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Dear members of the Human Rights Commission. 

My name is Michael Chamberlin, I’m the deputy director for the Fray Juan de Larios 

Human Rights Center, in Coahuila, advisor and legal representative of more than one 

hundred families of disappeared persons in Mexico. Together with my colleagues at this 

briefing, we have been studying the phenomenon of forced and involuntary 

disappearances in the country. 

At the end of 2016, Mexico completed the first decade of the so call “war on drugs”. The 

“Security Strategy” of president Calderon, supported by the Merida Initiative and continued 

by Enrique Peña, increased the number of armed forces involved in public security tasks, 

from 45 thousand 850 effectives in early 2007, to 96 thousand 261 in 20111. 

According to official figures2, in 10 years more than 200 thousand people have been 

murdered and at least 33,482 persons have been disappeared. As the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Human Rights stated at the end of his visit to Mexico in 2015: "for 

a country that is not in the middle of a conflict, the calculated figures are simply shocking"3. 

The reason behind this violence was observed in 2006 by the National Conference of 

Governors4, when the Security Strategy was designed: 

“The phenomenon of drug trafficking has been transformed in recent years; it is no longer 

just a problem of drug production and trafficking, but has become a network of supra-state 

organized groups that fight each other to take over regions, cities or plazas. Its purpose is 

to ensure narcotics trafficking and control in wholesale and retail; organize other criminal 
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activities such as smuggling, theft of goods, vehicles; take over black market activity and 

money laundering ... This has led to the formation of a kind of anti-state or anti-

government, which results in a population that operates on a territory and exercises 

its power through money, the management of physical violence and the threat of 

using it (...).” 

Judging by the increasing number of victims during this 10 years, the strategy has failed. 

Cartels are still operating; entire regions in Mexico are living under terror without rule of 

law and lacking protection from authorities. 

Coahuila has been an example of this governing terror, when the Zetas between 2009 and 

2012 consolidated territorial control in much of the areas where they operated and 

maintained territorial control and expansion through terror. Its military methods coupled 

with the indiscriminate use of violence as a means of control, strengthened the cartel's 

ability to carry out an attack on the civilian population, consisting of torture, executions, 

forced displacements and forced disappearances.5 This cruel criminal model has been 

extended to other territories and to other cartels.  

 

Congresspersons, 

The “Security Strategy” has failed in Mexico mainly because of impunity and corruption. 

Moreover, impunity and corruption have fueled the human rights crisis and the dismantling 

of our justice institutions. 

In Mexico, although there are more than 32 thousand disappeared persons, they are 

investigated as isolated cases; authorities in many places of Mexico are still reluctant to 

undertake an investigation before the first 72 hours after the report, the most important 

hours to find the missing person; moreover, most cases are not even considered as 

committed by organized crime, only 5% of the cases are under federal jurisdiction6. 

Government officials have said that such situation will change with the approval of the 

General Law on Enforced Disappearances and Disappearances Committed by Non-State 
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Actors. The bill could be passed in Congress in the next few days. Although the new law 

will bring new tools for a better research, it will not change the will to investigate superior 

command responsibility or carry out exhaustive investigations on criminal enterprises; it 

will not reduce 93% of the cases that are never filed or the rate of impunity of 97%; nor will 

it end the high levels of corruption. 

During our investigations we have learned, that these crimes are not only gang related but, 

as in the case of Coahuila, high government officials have been implied and profited from 

criminal activity7, we have also seen this trend in the Ayotzinapa case8. As today, there are 

currently 16 former governors imprisoned, fugitives or under investigation, linked to money 

laundering to embezzlement9. To this count we must add first level officials, such as 

prosecutors or secretaries, mayors, etc.10 

Congresspersons, 

Mexico needs the support of the international community. The United States should not 

only aid Mexico but demand the end of impunity and corruption, otherwise those millions of 

dollars through the Merida Initiative will be a waste and our regional problems will be 

enlarged by the existence of powerful mafia groups. 

We believe that only an Extraordinary Mechanism able to process serious human rights 

violations, focused on dismantling criminal structures and the rebuilding of Mexican 

institutions, is the right answer. 
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Aimed to the same goal, we encourage the US Congress to endorse and support the 14 

recommendations to Mexico of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, which starts 

with the creation of an Advisory Council of renowned, independent, international experts, 

to diagnose and identify the avenues to end with impunity and corruption in Mexico.11  

Thank you, 

Michael W. Chamberlin 
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