her 
to become their assistant.  
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Three days after Vallejo was murdered, a recording was leaked, in which Vallejo recounts 
how Ricardo Pérez had asked her to serve as a figurehead candidate affiliated with Morena, 
since the party had decided that it would nominate a woman. Méndez’s party—the PAN—
had also decided to nominate a woman. 

Like Morales, Vallejo had been on the margins of politics. As she says in on the tape, “I went 
to all the meetings, but I was just there to help out, bring water, that sort of stuff. I never 
talked.” 

The plan, apparently, had been that Pérez would succeed his wife in office when her term 
ended in 2018. He had pursued the PAN’s nomination, but failed to garner support. As a 
result, he approached Morena, which was participating in its first municipal elections in the 
state. And while Morena would not give Pérez what he sought, it gladly offered the 
nomination to a woman of his choosing. 

The deal was simple, Vallejo recalled. After taking office, she would find any pretext to resign, 
as would the alternate mayor, a series of events that would automatically elevate Ricardo 
Pérez to power, as he was next in line as councilman.  

The 27-year-old won easily on election day. Nevertheless, once in office, relatives and 
leaders of other political groups—among them Gonzalo Zopiyactle—convinced her to break 
the agreement. “The mayorship is yours, nobody can take it from you,” they told her, and her 
resignation never came. After a year and four months in office, she was murdered. 

In the recording, which was released by La Silla Rota, Vallejo recounted how Pérez had 
threatened her from the very first day of her term: “I remember how they would come into 
the office and say, ‘I hope you never betray us, I hope you never betray me… and if you do 
betray me, the truth is… I can’t tell you what happen, but I hope it never comes to that.’” 

Those threats underscore the sad reality of Mixtla de Altamirano. These stories are 
inseparable from the political landscape of Veracruz’s poorest municipality, a place where 
the struggle for power has a brutal toll. No fewer than five politicians in this single 
municipality have been caught up in the violence, as perpetrators or victims: Angélica 
Méndez and Ricardo Pérez are in jail, Francisca Morales lives in fear, and Gonzalo Zopiyactle 
and Marisela Vallejo are dead. And the struggle for power continues. 
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BALLOTS OR BULLETS: THE LOGIC OF CORRUPTION AND 

CANDIDACIES IN SINALOA 
 

Marcos Daniel Vizcarra Ruiz 

 
 

Criminal participation in Sinaloa’s political and electoral process is an open secret. 

There are meetings, agreements, pacts. It is not a mystery, but you cannot say it. 

There is no shortage of motives. For leaders of criminal groups, it is of utmost importance to 
have loyal politicians in order to ensure illicit operations, and also to guarantee the control of 
territory and the protection of illegal businesses. 

And this year, the stakes are high. On June 6, 2021 voters in Sinaloa will choose a new 
governor, 18 mayors, 40 state congress seats, and 7 federal congressional positions. 

Photo: Félix Márquez 
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The negotiations follow rules of politics that are hardly new. To promote the preferred 
candidates, these shadow figures can provide money and encourage participation in 
meetings, everything to ensure that votes are delivered. 

It is not surprising that the candidates, at least publicly, deny these connections. But they are 
there. 

According to documents from the State Security Council in Sinaloa, a group that includes 
state police, national guard, the army, and the marines, there are at least six candidacies that 
have been imposed as “political favors” and which represent arrangements to maintain 
territorial control for criminal groups.   

Party officials indicate that “the ultimate electors,” are the criminals, those who control land, 
buy and produce semi-synthetic and synthetic drugs, who are protected by gunmen and have 
on their payrolls hundreds of lookouts who serve as their eyes and ears. These youth transit 
the state on motorcycles with counterfeit license plates, most of which were stolen. 

These criminal groups, divided into factions, also pay municipal and state police to do the 
same tasks, but with the advantage of greater information through official radio networks. In 
Sinaloa there are at least 300 accusations against police officers for such abuses, but not a 
single one has been prosecuted, and regulations prevent them from being fired—at worst they 
are shifted to administrative tasks. 

Part of this strategy is political control. And for that, in municipalities across the state, 
criminals seek to impose candidates. 

RISKS 

The case of Sinaloa is distinctive, but it is not unique. According to the federal security 
minister, Rosa Icela Rodríguez, “In the states of Morelos, Guerrero, Michoacán, Oaxaca, 
Veracruz, Sinaloa, and Jalisco, we see more risk that aspirants and candidates are coopted by 
criminals. That is why we say that organized crime and white collar crime have a varied 
repertoire for influencing elections, whether by strategies to ensure candidates’ complicity, 
or by applying violent pressure.” 

The warning is hardly straightforward, since this year’s elections will decide the outcome in 
500 federal congressional seats, 15 governorships, more than 900,000 municipal 
presidencies (mayoral positions), 1,063 state congress seats and more than 17,000 other local 
offices—a total of more than 21,000 positions. 

The method for imposing and coopting those in public office is grounded in scare campaigns 
to intimidate both the political class and the general public. Control comes from 
assassinations, threats, corruption, imposition, and financing.  

As the security minister notes: 

Cooptation occurs through meetings with precandidates, collusion with parties or 
local governments, and offering financing before the electoral process begins, 
through cash donations, protection, or other resources—including human resources—
to support campaigns. 
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In some regions, these efforts are intended to ensure total influence over the 
designation of candidates for municipal offices, which ensures control over finances 
and allows for extorsion—bribery and other payoffs from both the government and 
contractors. 

According to the Sinaloa security council, which includes state and federal authorities, in the 
2021 electoral process there are candidates who have been coopted by organized crime, 
though this information is not made public. 

It would hardly be the first time, there are dozens of histories of candidates who were 
imposed, and some of them have become part of the criminal lore that contributes to the 
stigma surrounding Sinaloa. 

THE LUCERO SÁNCHEZ LÓPEZ CASE 

A former beauty pageant winner, Lucero Sánchez became the youngest state congressperson 
when she was elected in 2013 at the age of 23. Backed by an alliance between the PAN, 
PRD, and the Partido Sinaloense, she represented the municipality of Cosalá, a small region 
south of Culiacán. 

Her political career would be short; she served only one term and had never held office 
prior—excluding her selection as queen of the mardi gras carnival in Cosalá. 

Today, Lucero Sánchez is a prisoner in the Metropolitan Correctional Center in San Diego, 
accused of conspiring with the Sinaloa Cartel to traffic drugs and launder money. Her arrest 
had been a stroke of luck for authorities: she attempted to enter the United States without 
knowing her visa had been cancelled. 

In the case file, an informant from the “Sinaloa Cartel” alleged that Sánchez had been with 
Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán Loera when he nearly escaped capture in February, 2014—
fleeing from a safehouse through a tunnel. 

The file also describes Sánchez as a woman who bragged of being the drug trafficker’s 
girlfriend. Using a fake name, she visited him while he was a prisoner in the Almoloya prison. 

The night of July 7, 2013, when Lucero Sánchez learned that she had been elected, there 
was a party in Cosalá—but none of the parties that had nominally backed her were there to 
celebrate. Her victory had been, for all intents and purposes, as an independent candidate, 
even if she would join the PAN caucus once in congress. 

Her election was remarkable, an astonishing path from political anonymity to the second-
highest vote total in the history of the municipality. She had won 4,167 votes—a sum that 
equaled 33% of registered voters in the municipality.  

The Sinaloa state daily Noroeste later documented that Sánchez’s campaign could have been 
backed by Gúzman Loera, after obtaining anonymous reports from residents about a possible 
relationship—but nobody in Cosalá would speak openly about the link. 

Other anonymous testimonies indicated that from a young age Sánchez had worked in the 
sierra. She served as a cook, preparing tortillas for fieldworkers who cultivated marijuana and 
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opium poppy. It was there that she met the Sinaloa Cartel boss who would have backed her 
candidacy as queen of the mardi gras carnival in Cosalá.  

Mexico’s federal attorney general’s office documented several meetings between Gúzman 
Loera and the state legislator, including his presence at a party hosted by Sánchez López’s 
sister. 

Intercepted phone conversations from September 2013 between members of El Chapo’s 
‘second circle’, which were released during his trial in 2017, also reveal the legislator’s 
participation in at least two operations to manage funds for narcotrafficking, with sums of 
500,000 and 380,000 dollars. In these operations, Sánchez used the alias “Piedra,” while her 
sister used the name “Caro.” 

Sánchez pled guilty to the charges in the United States, agreeing to testify against Gúzman 
Loera in exchange for a reduction in her sentence.  

POLITICAL VIOLENCE FORETOLD 

In its Third Report on Political Violence in Mexico 2021, the Etellekt consulting group 
observes that Sinaloa is at risk for high levels of violence. At the extremes, this could include 
assassinations of politicians, above all members of the opposition. The state is currently ruled 
by the PRI. 

Such was the case in the murder of José Carlos Trujillo García, a city councilmember from 
the Partido de Trabajo in Navolato, who was murdered after leaving city hall on November 
10, 2020. The 30-year-old was ambushed while walking to his car in the city center and shot 
at point-blank range. 

For officials, much of the attention is on the rural, mountainous regions of the state.  
According to state security minister Cristóbal Castañeda Camarillo, in the municipalities of 
Concordia, Rosario, Cosalá, Culiacán, Badiraguato, Sinaloa, and Choix there are high 
probabilities of conflict between criminal groups.  

There is recent precedent for violence: In March of 2020, criminal groups murdered Luis 
Alberto Monárrez, a former police officer who was Morena’s candidate for town 
councilperson in Tepuche, a community to the north of Culiacán. The next day, Jovel Pérez 
Meza, Tepuche’s municipal chief of police was also killed. 

The violence in this region combined with the events of June 24 in Bagrecitos, a nearby 
community where 16 people were brutally murdered—two of whom simply had the 
misfortune to cross paths with the Sinaloa Cartel gunmen who carried out the attack. 

THE SEVEN THREATS 

Over a month of campaigns, violence has become a principal factor for candidates.  

Electoral authorities confirm seven reports of threats received by candidates in Salvador 
Alvarado, Navolato, Culiacán, Mazatlán, Concordia, and Escuinapa. Of these, Castañeda 
Camarillo notes that the reports are “principally threats or regarding the presence of armed 
individuals who obstruct candidates’ activities.” 
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According to campaign officials from Morena, Movimiento Ciudadano, and Redes Sociales 
Progresistas, some of these complaints include attacks on campaign teams and candidates. 

In Sinaloa officials have launched an operation to try to limit criminal confrontations that 
could affect the electoral process in rural regions. The effort focuses on the south of the state, 
where criminal groups have been more active, leading to conflicts. Attacks on military and 
police units have left several officers wounded.  

The special operation has resulted in a number of arrests, and the murder of Joel Ernesto 
Soto, the state police chief who was killed while traveling in an unmarked vehicle in an 
attempt to avoid recognition. Authorities offered little information on the attack, other than 
to note it was carried out by an armed group. 

The assassination followed a series of incidents involving the state police, above all in areas 
north of Culiacán. After armed groups launched the attacks, police responded with arrests 
and seizures of weapons, vehicles, and packages of synthetic drugs. 

This violence is the other side of the electoral coin in Sinaloa, where criminal participation is 
as complicated as it is alarming. 

What is a vote worth? According to the Sinaloa State Electoral Institute, the same as any 
other vote. Even the vote of a criminal boss? Absolutely, they say, a vote is a vote. But in 
Sinaloan politics, that logic is deceiving. 

In this state, politics go hand in hand with the economy, society, and the criminal world. It is 
the order that was established according to those who, by force of arms, acquired territory 
and sought means of controlling their prizes. 

.
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NARCOPOLITICS BECOMES AN INSTITUTION IN THE LAND OF THE 

TARAHUMARA 
Patricia Mayorga 

 

Her coverage of precandidates with links to drug cartels during the 2016 electoral process 
put Miroslava Breach Velducea in the crosshairs. Four years after she was murdered on 
March 23, 2017, the political-electoral-criminal system she described remains intact. 

Breach was not the only victim. Entire communities are suffering the effects of political 
violence. In her reporting, Breach made these stories visible, reporting in La Jornada about 
human rights abuses in the Sierra Tarahumara, abuses that touched both indigenous and 
mestizo groups.  

Those abuses are tied to a system of government that is, in its very nature, intertwined with 
organized crime. To govern in the Sierra Tarahumara, political parties make agreements with 
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representatives of locally powerful groups—even when those individuals display little party 
loyalty and have known connections to criminal groups. 

During the current electoral process, the topic of narcopolitics has ceased to be taboo. 
Candidates speak openly about it when promising to restore security in the region and the 
state of Chihuahua. Citizens will walk through a minefield when they cast their ballots on 
election day. In the process, they will choose a new governor, 67 mayors, 67 councilpersons, 
33 state congresspeople, and 9 federal congresspeople. 

A SHAMEFUL LEGACY 

In 2016, on the list of candidates for the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), several 
individuals were identified as having ties to cartels. One of them was the precandidate for 
the mayorship of Chínapas, Juan Salazar Ochoa, nephew of Crispín Salazar, the leader of the 
“Los Salazar” criminal group which is tied to the Sinaloa Cartel. 

Chínipas is located in the Sierra Tarahumara, on the border between Chihuahua and Sonora. 
For years, the region has been controlled by Los Salazar, according to testimony from state 
and federal authorities during the trial of Breach’s killers. In the runup to the election, levels 
of violence in the area have spiked, and forced around 500 families to flee into Sonora. 

Another candidate with known links to organized crime in 2016 was Silvia Mariscal Estrada, 
mother-in-law of Arturo Quintana “El Ocenta”, who led the La Línea faction of the Juárez 
Cartel. Quintana was arrested in 2018. 

Bachíniva is located in the northwest of the state, an area dominated by La Línea, and in 
recent years there have been ferocious battles for control of drug trafficking through the 
region. Bachíniva and Chínipas were governed by the PAN. The two precandidates were 
replaced, once their connections to drug traffickers became public. 

In Chínipas, the candidate who replaced Juan Salazar was Jesús Ramín Quinto Agramón 
Varela, who was also close to Los Salazar, and in 2018 the PRI nominated Salomé Ramos 
Salmón, the current mayor who is seeking reelection in the 2021 electoral cycle. 

Ramos Salmón is the brother-in-law of Jesús Alfredo Salazar Ramírez “El Muñeco”, who was 
arrested in 2012 and is currently fighting extradition to the United States. The criminal 
leader is accused of various murders, including the killing of activist Nepomuceno Moreno 
in 2011, and the disappearance of journalist José Alfredo Jiménez Mota in 2005. 

“El Muñeco” is the son of “Don Adán” Salazar Zamorano, head of the Los Salazar who was 
arrested in 2011. He was succeeded by “El Muñeco” who was then replaced by his brother 
after his arrest in 2012. Adán Salazar Ramírez remained head of the organization until 2016, 
when he was murdered. The current leader is Crispín Salazar Zamorano, Don Adán’s brother. 

Crispín Borunda is the alleged mastermind of Breach’s murder, but has not been arrested. 
Last December, the former PAN mayor of Chínipas, Hugo Amed Schultz, was arrested and 
accused of being complicit in the killing of the journalist. 

As a result, the PAN did not nominate a candidate to govern the municipality this year. Of 
the eight parties that are competing on the state level, only three registered candidates in 
Chínipas: Movimiento Ciudadano, Morena, and the PRI. 
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In the years when the PRI openly nominated candidates with close ties to criminal groups, it 
also controlled the statehouse. That governor, César Duarte Jáquez, is now imprisoned in 
Miami, where he is fighting extradition to Mexico to face charges related to corruption and 
embezzlement. 

Currently the PAN’s candidate for the governorship is María Eugenia Campos Galván, who 
was previously a state congresswoman during the second half of Duarte’s government. 
Campos Galván is being investigated for allegedly receiving illicit funds during that period, 
through Duarte’s “secret payroll.” 

Duarte utilized the “secret payroll” scheme to buy the support of legislators, party leaders, 
religious figures, and journalists. The list included politicians from every party. 

Among those implicated in the scandal are Cruz Pérez Cuéllar, currently Morena’s candidate 
for the mayorship of Juárez. He had previously been a leader of Movimiento Ciudadano 
under Duarte, and prior to that the leader of the PAN in the state before being removed from 
the role. 

Armando Cabada Alvídrez, the former unaffiliated mayor of Juárez is also implicated, and 
repaid 4 million pesos last year to the state attorney general’s office to avoid arrest. He had 
been a journalist during Duarte’s government, and is currently a local congress candidate for 
Morena. 

During Duarte’s government, and in the first two years of the current governorship of Javier 
Corral Jurado, there were a substantial number of candidates and officials murdered in the 
Sierra Tarahumara. Since 2018, however, a tense peace has prevailed and during the current 
electoral cycle, however, there are no reports of violence. Since Corral took office in 2016, 
however, overall levels of crime and impunity have increased. 

NARCOPOLITICS NORMALIZED 

In 2018 the political tidal wave that swept the country, carrying Morena to power in many 
places, did not reach the Sierra Tarahumara and the northwest corner of Chihuahua. There, 
the triumphant candidates were backed by the PRI and PAN, and some were suspected of 
having close ties to criminal groups. 

Narcopolitics became normalized, despite the allegations, because the crime lords control life 
in the mountains. Those who attended campaign rallies or cast ballots passed by men carrying 
rifles who offered “suggestions” about who to vote for at the polling places they controlled. 
There were “express kidnappings” of activists who supported parties opposed to the PRI, 
among them the case of Guachochi. In some of these episodes the coercion was captured on 
video. 

Since that year, criminal groups chose to support some candidates from the PAN, due to the 
widespread rejection of the PRI in certain municipalities, while in other districts they 
continued to support the party. 

In the Sierra Tarahumara during the current electoral process, there are at least six 
municipalities where there are between 1 and 3 mayoral candidates due to the difficult 
conditions: in Morelos, there is only one candidate, from Morena. Carichí, Cusihuiriachi, 
Chínipas, Guazapares, Moris, and Urique, each have three candidates. 
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There are public complaints of candidates who are relatives of criminal leaders in several 
municipalities, but the allegations have not had an effect. 

In the municipality of Buenaventura, the mayor is Miriam Aras Caballero, who has been 
publicly identified in local media as having close ties to La Línea through her brother. She is 
currently a PRI-PRD-PAN alliance candidate for a federal congressional seat. 

In Urique, the mayor is seeking the PAN’s nomination. Mayra de Jesús Díaz Gutiérrez is the 
sister of Pedro Díaz Gutiérrez, who is linked to the leader of the Sinaloa Cartel group in the 
area, Noriel Portillo “El Chueco” who is on the state’s most wanted list. Pedro Díaz himself is 
implicated in the murder of US citizen Patrick Braxton and linked to mass disappearances 
from the mining sites in the municipality. His relatives have been PRI mayors, and the party 
has traditionally governed the municipality. In 2018, however, the family decided to align 
with the PAN. 

Another example is the municipality of Guadalupe y Calvo, which is part of the Golden 
Triangle—the drug producing region encompassing the mountainous regions of Chihuahua, 
Sinaloa, and Durango. There, the PAN nominated Jesús Velázquez Rodríguez, the former 
PRI politician with ties to drug trafficking. He is more popularly known as a narco-actor, due 
to his roles in films about trafficking such as “La Ram Blanca,” “Plomo en la Sierra”, and “La 
Manzana de la Discordia.”  

Velázquez Rodríguez was a close associate of César Duarte but chose to leave the PRI 
claiming he felt betrayed, and received the PAN’s nomination. The PRI meanwhile selected 
Julio César Chávez Ponce, who also is alleged to have links to the region’s criminal group. 

In one of his messages to the voters of Guadalupe y Calvo, Chávez Ponce reproached Jesús 
Velázquez for returning to seek the mayorship after previously holding the position three 
times and having been absent from the region for an extended period. 

In referring to his rival from Morena, Chávez Ponce claimed that he was inexperienced and 
immature, warning in a video that “Pablo Subías… he’s a good kid, that’s true. A humble kid, 
clean, straightforward, but immature. If they try to extort him, if there’s a dustup, a fight 
between gangsters… he’ll crap the bed. Because he doesn’t have experience, and they’re going 
to eat him alive. He’s not cut out for it, honestly.”  

In this, Chávez Ponce acknowledged the violent realities of the municipality. What he left 
unsaid was that the powerful presence of organized crime there made democracy an elusive 
prospect. When few candidates participate, and those that do seem to represent a 
constituency that carries guns, elections will not offer citizens true choices. And the 
governments that emerge from such situations will fail to protect those citizens from abuse. 

This was the reality that Miroslava Breach refused to ignore.
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POLITICAL VIOLENCE: A TOOL FOR CLAIMING TURF IN GUERRERO 
Vania Pigeonutt 

 
 

On October 27, 2015, a little over a year after 43 students from the Ayotzinapa teachers’ 
college were disappeared in Iguala, Héctor Astudillo was sworn in as the 83rd governor of the 
state of Guerrero. He took office amid violence, criminal conflicts, social mobilizations and 
political instability. The previous elected governor—Ángel Aguirre—had resigned following 
the Iguala disappearance, and an interim government under Rogelio Ortega had governed 
the state until Astudillo’s election. 

Such situations were not new in the state. In 1996, Aguirre had himself replaced Rubén 
Figueroa Alcocer, who had stepped down following the 1995 Aguas Blancas massacre. But 
if violence had a political cost, the dynamics seemed to be changing. 

Following the events of September 26, 2014 in Iguala, Guerrero became the focus of national 
and international media attention. The Ayotzinapa case revealed rampant collusion between 
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organized crime and local political structures. The former PRD mayor of Iguala, José Luis 
Abarca, and his wife, Ángeles Pineda, were allegedly leaders of the Guerreros Unidos criminal 
group, which was responsible for the disappearance. The PRD would pay a price for this at 
the polls. 

 

In 2015, political violence intertwined with criminal violence. For years in the state, regional 
bosses who had used violence to control politics in rural fiefdoms such as the Figueroas in 
the north, or Aguirres in the Costa Chica, were becoming increasingly numerous and visible. 
Political violence was becoming a resource to conquer territories where social movements 
were pressuring for justice. 

With Ayotzinapa making the marriage between politics and crime impossible to ignore, the 
state government was knocked on its heels. And in this unsettled situation, new cacicazgos—
those violent political fiefdoms—were born, and the state’s arms race continued. Since 2013, 
a new boom of civilian self-defense groups had occurred, and over time, these came to mimic 
the behaviors of criminal gunmen. These were hardly ideal conditions for an election. 

Both before and after the elections of 2015, Guerrero was in turmoil. One of the most 
shocking occurrences was the murder of Ulises Fabián Quiroz, the PRI’s candidate for the 
municipality of Chilapa—a place with high levels of homicides, disappearances, and political 
assassinations. It was apparent that the challenge was to win the election without dying in 
the process. 

Ayotzinapa fundamentally undermined the credibility of the PRD in the state, eroding the 
popularity of a party that had been born of leftist political movements during the years of 
authoritarian government and had paid for its opposition to the PRI in blood: many party 
activists were murdered. The tragedy also delegitimized the federal PRI government of 
Enrique Peña Nieto, which as tasked with overseeing the elections. 

Citizen rejection of the process was thus widespread. The Movimiento Popular Guerrerense 
(MPG) for its part, attempted to obstruct the elections until the Ayotzinapa students were 
returned alive. The group, which was comprised of activists, members of a teachers’ union, 
and other historical dissidents, failed to block the election entirely but did succeed in forcing 
the annulment of votes in Tixtla, hometown to 14 of the missing 43. 

In La democracia no se construyó en un día, the president of the National Electoral Institute 
(INE), Lorenzo Cordova and political journalist Ernesto Nuñez recount the tension of those 
days. “On March 26, 2015, six months after the disappearance, a delegation of parents, 
lawyers, students, and activists arrived at the offices of the INE. Their buses parked around 
the building on Viaducto Tlalpan and Periférico Sur, blocking traffic. The group demanded 
a meeting to deliver a document demanding the cancellation of Guerrero’s elections.” 

In the letter the activists delivered to the INE, they demanded fundamental changes: “First, 
it is necessary to restore the social fabric, eliminating clientelistic processes around elections, 
which means the death of political parties, because there will no longer be an exchange of 
votes for handouts.” Instead of conventional elections, the letter goes on to propose the 
naming of popular councils following the rules of indigenous self-governance and usos y 
costumbres. These changes fell on deaf ears, however, and the elections proceeded. 
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In Guerrero there were dozens of protests at both the local offices of the INE and the state 
electoral institute. Election officials were detained and dozens of electoral announcements 
were marked with the protest slogans “Fue el estado” and “Nos faltan 43.” 

Even with Peña Nieto’s political capital spent, Astudillo was able to win a resounding victory 
in 2015. The governorship that the PRI had lost in 2005 to the PRD candidate Zeferino 
Torreblanca—a loss that ended 72 years of PRI rule in the state—was recaptured thanks to 
Ayotzinapa and the total collapse of the PRD’s credibility in the state and its manifest links 
to organized crime.   

As Guerrero’s citizens prepare to vote in 2021, Ayotzinapa remains an indelible reminder of 
impunity and the state’s pervasive political violence. 

2021: HIGH RISK IN 31 OF GUERRERO’S 81 MUNICIPALITIES 

For many years, Guerrero has been one of the most heavily armed and militarized states in 
Mexico. It is also plagued by structural poverty that affects many, in rural, often indigenous 
areas such as La Montaña. Even the illicit cultivation of opium poppy and marijuana has not 
improved the conditions for more than 150,000 families who engage in the activity. As a 
result, solutions to the state’s structural poverty are the eternal campaign promise. Now, with 
the 2021 elections approaching and the state’s political parties in disarray, social justice is 
hardly a central focus for candidates. 

The leading candidates for the governorship are Evelyn Salgado, Morena’s candidate and the 
daughter of Félix Salgado Macedonio, who was blocked from the candidacy due to campaign 
violations and allegations of sexual abuse; and Mario Moreno for the PRD, running in 
alliance with the PRI in a strange union of former enemies. But neither the two gubernatorial 
candidates, nor the candidates for the state’s 80 municipalities, 28 local congress seats, and 9 
federal congress seats are able to campaign freely in the state. 

Between 2015 and 2018, there have been 25 assassinations and four enforced 
disappearances of political leaders and community activists, a situation that has continued in 
the current electoral cycle with at least four mayoral candidates being killed and others 
suffering attacks of threats, such as Avelina López, Morena’s candidate for the mayorship of 
Acapulco; and Erick Ulises Crespo in Cocula.  

In 2018, Guerrero was the state with the most political assassinations. That year, the Etellekt 
consulting group tallied 20 murders, nearly a quarter of all candidates killed nationwide. It 
was a dangerous place to campaign, and in some regions, the risk was extreme. Seven 
candidates were killed in four central region municipalities alone: Chilapa, Chilpancingo, José 
Joaquín Herrera, and Tixtla. 

The state government produced a risk map that year, marking 18 municipalities in red, for 
high risk. For 2021, the map shows 31 municipalities in red. The violence is not just ongoing, 
it is diversifying. Old problems have returned, like clockwork. And the number of armed 
actors is increasing.  

This election, only two candidates are receiving 24-hour security protection from the state 
police: the Movimiento Ciudadano candidate for the mayorship of Cocula, Erick Ulises 
Ramírez Crespo, and the Morena candidate for a state congress seat from Chilapa, Diana Itzel 
Hernández. 
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The two cases are distinct. Ramírez Crespo, the former mayor of Cocula who is alleged to 
have ties to organized crime, was attacked when gunmen opened fire on one of his campaign 
events, though nobody was injured. Diana Hernández is the daughter of the social activist 
Ranferi Hernández Acevedo, a renowned critic of the Figueroa family’s power in the state 
and who was murdered in 2017. Her district is one that has been controlled by the “Los 
Ardillos” criminal group since 2015, and where there are ongoing disputes with rival 
organizations. 

Elsewhere in the state, other high-risk municipalities include Tlepehuala, Arcelia, Coyuca de 
Catalán, and Zirándaro, where La Familia Michoacana is active. In Zirándaro, a municipality 
with high rates of internal displacement, conflict, and opium poppy cultivation, there is also 
an ongoing dispute between La Familia and the Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generación (CJNG). 

That context contributed to the decision by Gregorio Portillo Mendoza, the mayor of 
Zirándaro for Morena, to resign his candidacy for a seat in the state congress. After an 
“express kidnapping” by an armed group, despite the presence of two National Guard 
bodyguards, Portillo Mendoza chose not to risk the election. 

Other high risk municipalities in the current map include the municipalities of Iguala, Cocula, 
Huitzuco, Teloloapan, Apaxtla de Castrejón, and Cuetzala de Progreso. In these six northern 
region districts, the “Los Tlacos” criminal group is engaged in a turf struggle with “La 
Bandera,” a fragment of the older “Guerreros Unidos” organization, according to analysis by 
Amapola: Periodismo Transgresor. 

Federal authorities also include the municipalities of Taxco, Buenavista de Cuéllar, Tetipac, 
and Pilcaya on the list of high-risk areas. These districts border Morelos and Mexico State, 
where La Familia Michoacana is active. Numerous politicians in these areas have been 
threatened by criminal groups, such as the former mayor of Taxco, Salamón Majul, or the 
PRI-PRD candidate for state congress from Taxco, Flor Añorve Ocampo. 

Guerrero’s recent electoral history is the story of two, often competing, demands. On the one 
hand, a struggle for social justice, and on the other, the often-deadly pressure applied by 
organized crime. 

For Fernado Pineda Ochoa, a former guerrilla fighter, and current historian at the 
Autonomous University of Guerrero, the struggle is ongoing: “We can’t lose sight of the fact 
that democracy does not belong to anyone… it is a form of participation that allows those at 
the bottom to shape the future.” 
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