
Mexico’s Drug War
Is the violence spilling into the U.S.?

A
violent drug war between the Mexican govern-

ment and vicious drug gangs is escalating just

over the border in Mexico — and causing con-

cern among U.S. law-enforcement officials and

lawmakers. The cartels already effectively control significant

stretches on the Mexican side of the border, and now they’re

expanding activities on the U.S. side, including kidnapping Ameri-

cans. More than 5,300 people — gangsters, soldiers, police, jour-

nalists and other civilians — have been killed this year, more

than double last year’s toll. Some victims have been beheaded.

The Bush administration has stepped up security assistance to

Mexico, but so far the aid hasn’t dented the gangs’ firepower,

which largely depends on smuggled U.S. weapons. Some promi-

nent foreign-policy experts say the ultimate solution is preventing

drug abuse in the United States, not expanding the Mexican

government’s arsenal.
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Jaime “The Hummer” González Durán, arrested on
Nov. 7, is the latest alleged major narco-trafficker to

be nabbed by Mexican authorities. Durán is reputedly
a founding member of the Zetas, army deserters 

who became hitmen for the Gulf drug cartel.
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Mexico’s Drug War

THE ISSUES
Down in Baja Cali-

fornia, people in
Rosarito Beach have

quit worrying about rowdy
Americans on spring break
ruining the ambience. The
once-bucolic getaway on
Mexico’s Pacific Coast — just
an hour south of San Diego
— has other concerns.

“We’re betting against
getting hit by a stray bullet,
against our daughter being
kidnapped,” says a frightened
local businessperson, who
spoke by phone on condi-
tion of not being identified
by name, occupation or
gender. “We’re living through
a war.”

As drug traffickers mow
down rivals and government
forces all along the border,
law-abiding citizens — Amer-
ican and Mexican — find
some relief in the fact that
most of the killing takes place
among members of Mexico’s
major drug cartels. (See map,
p. 1012.)

In Tijuana, a barrel of in-
dustrial acid left on a street
in October apparently contained the
dissolved remains of rival drug dealers.
Bodies with the tongues cut out, or
heads cut off, have been left in public
places. Most recently, a headless body
was left hanging from a busy bridge in
Ciudad Juárez, across the border from
El Paso, Texas. 1

But citizens’ fears are well-founded
as well. The Rosarito Beach busi-
nessperson knew a real estate broker
who sold some property to gangsters
and was kidnapped and killed despite
a ransom payment.

“We came here because it was so
peaceful,” the businessperson says. “But

now the entire economy is based on
the narcos’ spending.”

Even the cops are scared. Last May,
three Mexican police chiefs sought
asylum in the United States.

For Americans, “war on drugs” is
a catchy slogan. But in Mexico, where
traffickers fight each other for territo-
ry using automatic weapons, the
metaphor hits close to the mark.

During the first 11 months of this
year alone, more than 5,300 people
have been killed — traffickers, police,
soldiers and ordinary civilians — about
1,000 more than the number of U.S. mil-
itary personnel killed in Iraq. 2 The num-

ber of Americans included in
the toll is unclear. In recent
weeks, an American citizen and
two U.S. residents were killed,
one standing in front of a
house, and two driving in a
funeral procession. And more
than 40 American citizens and
residents have been kidnapped
in the Tijuana-Rosarito Beach
area since last year, the FBI
reported. 3

As in the early 20th cen-
tury, when smugglers began
running opium and marijua-
na to Americans from the
mountains of Sinaloa — still
a major drug center — Mex-
ico remains the main foreign
supplier of marijuana to the
United States. Mexican traf-
fickers are also major sup-
pliers of methamphetamine,
heroin and cocaine. Since the
demise of the Colombian drug
cartels in the 1990s, the four
major drug cartels operating
in Mexico have become even
more powerful, garnering bil-
lions of dollars in revenue
and keeping American gun
sellers busy.

Now the Mexican gangs
are expanding. In Septem-
ber, U.S. law-enforcement

agencies announced they had arrest-
ed 507 people and seized more than
$60 million after an 18-month investi-
gation of cartel operations in the Unit-
ed States. Gang activities included killing
and kidnapping people with debts to
traffickers. 4

Recognizing the deep American con-
nection to the Mexican drug war, Con-
gress voted this year to send $400 mil-
lion worth of aid to Mexico, and the
Bush administration started a program
to reduce the weapons traffic into
Mexico. (See box, p. 1013.)

The money is the first installment
of the Mérida Initiative, an anti-drug
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Four tons of marijuana go up in flames last year at a
naval base in Topolobambo, Sinaloa state, in Mexico’s
continuing fight against narco-traffickers. More than

5,300 people have been killed in Mexico this year alone
— including many journalists and at least one U.S.

citizen — as major drug cartels fight each other 
for territory using high-powered weapons 

smuggled from the United States.
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gang program drawn up by both
countries that includes anti-trafficking
operations in Central America and the
Caribbean. (See Current Situation, p.
1024.)

But some critics say the United States
needs to do more. A blue-ribbon com-
mission on U.S.-Latin America relations
lays the blame for Latin American drug
violence largely on the United States
and what the panel called the “failed

war on drugs.” Only a new, rehabilita-
tion and treatment-oriented policy in the
United States can lower drug demand,
said the Brookings Institution’s Partner-
ship for the Americas Commission, head-
ed by former Mexican President Ernesto
Zedillo and former U.S. Undersecretary
of State Thomas R. Pickering. 5

“Drug use in the United States has
not declined significantly,” the com-
mission said recently, arguing that con-

tinuing the present course will main-
tain the profits that fuel drug traffick-
ing and its wars. “This violence already
threatens to spill into the United States
and to destabilize Mexico’s political in-
stitutions,” the commission said. 6

When Mexican President Felipe
Calderón took office in 2006, he quick-
ly moved to crush the drug gangs.
As of July, government forces had ar-
rested 26,000 drug suspects, includ-
ing at least two kingpins, according
to authorities. 7

No one sees victory at hand, how-
ever, largely because of the huge for-
tunes at stake — estimated at from
$8 billion to $23 billion. 8

There is also deep concern about
corruption. Many experts say the traf-
fickers have penetrated the Mexican gov-
ernment and military more deeply than
U.S. and Mexican officials had realized.

“When we took office we knew we
had an organized-crime problem, but
we thought it was like a tumor that was
well-identified and easily excised,” a top
Mexican law-enforcement official last
year told U.S. Secretary of State Con-
doleezza Rice and her Mexican counter-
part, Patricia Espinosa, according to
Undersecretary of State for Western Hemi-
sphere Affairs Thomas Shannon. “But
when we opened up the body, we re-
alized it had metastasized, and the kind
of treatment we needed was far beyond
what we had expected.”

In recent months, as part of Oper-
ation Clean House, Mexican investiga-
tors have arrested the former chief of
the federal anti-organized crime unit for
allegedly taking $450,000 from cartels
in return for information and arrested
or fired 35 members of an elite anti-
drug unit accused of spying for drug
gangs. In addition, charges have been
filed against Mexico’s former liaison to
Interpol, the international law-enforcement
network; against a former top officer of
the federal investigative agency and against
10 other military and law-enforcement
officials suspected of working for cartels.
The U.S. Drug Enforcement Adminis-

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR

The Rising Violence of Mexican Drug Cartels

Mexico is the main foreign supplier of marijuana and cocaine to the 
United States as well as a major source of methamphetamine and 
heroin. Since the demise of the Colombian drug cartels in the 1990s, 
Mexico’s cartels have become even more powerful. The arrests of key 
drug leaders — including Benjamin Arellano Félix of the Tijuana 
cartel — have led to increased violence as the gangs battle for 
trafficking routes into the United States. Most of the more than 5,300 
cartel-related slayings in 2008 have occurred in the border states of 
Chihuahua and Baja California, and many of the victims were law-
enforcement officers and journalists.

Sources: Colleen W. Cook, “Mexico’s Drug Cartels,” Congressional Research Service, 
February 2008; Trans-Border Institute, University of San Diego

“Federation” is a term 
widely used to describe 
alliances between several 
major drug organizations.
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tration (DEA) office at the U.S. Em-
bassy in Mexico City may have been
penetrated as well. 9

In a letter to the Mexican Senate on
Nov. 27, Calderón acknowledged that
half of 56,000 federal, state and mu-
nicipal police recently evaluated were
“not competent” to serve, after investi-
gations of their assets, as well as
psychological evaluations and drug tests.
In Baja California, where Tijuana and
Rosarito Beach are located, only 10 per-
cent of police passed muster. 10

To a leading academic specialist on
the drug war, the revelations of wide-
spread corruption vindicate the Mérida
Initiative’s strategic approach. “A lot of
intelligence and counter-intelligence
work is needed because the govern-
ment has been infiltrated,” says Raúl
Benítez Manaut, a sociologist and po-
litical scientist at the National Autonomous
University of Mexico’s Research Center
on North America.

For cops both honest and dis-
honest, working amid so much cor-
ruption can be fatal. Edgar Eusebio
Millán Gómez, Mexico’s national po-
lice chief, was assassinated outside his
apartment building in Mexico City by
a squad of killers wearing rubber
gloves. Others assassinated include
the Sinaloa state police commander,
the organized crime division chief of
the Public Security Ministry and a
high-ranking officer of the State In-
vestigative Agency of Chihuahua. 11

On Nov. 4, Interior Minister Juan
Camilo Mouriño and veteran anti-drug
official José Luís Vasconcelos died in a
spectacular airplane crash in Mexico City.
The official preliminary report on the
crash blames the pilot of their Learjet
for following an airliner too closely and
getting caught up in its wake. 12 But
many experts scoff at that assessment.
“It certainly makes me a doubting
Thomas,” says Thomas Cash, former
special agent in charge of the DEA’s
Florida and Caribbean Division.

And even if cartels didn’t cause the
crash, it still serves their goal of in-

timidating the country, Cash and many
others say, because most Mexicans won’t
ever believe the event was an accident.

On the border, where the conflict
is at its most intense, the cartels still
seem to have the initiative. For the
Rosarito Beach businessperson, the
occasional sound of gunfire at night,
the daily sight of heavily armed body-
guards escorting politicians, the worry
over a child befriending narcos’ off-
spring at school all add to the men-
tal and emotional toll.

Would it be better to leave, even at
the cost of starting from the bottom
somewhere else? Perhaps, but selling
house and business in a war zone is
next to impossible. “All we have,” the
businessperson says, “is hope.”

As U.S. and Mexican officials confront
the cartels’ growing violence, here are
some of the questions being debated:

Is the U.S. response to Mexico’s
crisis adequate?

The Bush administration sent its
Mérida Initiative to Capitol Hill last
year with a $1.4 billion price tag, de-
signed to cover three years of aid to
Mexico and Central American coun-
tries (as well as Haiti and the Do-
minican Republic) for fighting the car-
tels, officially known as drug trafficking
organizations (DTOs). “The United
States and Mexico will make it a pri-
ority to break the power and impunity
of drug and criminal organizations that
threaten the health and public safety

How to Spot Firearms Traffickers

The growing drug-related violence on the U.S.-Mexico border is 
prompting the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 
(ATF) to intensify its battle against cross-border firearms trafficking. 
“Many firearms trafficked out of the country are used in drug-
trade, terrorism and other illegal activities,” the ATF says, offering 
the following tips to gun dealers:

Source: “Project Gunrunner: The Southwest Border Initiative,” Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, May 2008

Traffickers may . . .

• Want to buy a large number of the same model firearm, or 
similar firearms.

• Choose only military-style semiautomatic rifles and large-
frame semiautomatic pistols.

• Structure their purchases to avoid ATF reporting 
requirements.

• Attempt to conceal their conversations with each other.

• Not haggle or question the price of firearms. Money is usually 
not an issue.

• Pay in cash with the same denominations.

• Have little or no knowledge of the firearms they are purchasing.

• Lack the physical stature to handle the firearm being 
purchased.

• Avoid entering into conversation or become evasive when 
asked questions.
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of their citizens and the stability and
security of the region,” the Bush and
Calderón administrations announced in
a joint statement. 13

For the plan’s first year, 2008, the
administration proposed $500 million
for Mexico, which Congress cut to
$400 million. In its original form, the
legislation included eight transport he-
licopters; four airplanes; armored cars
and protective gear for Mexican mili-
tary and law-enforcement agencies; ion
scanners and other devices to detect
drugs at border crossings; satellite-based
communications systems and training
in legal procedures and court admin-
istration. Congress’ cutback reduced
the shopping list to five helicopters
and two airplanes. 14

Mérida is a successor to the sweep-
ing Plan Colombia campaign — cost:
about $4.9 billion so far — approved
by Congress in 2000 to eradicate co-
caine and heroin production in
Colombia and crack down on left-
wing guerrillas and right-wing para-
militaries who finance their activities
from drug trafficking. 15

However, Mexican officials say the
aircraft and other machinery provided
by Mérida play less of a role than war
matériel did in U.S. aid to Colombia.
“Whereas Plan Colombia was hard-
ware heavy, the Mérida Initiative is
software heavy,” Arturo Sarukhan, Mex-
ico’s ambassador to the United States,
told the conservative Heritage Foun-
dation in April, underlining the non-
aviation sections of the aid list. “Most
of what is in the package for Mexico
and Central America is software en-
cryption equipment, monitoring devices
— that is, the wherewithal for Mexico
to consolidate a communications-control
and intelligence platform that will allow
Mexican institutions to link and process
information and then, too, with the linkup
with our partners in the U.S. enforce-
ment agencies.” 16

Once the Mexico plan was pre-
sented, American lawmakers inserted
provisions to condition aid on Mexi-

can military and police forces’ adher-
ence to human-rights standards. “The
important thing is that Congress ap-
proved it,” says Undersecretary of State
Shannon. “As we look at what Con-
gress has given us, we don’t look at
it in terms of what can’t we do with
this, we look at it as a very positive
step that we think bodes well.

“This really is focused on enhanc-
ing the ability of civilian institutions
to administer justice and stand up to
organized crime, and help countries
win the fight.”

Critics counter that the plan replays
standard drug-war strategy. “It’s the prod-
uct of the rather narrow perspective of
some law-enforcement and counter-drug
policy makers who have focused most-
ly on hardware,” says Timothy Rieser,
a top foreign-policy aide to Sen. Patrick
J. Leahy, D-Vt., chairman of the Senate
Foreign Operations Subcommittee.

“There is far more to the drug vi-
olence due to poverty, justice systems
that don’t work, corrupt police and
public officials, guns coming from the
U.S. and a seemingly insatiable de-
mand for drugs in this country,” says
Rieser, the subcommittee’s Democrat-
ic staff director. “It’s not going to be
solved with helicopters and X-ray ma-
chines alone.”

Ray Walser, senior policy analyst
for Latin America at the Heritage
Foundation, notes that Mexican offi-
cials have said they need the equip-
ment immediately. “The rule of thumb
should be — the Mexicans have lost
450 police officers, maybe they should
say how they want to allocate the
aid,” he argues. “We should be forth-
coming in protective gear and the like
for those who are confronting the
drug traffickers.”

Walser acknowledges that hardware,
as opposed to “soft” measures such
as judicial reform, won’t solve the deep-
er problems. “Congress seems to prefer
the soft side, but institution-building is
a long process and you want to show
immediate support.”

But the distinction between imme-
diate and longer-term needs isn’t clear-
cut, argues Eric Olson, senior advis-
er on the Mérida Initiative to the
Mexico Institute at the Woodrow Wil-
son International Center for Scholars.
“Prisons are a disaster in Mexico —
they’re a recruiting ground for orga-
nized crime, and there’s feuding be-
tween the police and the attorney
general’s office, accusing each other
of corruption,” he says. “If you real-
ly want to be successful, you’re going
to have to tackle those things.”

The immediate need for law-
enforcement equipment is real, Olson
acknowledges. “But the trap that peo-
ple fall into is to think that there’s a
magic bullet,” he says. “The United
States and Mexico need to have a
comprehensive approach. If you don’t
deal with prevention, with social pol-
icy issues, you’re just not going to
have long-term success.”

Should the United States do more
to stop arms trafficking to Mexico?

Border-watchers call it the “iron
river” — the stream of assault rifles,
handguns and even grenade launch-
ers that flows from the United States
into Mexico. On both sides of the
border, Mexico’s drug cartels are
widely thought to be fighting each
other — and the government — with
American weapons.

The U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobac-
co, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) esti-
mates 90 percent of the gangs’ weapons
come from north of the border, William
Hoover, the agency’s field operations
director, said in February. 17

“The DTOs have tasked their money
laundering, distribution and transporta-
tion apparatuses — all of which reach
across the border into the United States
— to acquire firearms for illegal trans-
fer back to Mexico,” Hoover told the
House Foreign Affairs’ Western Hemi-
sphere Subcommittee. “Given current
circumstances and increasing volume,

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR

Continued on p. 1016
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When the hitman came for Armando Rodríguez, he
was standing with his 8-year-old daughter in front
of his house in Ciudad Juárez. The 40-year-old

newspaper reporter took 10 bullets and died at the scene. 1

Covering crime in Mexico, especially along the border, means
covering the cartels, and it’s a job that everyone in Mexico
knows can have fatal consequences. Although he was known
as a tough reporter, Rodríguez wasn’t foolhardy. He had recently
taken refuge for several months across the border in El Paso,
Texas, after receiving telephoned threats.

“Perhaps it was not even per-
sonal,” Jesús Meza, president of the
Association of Journalists in Ciudad
Juárez, told The Washington Post.
“Maybe it wasn’t anything he wrote.
He was a prominent journalist. He
was known. So he was killed as a
symbol. He was killed to create panic
and paranoia. This is a technique of
terrorism. They want everyone to be
afraid, because that will destabilize
the society.” 2

Indeed, a few weeks before
Rodríguez’s murder, all Juárez jour-
nalists got what could only be seen
as an explicit threat. After the de-
capitated torso of a drug trafficker
was found hanging from a bridge,
his head appeared at the base of a
statue of a newsboy at the center of
the city’s Plaza of Journalists. 3

But even before the cartel threat
loomed as large, journalists found themselves in the crosshairs.
In 1997, Jesús Blancornelas survived an assassination attempt after
the magazine he founded in Tijuana, Zeta, published an article
about the powerful Tijuana-based Arellano Félix cartel. 4

Blancornelas spent the rest of his life under armed guard
before dying of natural causes in 2006. But the magazine’s co-
founder and a writer were assassinated in 1998 and 2004.

Clearly, the international attention that Blancornelas drew
to threats against journalists in Mexico hadn’t kept the other
reporters safe. Since 2000, in fact, 24 Mexican reporters have
been killed, at least seven in direct reprisal for their work,
according to the New York-based Committee to Protect Jour-
nalists. And seven others have disappeared since 2005, all in
areas heavily affected by drug violence. (A Mexican organi-
zation, Article 19, gives slightly different figures: 28 journal-
ists killed since 2000 and eight others disappeared and as-
sumed dead). 5

For years, many Mexican publications, especially those near
the border, have adopted protective measures. Stories involv-
ing drug trafficking carry no bylines. And some newspapers
— now including Rodríguez’s — won’t even publish anything
at all on the subject beyond the bare facts of a killing or an
arrest. Many reporters have given up the profession.

Other publications vow to keep going. But it’s not an easy de-
cision. Alejandro Junco de la Vega, publisher of Grupo Reforma
— Mexico’s most influential newspaper chain — wrote to the gov-
ernor of Nuevo León state about what happened when a reporter

and photographer visited a tire repair shop
near Monterrey that had been forced to pay
protection money.

“They hadn’t been there 10 minutes
when several bulletproof vehicles pulled
up and blocked the way out,” Junco de
la Vega wrote. “The journalists were
thrown to the ground and their com-
puters, cameras, phones and IDs were
seized. Then they were severely beaten.
Both have resigned their jobs, saying it
wasn’t the first attack.” 6

And Junco de la Vega himself was
forced into hiding. “This year . . . I have
been obliged to move with my family to
a secure location in the United States,”
he told the Columbia School of Journal-
ism in New York City in October during
a one-day session on the perils Mexican
journalists face. “We are under siege from
the drug capos, from the criminals. And
the more we expose their activities, the
more strongly they respond. Life is cheap.” 7

As in Junco de la Vega’s case, the perils are simply too
great. At least two other Juárez reporters fled to the United
States following Rodríguez’s assassination. 8

1 For details, see William Booth, “Violence Against Journalists Grows in
Mexico’s Drug War,” The Washington Post, Nov. 25, 2008, p. A1.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 James C. McKinley Jr., “Jesús Blancornelas, 70, Who Reported on Mexico’s
Drug Violence, Dies,” The New York Times, Nov. 25, 2006, www.nytimes.com/
2006/11/25/world/25blancornelas.html.
5 “Journalist flees Ciudad Juárez following death threats,” Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists, Nov. 20, 2008, http://cpj.org/2008/11/journalist-flees-ciudad-
juarez-following-death-thr.phpl; See also Booth, op. cit.
6 Carmen Aristegui, “Junco de la Vega,” Diario La Estrella (Agencia Reforma),
Oct. 24, 2008, www.diariolaestrella.com/129/story/69111.html.
7 Ibid.
8 Booth, op. cit.

Gang Hitmen Target Mexican Journalists
‘We are under siege from the drug capos.’

Journalist Jesús Blancornelas survived
an assassination attempt.
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however, the system has been over-
whelmed on both sides of the border.”

The Mexican government estimates
that up to 2,000 weapons a day cross
the border. An ATF official challenges
that figure, though some agents say
it’s in the ballpark. 18 In any case, by

all accounts the weapons include assault
rifles, such as the American AR-15, the
successor to the ubiquitous Soviet AK-47,
and the .50-caliber Barrett, the most
powerful rifle available.

“Almost 9,000 weapons have been
seized during 2007, about half of them
semiautomatic and automatic assault

rifles; 528 grenades; and more than
600,000 rounds of ammunition,” Mex-
ican Ambassador Sarukhan said. And,
recognizing the ATF’s limited man-
power and the political difficulties of
gun-sale regulation in the United States,
Sarukhan added, “I think the cooper-
ation that we’re seeing between ATF
and other U.S. law-enforcement agen-
cies in Mexico is moving ahead in the
right direction.” 19

Outside diplomatic ranks, other top
Mexican officials speak more bluntly.
“The United States has very permis-
sive legislation concerning firearms,”
Attorney General Eduardo Medina Mora
told El País, a leading Madrid news-
paper, in November. “Its citizens can
legally acquire the arms they want, in-
cluding a .50 caliber rifle, which is
one of the preferred weapons of Mex-
ican narco-traffickers. . . . The Second
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution
guarantees this right, and although to
us it seems absurd that a citizen can
buy an AK-47, an AR-15, or a Barrett
.50, that is the law of the land.” 20

With 6,600 licensed firearms dealers
doing business in the four states along
the border, as well as hundreds of gun
shows — which the ATF’s Hoover called
a “readily accessible source of firearms
and ammunition” — the U.S. gun trade
clearly allows for high-volume trafficking
into Mexico, which bans high-powered
weapons. 21

The modest number of gun seizures
reflects the ATF’s relatively small size
— 2,500 agents and 750 inspectors
overall, with only 100 agents and 25
gun-dealer inspectors assigned to Pro-
ject Gunrunner — an ATF program
begun last year that is aimed at slow-
ing the border gun traffic into Mexi-
co. ATF has also set up an online sys-
tem — known as eTrace — enabling
Mexican law enforcement to research
a weapon’s history at the U.S. Em-
bassy and American consulates. But
the flood of illegal guns makes inter-
diction difficult. “ATF’s goal is to de-
ploy eTrace software to all 31 states

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR

Police Fail to Stop Most U.S.-Bound Drugs

Since 2000 most drugs produced in Mexico or arriving in Mexico 
for transshipment to the United States haven’t been intercepted by 
Mexican or American authorities. For example, up to 460 metric 
tons of cocaine were intended for shipment to the U.S. in 2005, but 
only 44 metric tons were seized.

* A metric ton is approximately 2,205 pounds.

Source: “U.S. Assistance Has Helped Mexican Counternarcotics Efforts, but Tons of 
Illicit Drugs Continue to Flow into the United States,” Government Accountability 
Office, August 2007

Illicit Drugs From Mexico, 2000-2006

Cocaine
(metric tons*)

Arriving in 
Mexico for Seized U.S. 

transshipment in border 
Year to the U.S. Mexico seizures

2000 220 20 23
2001 270 10 20
2002 270 8 23
2003 210 12 16
2004 220-440 19 22
2005 260-460 21 23
2006 n/a 10 27

Heroin
(metric tons)

Seized U.S.
in border

Year Produced Mexico seizures

2000 9 .27 .07
2001 21 .27 .35
2002 13 .28 .30
2003 30 .31 .35
2004 23 .30 .29
2005 17 .46 .32
2006 n/a .40 .47

Marijuana
(metric tons)

Seized U.S.
in border

Year Produced Mexico seizures

2000 7,000 1,619 533
2001 7,400 1,839 1,083
2002 7,900 1,633 1,072
2003 13,500 2,248 1,221
2004 10,400 2,208 1,173
2005 10,100 1,786 974
2006 n/a 1,849 1,015

Methamphetamine
(kilograms)

Seized in U.S. border
Year Mexico seizures

2000 560 500
2001 400 1,150
2002 460 1,320
2003 750 1,750
2004 950 2,210
2005 980 2,870
2006 600 2,710

Continued from p. 1014
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within the Republic of Mexico,” the
ATF’s Hoover testified. “Without the
expanded use of eTrace, Mexico will
continue to provide only limited in-
formation and intelligence related to
firearms seizures in Mexico.” 22

Meanwhile, the volume of gun
smuggling still exceeds ATF’s efforts. In
fiscal 2007, Gunrunner investigated 187
firearms trafficking cases, recommend-
ed 465 defendants for prosecution and
seized some 1,300 firearms. 23

But Hoover said that simply look-
ing for big quantities of weapons would
have little lasting value in reducing the
flow. Instead, the ATF is focusing on
building a database of gun registra-
tion numbers to pick out gun suppli-
ers who are especially active in the
Mexico trade. “As part of Project Gun-
runner, we will seek to expand in-
spection and compliance activities . . .
of firearms that, through historical
firearms recovery and trace data have
been identified as ‘weapons of choice’
for the cartels and their enforcers,”
Hoover told the subcommittee. 24

Gun shops in Houston alone sold
$352,134 worth of weapons to traf-
fickers supplying guns to Mexican
gangs, the Houston Chronicle report-
ed, citing court documents filed by the
ATF. A stash of 540 weapons uncov-
ered in the Mexican border town of
Reynosa in November included many
firearms bought in Houston. 25

Mexican gangs often rely on “straw
buyers,” Americans with clean records,
to buy weapons at gun shops or —
more easily — at gun shows or flea
markets. A silver-plated Colt Super .38
seized in January during the arrest of
Alfredo Beltrán Leyva, a notorious
Sinaloa cartel member, was traced to
a gun shop in Phoenix that had sold
the pistol three months earlier. 26

Most American Mexico-watchers dis-
miss the U.S. efforts as ineffective,
blaming the National Rifle Association
(NRA) for forcing a near-absence of
enforcement under the Bush adminis-
tration. “Come on, Mexico is getting

overrun and becoming a narco-state,
and we can’t take measures because
of the NRA,” said Michael Shifter, vice
president for policy at Inter-American
Dialogue, a liberal-centrist think tank.
“That’s ridiculous. They have the phi-
losophy that everything should be avail-
able and unregulated. But this is hav-
ing serious consequences.” (The NRA
declined to comment.)

“Almost anyone can get a gun, whether
legally or illegally,” says Richard Wiles,
the incoming sheriff of El Paso County.
“You do the best you can, but if you
want to stop gun traffic you have to re-
strict freedoms that our citizens would
never tolerate losing.”

Wiles, a former El Paso police chief,
says the key to slowing the arms flow
lies in Mexico. For the most part, he
notes, Mexican customs agents wave
through vehicles driving into Mexico.
“And if you get stopped, most of the
time they’ll just pop the trunk, look
around and away you go. Smuggling
things into Mexico is very easy to do:
money, weapons.”

Many Mexicans scoff at the notion
that NRA pressure forces the United
States to put the onus of arms inter-
diction on Mexico. “To say that Mex-
ico should control the inflow is like
saying that the United States can’t do
anything to control the inflow of tons
of drugs,” says Benítez at the Nation-
al Autonomous University of Mexico.
“Let’s have the NRA tell me how the
drugs get into the United States.”

Making a dent in the smuggling
from the Mexican side would mean
inspecting every single vehicle and
shipping container, Benítez says: “The
border would have to be completely
shut down.”

American gun-rights activists insist
that Mexico’s arms crisis reflects noth-
ing as much as the failure of Mexi-
co’s gun-control laws. “Just as Amer-
ican drug buyers feed the Mexican
cartels, so Mexican demand for guns
feeds that market,” Allan Wall, a con-
servative American blogger living in

Mexico, wrote in November. “Al-
though Mexican gun laws are stricter
than ours, that hasn’t stopped plenty
of Mexicans from getting their hands
on automatic weapons, grenades and
rocket launchers.” 27

Mexican unhappiness with U.S. reg-
ulation is not an American problem,
Wall argues. “After all, if one country
doesn’t like the drug or gun laws of
its neighbors, that wouldn’t be a prob-
lem if each were a sovereign nation
minding its own business, would it?” 28

Americans who want a gun-traffick-
ing crackdown flatly reject such rea-
soning. “We should accept our respon-
sibility here,” says Bruce Bagley, chairman
of the International Studies Department
at the University of Miami and a drug-
trafficking expert. “There’s absolutely no
reason we should have such a porous
trade into Mexico. Mexico is bleeding
because of this policy.”

Should the United States do more
to curb U.S. demand for drugs?

There is wide agreement that Mexi-
can drug gangs flourish because of
Americans’ demand for illegal drugs.

In 2000, the first full year of Pres-
ident George W. Bush’s administration,
an estimated 8.3 percent of Americans
age 12 and over used illicit drugs each
year. In 2007, that percentage remained
nearly stable, at 8 percent — repre-
senting about 20 million people, ac-
cording to the most recent National
Survey on Drug Use and Health. 29

Bush administration officials em-
phasize another finding of the survey
— declining drug use among adoles-
cents. In 2002, 11.6 percent of youths
ages 12-17 had used an illicit drug in
the past month, the survey reported.
By 2007, the percentage was 9.5 per-
cent. 30 There was also a slight de-
cline among those ages 18-25, from
20.2 percent to 19.7 percent. 31

On the supply side, statistics and
estimates of Mexican drug production
and transshipment also show a rela-
tively stable market, at least into 2007,
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when the most recent objective as-
sessment was conducted.

“The U.S interagency counternar-
cotics community reports that each year
hundreds of tons of cocaine, heroin,
marijuana and methamphetamine flow
into the United States from Mexico,
while seizures in Mexico and along
the U.S.-Mexico border have been rela-
tively small in recent years,” the Gov-
ernment Accountability office (GAO)
reported in October 2007. 32

Among the agency’s conclusions:
Mexico produced or received for smug-
gling into the United States an annual
average of more than 9,000 metric
tons of marijuana, heroin and cocaine
from 2000-2006. Yet seizures of these
drugs averaged 2,900 tons during the
same period. 33

Still, increases in the cocaine street
price during 2007 reflected improved
drug enforcement, Scott Burns, deputy
director of the White House Office of
National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP),
told the House Western Hemisphere
Subcommittee in February. The aver-
age price per gram rose from about
$94 to about $137 from January to
September 2007. “Our national drug-
control efforts are having a positive
impact, as there is less cocaine avail-
able on our streets,” Burns testified. 34

But those who have watched for
years as the United States tries to slow
down the flow of drugs into the coun-
try take such announcements from the
White House with a grain of salt.

The Brookings Institution’s panel
on U.S.-Latin American relations ar-
gues that, over a longer period of time,
U.S. drug efforts have been less suc-
cessful. Since 1990, cocaine has fallen
from about $300 per gram to about
$100, the commission said, citing Unit-
ed Nations figures. “Falling retail drug
prices reflect the failure of efforts to
reduce the supply of drugs,” the com-
mission said. 35

Echoing that conclusion, the Uni-
versity of Miami’s Bagley argues, “The
United States should spend a lot more

on prevention and education, rehabili-
tation and treatment. Those are the
areas that work the best.”

But ONDCP Director John Walters
insists that enforcement action strikes
major blows at international traffick-
ing gangs. “Pressure points exist all
along the illegal drug-supply chain,
where traffickers undertake such chal-
lenging tasks as overseeing extensive
drug-crop cultivation operations, im-
porting thousands of tons of essential
and precursor chemicals, moving fin-
ished drugs over thousands of miles
and numerous national borders, dis-
tributing the product in a foreign
country and covertly repatriating bil-
lions of dollars in illegal profit,” Wal-
ters told the House Subcommittee on
Domestic Policy in March. “This ad-
ministration has aggressively attacked
these pressure points.” 36

Walters also testified in support of treat-
ment and rehabilitation programs, which
critics say they expect the Obama ad-
ministration to emphasize more heavily.

“It’s a social-policy problem, an
economic-development problem, a
health problem, so the approach has
to be multi-dimensional,” says the Wil-
son Center’s Olson, a former analyst
at the liberal Washington Office on
Latin America.

Redirecting U.S. policy to so-called
“harm reduction,” rather than on pros-
ecution alone, offers a better chance
of lowering demand, he says. “You’re
not going to wipe out illegal drugs,”
Olson says, “but you can do away
with the harm they cause by focus-
ing on prevention and treatment.”

Such views aren’t confined to the
liberal side of the foreign-policy com-
munity. “There are some rays of light
that drug consumption is down, but
it’s still a substantial problem,” says
Walser, the senior policy analyst at the
Heritage Foundation. “There’s massive
dissatisfaction across the board with
U.S. drug policy. Why are we spend-
ing money in Colombia and Mexico
and not doing demand reduction at

home? You’ve got to come up with a
much more holistic approach, with a
foreign strategy and a domestic strat-
egy.” Walser, a former diplomat,
served in Mexico, as well as Colom-
bia, Costa Rica and Nicaragua.

But from the law-enforcement front
lines, the best way to deal with foreign
drug cartels isn’t to open more U.S.
treatment centers but to help foreign
governments tackle the gangs head-on.
Cash, the former DEA agent, cites U.S.
aid to Colombia under President Álvaro
Uribe as a prime example.

“If you look at Colombia today, it’s a
whole different world,” Cash says. “There
used to be bombings, machine-gunnings.
Then Uribe came in, and the U.S. came
in, and he sent in the military and kicked
the hell out of them.”

BACKGROUND
Rustic Roots

B orn in the mountainous, Pacific
Coast state of Sinaloa, Mexico’s

drug industry began attracting notice in
the early 20th century with marijuana
and opium. The latter is a gum har-
vested from poppy flowers that are cul-
tivated in Sinaloa and neighboring states.
A drug in itself, opium is the raw ma-
terial of morphine and heroin. 37

Luís Astorga, a sociologist at the
National Autonomous University of
Mexico and a leading historian of the
Mexican drug industry, notes that drug
production and use were extensive
enough in the early 20th century to
have prompted a constitutional provi-
sion in 1917 that granted jurisdiction
over health matters to Mexico’s Con-
gress. The amendment’s author was con-
cerned about the “selling of substances
which poison the individual and de-
generate the [Mexican] race.” 38

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR

Continued on p. 1020
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Chronology
1917-1969
Mexico’s authoritarian, post-
revolutionary political system
develops a symbiotic relation-
ship with drug traffickers.

1917
Mexico’s Congress expresses con-
cern over drug consumption by
Mexicans, though Americans be-
come the main users.

1947
In Mexico’s first major drug scan-
dal, a state governor is accused of
protecting opium traffickers.

1948
Syndicated American columnist Drew
Pearson reveals U.S. concern that a
top Mexican official led efforts to
smuggle opium over the border.

1969
“Operation Intercept,” the Nixon ad-
ministration’s successful effort to shut
down the border to choke off mari-
juana smuggling, is called off after
20 days after protests from Mexico.

•

1970s Mexican traf-
fickers expand operations to
meet U.S. demand.

1970
First phase of Mexico’s Operation
Condor sends 10,000 troops to
uproot marijuana and poppy
crops in Sinaloa state.

1978
U.S. law-enforcement agencies
claim Condor ended Mexico’s
role as a major drug exporter.

1979
U.S. drug consumption reaches an
all-time high — 24 million people.

1980s-1990s
International scandal over the
torture/murder of a U.S drug
agent in Mexico sparks revela-
tions of traffickers’ ties to Mex-
ican government.

1981
U.S. drug agent in Phoenix gets
rebuffed by higher-ups after 
supplying information on new
Mexican traffickers.

1984
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion agent Enrique Camarena is tor-
tured to death by traffickers angry
over seizure of major marijuana
crop; outraged U.S. officials de-
nounce traffickers’ political and law-
enforcement connections.

1986
Mexican government retires several
tainted officials.

1989
As pressure grows on other smug-
gling routes, an estimated one-third
of U.S.-bound cocaine comes
through Mexico.

1992
A study for the U.S. Defense De-
partment warns that the next gen-
eration of traffickers likely will be
“more sophisticated, dangerous
and powerful.”

1996
Drug kingpin Juan Garcia Ábrego
is extradited to the United States
and sentenced to 11 consecutive
life terms.

1997
Another major trafficker, Amado
Carrillo Fuentes, dies after plastic
surgery.

2000-Present
End of Mexico’s one-party sys-
tem enables traffickers to ex-
pand their power.

2001
Administration of new President 
Vicente Fox arrests army officers
for colluding with traffickers. . . .
Kingpin Joaquín “El Chapo
(Shorty)” Guzmán bribes his way
out of high-security Mexican prison.

2002-2005
Fox continues strikes against traf-
fickers and their government ac-
complices, arresting 25 army and
federal officers and disbanding an
elite federal anti-drug unit.

2006
Traffickers’ civil wars kill an esti-
mated 2,000 gangsters and police.
. . . Newly inaugurated Mexican
President Felipe Calderón orders
5,000 troops and federal agents to
his home state in crackdown on
drug gangs.

2007
Calderón sends troops to Tijuana
and elsewhere. . . . Government
extradites about 30 alleged traffick-
ers to United States. . . . Calderón
and President George W. Bush
map out “Mérida Initiative” anti-
drug aid package. . . . Death toll
for year rises to about 2,500.

2008
U.S. Congress passes first phase of
“Mérida” with $400 million in aid
for Mexico. . . . Assassination of a
Ciudad Juárez reporter brings death
toll of Mexican journalists to 25
since 2000. . . . Blue-ribbon U.S.-
Latin American commission urges
revamping of U.S. drug policy to
cut drug demand. . . . Death toll
in 2008 rises to about 5,300 gang-
sters, civilians and police.
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But the big opium market was the
United States. And during the period
from 1916-1917 — when the first phase
of the 1910 Mexican Revolution came
to an end — also marks the beginning
of cooperation between Mexico and the
United States on drug trafficking.

Cooperation was a complicated af-
fair. The generals on the winning side
of the revolution designed a political sys-
tem to avoid future upheavals. Military
officers and security officials were kept
in line with tacit permission to share the
profits of various businesses and indus-
tries, including drug trafficking.

Government officials who profited
from the drug trade were expected to
prevent excessive violence among drug
traffickers — especially if it could touch
ordinary people.

By 1947, the system led to the first
political scandal tied to trafficking. Ri-
vals of the governor of Sinaloa, a for-
mer defense minister, arranged for
newspapers to accuse him of protect-
ing opium traffickers. President Miguel
Alemán settled the political conflict be-
hind the accusation, allowing the gov-
ernor to finish his term.

Mexican politicians’ ties to traf-
fickers were no secret to American

diplomats. Astorga found correspon-
dence in the U.S. National Archives
in which the assistant military attaché
in Mexico City reported to Washing-
ton in 1947 that top officials of Mex-
ico’s newly created Dirección Feder-
al de Seguridad (DFS — Federal
Security Division) were linked to
drug trafficking.

That conclusion grew out of events
that began on June 25, 1946, when
the driver of a 1941 Cadillac reached
the U.S. border crossing at Laredo,
Texas. U.S. Customs agents searched
his car and found 63 tin cans of opium.
The driver was a Mexican immigration

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR

Continued from p. 1018

When an ambulance from Ciudad Juárez screams into
El Paso, Texas, with a shooting victim, SWAT team
officers from the Sheriff’s Office rush to Thomason

Hospital to tighten up security.
“They’re afraid the cartel is going to come in and finish the

job,” says former city Police Chief Richard Wiles, who takes
over as county sheriff in January. “Because that’s what they do
in Juárez — they’ll go in there and kill them.”

This year alone, 43 high-risk Mexican gunshot victims were
whisked from Mexico to the El Paso hospital, including Fer-
nando Lozano Sandoval, a commander in the Chihuahua State
Investigation Agency, who was hit five times. During his hos-
pital stay, police installed metal detectors at Thomason. 1

The caution was well-founded. In 2005, gunmen killed Mex-
ican federal agent Victor Estrada Gutiérrez, who was recovering
from gunshot wounds in a Chihuahua City hospital, south of
Juárez. And a year ago, popular singer Zayda Peña, also wound-
ed by gunfire, was shot to death in a hospital in Matamoros, near
Brownsville, Texas. For some reason, artists in her “grupera” mu-
sical genre have been targeted for hits on several occasions. 2

Mexican drug gangs boast extensive contacts and business
interests all along the U.S. side of the border, but so far they
haven’t sent killers into American hospitals. The cartel bosses
generally steer clear of the states too, where many have in-
dictments hanging over them. “You’re not going to have the
main leader of the Juárez or Sinaloa cartels traveling here,” says
Ralph Reyes, U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration section chief
for Mexico and Central America.

While U.S. law-enforcement agents at the border have had
confrontations with drug smugglers, the streets of border towns
and cities are generally free of cartel violence — at least as far

as innocent citizens are concerned. “We have had a few in-
stances where the violence has spilled across the border in the
sense that there have been shootings on this side involving per-
sons who were participants or associated with a group south
of the border,” FBI Director Robert Mueller told the House Ju-
diciary Committee in September, “but they, thankfully, have been
relatively few.” 3

Indeed, the U.S. side is safe enough that Mexican officials
hole up north of the border when they’re under threat. After
Agua Prieta Police Chief Ramón Tacho Verdugo was gunned
down in February 2007, Mayor Antonio Cuadras stayed in near-
by Douglas, Ariz., says former Mayor Ray Borane, border af-
fairs and immigration adviser to Arizona Gov. Janet Napolitano,
who was recently selected by President-elect Barack Obama to
be his Homeland Security secretary. 4

To be sure, murders may be uncommon on the American side
because the cartels prefer to do their killing in Mexico. “We have
had kidnappings where people are taken over the border to Juárez
and murdered,” says Wiles. “Several years ago, they were trying
to kidnap a guy on the east side of town to take him to Juárez.
He fought them, so they shot him and left him on the street.”

In the San Diego area, kidnappings increased 25 percent in 2006-
2007, the Justice Department’s National Drug Information Center
(NDIC) said this year, calling it “a widely underreported problem.
Many of the victims’ families are unwilling or afraid to report the
crime to law enforcement for fear that the victim will be killed.” 5

A Las Vegas kidnapping this year drew national attention
because the victim was a 6-year-old. In October, three men
disguised as police officers snatched Cole Puffinberger from
his mother’s home. Law-enforcement authorities said they were
working for Mexican traffickers trying to recoup money they

Cartel Violence Sometimes Spills Across Border
But gangs prefer to do their killing in Mexico.
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agent and the nephew of a Mexican
politician who became the No. 2 DFS
official when the agency was formed
the following year.

The driver eventually was sentenced
to three years in prison. Meanwhile,
the arrest and seizure generated a se-
ries of cables and reports between U.S.
personnel in Mexico and Washington.
One concluded the Cadillac’s owner
was Carlos I. Serrano, a major politi-
cian, close friend of President Alemán
— and chief of the DFS.

Eventually, U.S. suspicions were
leaked to columnist Drew Pearson,
whose 1948 story on the incident was

headlined: “Opium Pours Across the
Rio Grande.” 39

The scandal blew over, but U.S. dis-
trust of the DFS persisted for nearly
40 years — until the agency was abol-
ished amid an international scandal
sparked by the killing of a U.S. anti-
drug agent (see p. 1022).

Meanwhile, in Culiacán — the
Sinaloa state capital and heart of Mex-
ican drug country — production had
expanded by the 1950s to the point
that traffickers became a readily iden-
tifiable group, known for their bois-
terous, hard-drinking ways — and for
reaching for their guns when argu-

ments erupted. Culiacán, a local news-
paper reported, was becoming “a new
Chicago with gangsters in sandals.” 40

U.S. Demand

D rug production and smuggling
entered a new boom phase in

the late 1960s, when marijuana de-
mand skyrocketed in the United States.
The first major sign was a short-lived
attempt by President Richard M. Nixon
in 1969 to search every car and mon-
itor every airplane and boat that crossed
the entire border. 41

thought the boy’s grandfather had
stolen. Cole was found unharmed,
and the grandfather was charged with
racketeering after allegedly mailing
$60,000 in suspected drug proceeds
from Mississippi to Nevada. 6

Aside from their occasional vio-
lent incursions into the United States,
trafficking organizations have storage
sites in and around border cities where
newly smuggled drugs are repack-
aged for sale to U.S. distributors, in-
cluding prison-based gangs and out-
law motorcycle organizations, the
NDIC reports.

U.S. gangs also supply weapons
to cartels and play a major part in smuggling drug profits back
to Mexico. “In January 2008, the El Paso County Sheriff’s Of-
fice seized approximately $1 million from a tractor-trailer dur-
ing a routine traffic stop,” the NDIC reported. “The Texas De-
partment of Public Safety seized over $2 million concealed
behind a flat-screen television in a van on U.S. Highway 54 in
El Paso in May 2007.” 7

Currency smuggling is a vital part of the drug trade. Once
the cash reaches Mexico, it’s often deposited in Mexican banks
or money-changing businesses, then sent back to the United
States through legal channels. “In the United States, the illicit
funds appear as proceeds from a Mexican financial institution
. . . giving the funds the appearance of legitimacy,” the NDIC
reports. From there, the money can be used to buy legal and
illegal goods in Latin America. 8

The extraordinary profitability of the drug
trade also complicates routine law en-
forcement. “We used to deal real closely
with federal, state and local agencies in
Juárez because we’re right there, it’s really
one community,” Wiles says. But the days
of cooperating on drug issues are over.

“You’re trying to share intelligence
and work on projects, but you don’t
know if the person you’re talking to is
being paid off by the cartels,” he says.

1 See Alfredo Corchado, “In Juárez, drug war gets
bloodier,” Dallas Morning News, Feb. 28, 2008,
p. A1; “Intentan ejecutar a comandante,” El Mex-
icano, Jan. 22, 2008, www.oem.com.mx/elmexi-
cano/notas/n567329.htm; and Arian Campo-Flores

and Monica Campbell, “Bloodshed on the Border,” Newsweek, Dec. 8, 2008,
www.newsweek.com/id/171251.
2 See “Atrae PGR Investigación de AFI Asesinado en Hospital de Chihuahua,”
press release, June 8, 2005, www.pgr.gob.mx/cmsocial/bol05/jun/b58805.htm;
Hector Tobar, “2 more grupera singers slain in Mexico,” Los Angeles Times,
Dec. 4, 2007, p. A8.
3 See “House Judiciary Committee Holds Hearing on Oversight of FBI,”
Congressional Transcripts, Sept. 16, 2008.
4 On Verdugo killing, see “Restaurant owner is latest victim of N. Sonora vio-
lence,” Arizona Daily Star, Nov. 9, 2007, www.azstarnet.com/sn/metro/210783.php.
5 “Drug Market Analysis 2008, California Border Alliance Group,” National Drug
Intelligence Center, May 2008, p. 8, www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs27/27487/27487p.pdf.
6 See Richard A. Serrano and Sam Quinones, “Mexico drug war spills across
border,” Los Angeles Times, Nov. 16, 2008, www.latimes.com/news/printe-
dition/front/la-na-cartels16-2008nov16,0,1843318,full.story.
7 See “Drug Market Analysis, 2008, West Texas High-Intensity Drug Traf-
ficking Area,” National Drug Information Center, May 2008, p. 11,
www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs27/27514/27514p.pdf.
8 “Drug Market Analysis . . . California,” op. cit., p. 10.

New El Paso County Sheriff Richard Wiles.
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Operation Intercept was halted 20
days after it began following protests
from U.S. businesses as well as Mex-
ico’s Congress and business establish-
ment. However, the operation did
prompt marijuana smugglers to shift
to air transport because planes could
evade capture relatively easily. 42

The rift between Mexico and the
United States was quickly repaired. In
the 1970s, Mexico’s Operation Condor
sent 10,000 troops into the mountains
of Sinaloa to uproot marijuana and
poppy crops. Some peasants who tend-
ed the fields were jailed but others
fled to cities including Guadalajara,
thus expanding their territory.

But for officials looking for imme-
diate results, Condor looked like a
success. By 1978, U.S. law-enforcement
agencies had concluded that Mexico’s
role as a major drug exporter had
ended. In reality, traffickers simply
were reorganizing and adding to their
capabilities.

“Most of the major smuggling en-
terprises are technologically and or-
ganizationally sophisticated,” two ex-
perts on drug trafficking, Peter Reuter
and David Ronfeldt of the Rand Corp.
think tank, wrote in assessing Mexico
in the 1970s and ’80s for the Defense
Department. “Their operations rest on
the latest advances in air and ground
transportation, information and com-
munications systems, financial opera-
tions and, in the case of narcotics,
weaponry.” 43

Meanwhile, federal agents in border
country noticed that a new wave of traf-
fickers was building big and powerful
organizations. In 1981, the DEA agent
in charge of the Phoenix office, frus-
trated that his bosses seemed uninter-
ested, leaked information about the new
drug bosses to the Arizona Republic. 44

The key development in the post-
Condor expansion — Americans’ ap-
petite for drugs — remained strong.
Consumption had declined from the
peak year of 1979, when the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services

(HHS) reported that 24 million Ameri-
cans used illegal drugs. But millions
of customers remained. 45

Mexico remained the main source
of heroin and marijuana for U.S. con-
sumers. In 1985, HHS put the num-
ber of marijuana users at 8.9 million.
Heroin users, considered harder to
count, were estimated at 68,000 in
1993, with the number of people who
had used it at any point estimated at
1.5 million in 1990. 46

Yet another factor worked in Mex-
ican drug traffickers’ favor. Growing
U.S. attention to Caribbean smuggling
routes into South Florida pushed South
American cocaine-trafficking organiza-
tions to shift to Mexico for transship-
ment. By 1989, an estimated one-third
of the cocaine shipped into the United
States arrived through Mexico.

During this period, the United
States was sending millions of dollars
in anti-drug aid to Mexico. From the
late 1980s to the early ’90s, Mexico
was the biggest recipient of drug-control
funds — $115 million per year, on av-
erage, from 1974-1985 alone. 47

Still, U.S. law-enforcement officials
and agents remained deeply suspi-
cious of their Mexican counterparts.
The suspicions exploded into public
view in 1985.

Corruption Exposed

I n 1984, word reached a DEA agent
stationed in Guadalajara about El

Búfalo, a vast marijuana plantation in
central Mexico. Mexican authorities also
learned of the operation, which they
raided, seizing as much as 10,000
pounds of the drug. 48

The owners of El Búfalo blamed the
raid on DEA agent Enrique Camarena
and a Mexican pilot who worked for
the DEA, Alfredo Závala. In revenge
— and to discover their sources —
the marijuana tycoons kidnapped Ca-
marena and Závala and tortured them
to death.

Even before their bodies were dis-
covered the following month, out-
raged U.S. officials broke with custom
by speaking openly of corruption in
Mexican law enforcement. 49 Mean-
while, DEA and Justice Department of-
ficials were leaking explosive infor-
mation about ties between traffickers
and high-level Mexican law-enforcement
officials. Among the tips: After DEA
agents tracked a top suspect in the
case and asked Mexican cops to ar-
rest the man, he left the country
thanks to a Mexican police comman-
der who delayed a raid. 50

The man, Rafael Caro Quintero,
was arrested later in Costa Rica and
convicted of Camarena’s killing. He is
serving a 40-year sentence in Mexico.

Following the confirmation of Ca-
marena’s and Závala’s deaths, the leaks
increased in frequency and importance
— and some top U.S. officials dispensed
with speaking as anonymous sources.

In an interview with The New York
Times in 1986, U.S. Customs Com-
missioner William von Raab called
Mexican government officials “inept
and corrupt,” and added, “The con-
cern is now shared by the entire ex-
ecutive branch of [the U.S.] govern-
ment.” DEA Director John C. Lawn
said that when U.S. officials passed
on drug intelligence, the Mexicans “did
nothing about it.” 51

Von Raab’s criticism prompted some
backpedaling by other Reagan admin-
istration officials, but he remained on
the job and unrepentant — seemingly
playing the role of the administration’s
“bad cop.” “Whenever Customs has a
joint drug-interdiction operation in a
certain area in cooperation with Mexi-
can police, if the Mexicans are told
about it in advance, the activity always
seems to drop off in that area,” he told
The Times months after the furor over
his initial remarks had died down. “That
leads us to believe, circumstantially, that
some of the information about the
special operation has gotten to the
traffickers in advance.” 52

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR
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Mexican police and security offi-
cials weren’t the only targets of open
U.S. suspicion. In June 1986, John
Gavin, who had recently resigned as
U.S. ambassador to Mexico, told a Sen-
ate subcommittee that two Mexican
state governors were “up to their el-
bows in the drug trade” but declined
to name them. 53

But when asked if one was Anto-
nio Toledo Corro, the governor of
Sinaloa, Gavin just smiled. Corro was
allowed to finish his term. But his suc-
cessor began his term by firing 120
of Sinaloa’s 800 state policemen and
throwing 20 of them in jail. And for
drug raids, the new governor assigned
soldiers instead of the federal agents
assigned to the state. 54

Meanwhile, the senior police offi-
cial who had allowed Camarena’s sus-
pected killer to escape was himself ar-
rested, while the head of the DFS fled
to Spain. Other Mexican officials under
U.S. suspicion, including a prosecutor
who was the defense minister’s son, and
the head of Mexico’s Interpol liaison
office quietly resigned.

“What worries me is the velocity
that corruption is accelerating through
the government,” said Samuel I. del
Villar, who had been the Mexican
president’s anti-corruption adviser until
leaving his post in 1985. “It’s the most
serious threat to national security we
face. If the government doesn’t do
something about it, it will destroy our
country.” 55

New Wars

S ome U.S. drug experts predicted,
presciently, that the victories over

traffickers achieved after Condor and
the Camarena killing wouldn’t last. “It
may prove difficult over time to pre-
vent a resurgence of Mexico as a U.S.
supplier,” Rand analysts Reuter and
Ronfeldt wrote in their 1992 Defense
Department study. “And the next

generation of drug producers and traf-
fickers is likely to be more sophisti-
cated, dangerous and powerful.” 56

Indeed, the cartels soon had be-
come strong enough to withstand
major blows, including the arrest of
Juan García Ábrego, then-leader of
the powerful Gulf cartel, who was
extradited to the United States in 1996
and sentenced to 11 consecutive life
terms. The cartels also survived the
1997 death of Amado Carrillo Fuentes,
known as “lord of the skies” for his
airplane smuggling, who died during
plastic surgery to change his ap-
pearance.

But cartel violence did not sky-
rocket until after the political earth-
quake that shook Mexico when the
new century dawned. In 2000, Vicente
Fox ended the 71-year monopoly of
the Revolutionary Institutional Party
(PRI in Spanish) over the country’s
entire political system, including the
presidency. Much of Fox’s appeal lay
in his condemnation of the corrup-
tion and secrecy that characterized
the PRI’s long tenure, including known
links between law enforcement and
drug traffickers.

Fox and his top officials didn’t play
by the old rules. In April 2001, five
months after Fox took office, his ad-
ministration charged three Army officers,
including a general, with working for
traffickers. 57

Fox kept up the pressure in the
years that followed with the arrest of
a former state governor on a U.S.
drug-trafficking warrant; the capture of
at least four major cartel chiefs and
lieutenants; the arrests of a ring of 25
army and federal law-enforcement of-
ficials on traffickers’ payrolls; the dis-
banding of an elite federal anti-drug
unit and even the arrest of a presi-
dential aide accused of leaking infor-
mation on the president’s travel to the
Sinaloa cartel. 58

Despite the unprecedented scope
of Fox’s moves, they didn’t break the
cartels, whose superior firepower and

strategic initiatives easily deflected the
government’s moves.

Events also made clear that the Fox
administration’s attempts to get control
of the justice and security systems had
failed. In 2001, one of Mexico’s top
traffickers — notorious for ruthlessness
even in his savage world — bribed
his way out of the country’s highest-
security prison, Puente Grande. Mexico’s
most-wanted gangster, Sinaloa boss
Joaquín “El Chapo (Shorty)” Guzmán,
has been free ever since. 59

As the Fox administration drew to
a close in 2006, an estimated 2,000
traffickers and police had been killed
that year in the intensifying civil war
between the gangs. The traffickers’
growing violence and savagery loomed
as the biggest challenge to incoming
President Calderón. Acknowledging that
reality, within a week of taking office
on Dec. 1 he ordered 5,000 troops
and federal police to his home state
of Michoacán, which rival gangs had
been fighting to control. 60

The operation yielded modest results
— 55 arrests, 300 pounds of marijuana
seeds and 17 pounds of opium pop-
pies. But the deployment served as ev-
idence of Calderón’s determination to
seize the upper hand.

In January 2007, he sent 3,500 troops
and federal agents to Tijuana and or-
dered all 2,300 city police to turn in
their weapons to determine if they’d
been used in crimes. The move brought
cheers from many residents. 61

Mexican security analysts tended to
view Calderón’s moves as inadequate
to disrupt drug trafficking itself but po-
tentially effective in bringing down the
level of violence, even if that outcome
has not yet occurred. For now, vio-
lence has continued to grow. Even the
government’s increased pace of ex-
traditions of accused cartel kingpins to
the United States didn’t slow the killing.
From January to November 2007 about
30 alleged traffickers, including the al-
leged leader of the Gulf cartel, Osiel
Cárdenas, were sent north. But the
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death toll from the drug violence still
rose to about 2,500 for the year. 62

In March 2007 Calderón met with
President Bush in the Yucatan Penin-
sula city of Mérida, where they laid
the foundations for what became the
Mérida Initiative.

CURRENT
SITUATION

Evaluating ‘Mérida’

T he incoming Obama administra-
tion and Congress must decide

whether to continue the Mérida Ini-
tiative for a second year or take a new
approach to fighting the drug gangs
that affect both countries.

Congressional and outside experts say
lawmakers are most likely to approve an
interim aid package for fiscal 2009 and
then consider a possible new strategy.
“We’re going to do what we can in 2009,
but for this investment to have the de-
sired long-term impact the strategy needs
to be rethought,” says Democratic Staff
Director Rieser, at Sen. Leahy’s Subcom-
mittee on State, Foreign Operations and
Related Programs.

The Bush administration’s pending re-
quest for the second year of the initia-
tive amounts to $450 million for Mexico
and $100 million for Central America.

Rieser’s view reflects an emerging
consensus — at least on the Democra-
tic side of the foreign-policy establish-
ment — that Mérida can’t deal with both
the Mexican and U.S. aspects of drug
trafficking. “Organized crime is so large
and sophisticated that we can’t limit our
approach to dealing with it to buying
bigger and bigger weapons,” says
Olson, of the Woodrow Wilson Center’s
Mexico Institute. “You’ve got to confront
it on every side — money-laundering,

democratic governance, corruption. It’s
profoundly naïve to think you’re going
to defeat it on the battlefield.”

To some extent, Republican Latin
America-watchers agree. But much of
their support for Mérida came from a
sense of urgency that the cartels might
gain the upper hand without immedi-
ate action and that postponing the aid
package might alienate Mexico. “To pass
on this opportunity would represent a
significant blunder that would have a
negative impact on the bilateral rela-
tionship, as well as broader U.S. inter-
ests in the region,” Carl Meacham, an
aide to the ranking Republican on the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
Richard G. Lugar of Indiana, wrote in
an analysis of the Mérida proposal. “Com-
bating this transnational threat requires
closer collaboration.” 63

Among Democrats, who tend to
focus more on lowering drug demand
than trying to reduce supply, the
harm-reduction approach has gained
traction in recent years and is central
to proposals by the Brookings Insti-
tution’s Partnership for the Americas
Commission. 64

“If we insist only on a strategy of
the criminal pursuit of those who traf-
fic in drugs, the problem will never
be resolved,” the commission’s co-chair,
former Mexican President Zedillo, told
the Los Angeles Times in November. 65

The commission recommends a se-
ries of measures for drug-source coun-
tries and the United States alike, including:

• Increase the funding of “drug
courts” and other treatment-oriented
programs;

• Redesign drug-prevention campaigns
for young people using successful
anti-cigarette programs as a model;

• Determine what measures are most
effective in minimizing the harm
that drug use causes; and

• Study what law-enforcement poli-
cies minimize violence and cor-
ruption. 66

In addition, the 20-member com-
mission — whose members also in-

clude ex-presidents of Bolivia and Chile,
former cabinet members from Brazil,
Peru and Barbados, a former U.S. am-
bassador to Mexico and a former di-
rector of the Central Intelligence Agency
— proposes an ongoing regional di-
alogue aimed at finding policies that
drive down demand and supply. 67

The commission also recommends
tougher U.S. action against the gun traf-
fic into Mexico. The Southwest Border
Violence Reduction Act proposed by
Sen. Jeff Bingaman, D-N.M., would pro-
vide about $25 million over two years
to expand the ATF’s Project Gunrunner
by adding agents in the United States
and Mexico and by training Mexican po-
lice in weapons-trafficking investigations.
The bill, introduced this year, is pend-
ing in the Senate Judiciary Committee.

“The ability to fight drug traffickers
is significantly hampered by the fact
that these violent groups use smuggled
weapons to assassinate military and po-
lice officials, murder rival members of
drug organizations, and kill innocent
civilians,” Bingaman said in introducing
the bill. “It is essential that we aggres-
sively work to prevent drug-trafficking
organizations operating in Mexico from
obtaining these weapons.” 68

Human Rights

A dvocates on both sides of the
border are hoping for a bigger

emphasis on human rights by the
Obama administration.

“On Mexico, Democrats are more in-
terventionist than Republicans,” says
Benítez, the Mexican national-security ex-
pert. “And I like their involvement.” Along
with some other Mexican specialists,
Benítez argues that disregarding human
rights in order to defeat the narcos isn’t
an acceptable tradeoff. That position —
akin to the arguments of American se-
curity experts who oppose torture in
pursuit of the war against terrorists —
runs counter to recent Mexican history.

Continued on p. 1026
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At Issue:
Should the United States do more to cut firearms smuggling
into Mexico?Yes

yes
SEN. JEFF BINGAMAN, D-N.M.
SPONSOR, SOUTHWEST BORDER VIOLENCE
REDUCTION ACT

WRITTEN FOR CQ RESEARCHER, DECEMBER 2008

since the beginning of the year, there have been over 5,000
drug-related murders throughout Mexico. This violence not
only affects the citizens of Mexico but also the well-being

and safety of communities on the U.S. side of the border.
The situation has gotten so dire that earlier this year the en-

tire police force in Palomas, just across the border from Colum-
bus, N.M., resigned after repeated threats from drug traffickers.
The chief of police fled to the United States to seek asylum.

To its credit, the Mexican government has dedicated tremen-
dous resources to fighting the drug cartels. President Felipe
Calderón has committed thousands of troops to communities
across Mexico to quell the drug-related violence. And earlier this
year, Congress passed President Bush’s Mérida proposal, which
will provide essential support for President Calderón’s efforts.

But if we are going to succeed in dismantling the cartels,
we must crack down on the illegal gunrunning supporting
their activities. Drug gangs operating along the border smug-
gle illegal narcotics into the United States and use revenue de-
rived from the drug trade to purchase the firearms they need
to maintain control over drug trafficking routes.

According to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and
Explosives (ATF), about 90 percent of the firearms recovered
in Mexico come from the United States because high-powered
weapons, such as .50 caliber rifles, are much easier to pur-
chase in the United States than in Mexico.

Right now, the fight against drug traffickers is being signifi-
cantly hampered by the cartels’ use of smuggled weapons to
assassinate military and police officials, murder rival members
of drug organizations and kill innocent civilians.

To reduce violence in the region and disrupt the drug
trade, the United States must work aggressively to prevent
drug trafficking organizations from smuggling weapons across
the border. This means we’ll have to dedicate more funding
to dismantling the weapons trafficking networks supplying
these arms and enhance international cooperation in tracing
the sources of weapons seized in Mexico.

To this end, I have introduced bipartisan legislation that
would enhance Project Gunrunner, a small-but-successful ATF
effort focused on disrupting southbound arms trafficking. The
bill would authorize the hiring of additional ATF special agents
to assist Mexico in conducting weapons-trafficking investigations.

If we’re ever going to end drug-related border violence, it
is essential for the United States to help stop the flow of
weapons being trafficked into Mexico.No

ALLAN WALL
AN AMERICAN TEACHER LIVING IN MEXI-
CO WHO BLOGS AT WWW.ALLANWALL. NET

FROM VDARE.COM, A CONNECTICUT-BASED ORGANIZA-
TION THAT ADVOCATES RESTRICTING IMMIGRATION,
DECEMBER 2008

recently, the Mexican government has been getting upset
because of southbound smuggling of guns. Its preferred
solution: The United States should abolish the right to

keep and bear arms.
Attorney General Eduardo Medina Mora recently had this to

say: “American law seems absurd to me, because . . . the citi-
zens can easily acquire arms. American society lives the con-
sequences of this on a daily basis.”

Mexico has much stricter gun laws than the U.S. There are big
signs on the border warning people about this. That hasn’t
stopped plenty of Mexicans from getting their hands on auto-
matic weapons, grenades and rocket launchers — all of which
are utilized by drug cartels.

So how do they get them in?
According to members of the Mexican Congress, it’s be-

cause of corruption in the Mexican Customs Department. The
cartels have infiltrated their people into Customs, and they
help their cartel companions get the guns into Mexico.

Really eradicating the cartels would involve going after their
funds, which are laundered using a legitimate business as a
cover. It also would involve going after crooked cops, of
which Mexico has no dearth.

Mexican officials want to have their cake and eat it too.
They want an open border for Mexicans to go into the United
States whenever they want. But they don’t want Mexicans in
the U.S. to buy weapons and bring them back into Mexico!

And, let’s face it: Part of the problem is the enormous demand
for drugs in the United States. It’s not a simple question of evil
Mexican drug dealers and innocent Americans. There is a signifi-
cant population of Americans who are voluntarily buying drugs.
Americans are thus the principal financiers of Mexican drug cartels.

Our own war on drugs has been an abject failure. So now
that our own government is more and more integrated with
that of Mexico, we pressure Mexico to go after the cartels —
although we can’t even reduce demand.

In fact, the increasing integration of the two countries exacer-
bates the problems.

If you really want open borders, you’d better be prepared for
who and what comes across them, and for whatever reason.

After all, if one country doesn’t like the drug or gun laws
of its neighbors, that wouldn’t be a problem if each were a
sovereign nation minding its own business, would it?
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In the 1960s and ’70s, Mexico’s
military and civilian security forces
committed massacres and other sys-
tematic abuses in the name of fight-
ing small groups of urban and rural
left-wing guerrillas. The crimes of the
so-called dirty war went officially un-
examined until 2006 — and remain
unpunished.

Today, “The military is committing
excesses, and that is a reminder of the
dirty war,” Sergio Aguayo, founder of
the nonprofit Mexican Human Rights
Academy, told The Washington Post.
Aguayo is also vice president of a non-
profit think tank, the Analytical Col-
lective on Security and Democracy,
headed by Benítez, for which the drug
war is a major theme. 69

In Washington, Democratic law-
makers, aware of previous human-
rights violations in Mexico and else-
where in the region, inserted a
provision in the Mérida Initiative with-
holding 15 percent of funding pend-
ing State Department certification of
Mexican compliance with human-rights
standards, including investigations of
abuse allegations against the military
and police. 70

“The big victory is for the rule of
law,” José Miguel Vivanco, executive
director of the Americas division of
Human Rights Watch, said after the
bill passed. “This will push the secu-
rity forces in Mexico to a higher level
of professionalism.” 71

That law’s requirement replaced a
provision to tie full funding to obser-
vance of human-rights standards, specif-
ically by requiring that soldiers ac-
cused of mistreating civilians be tried
in civilian courts. Mexican politicians
denounced that provision as a viola-
tion of the Mexican constitution and
an infringement of Mexican sovereignty,
long a sensitive point in U.S.-Mexican
affairs. “We have to throw the old
forms of conditioned collaboration in
the garbage, as well as the taboos of
the past that have impeded the two

countries from having a common strat-
egy to fight their common problems,”
Manlio Fabio Beltrones Rivera, presi-
dent of the Mexican Senate had de-
clared about three weeks before U.S.
lawmakers gave final approval to the
Mérida bill on June 27. 72

In response, U.S. lawmakers re-
moved the civilian courts requirement.

Members of the Mexican and U.S.
human-rights community have been
arguing for years that that nationalist
position in effect shields human-rights
violators. That position is grounded
in the history of the dirty war, when
security forces not only pursued armed
insurgents but also peaceful critics of
the one-party state then in power, as
well as politically uninvolved people
who got in the way. A 2006 report
by a Mexican government special
prosecutor concluded that the “for-
mer authoritarian government prac-
ticed massacres, forced disappearances,
systematic torture and genocide in an
attempt to destroy that sector of so-
ciety that it considered its ideological
enemy.” 73 (In Spanish-language usage,
“genocide” can mean large-scale
killings as opposed to the attempted
extinction of an ethnic group).

No one has accused the Calderón
government of abuses on that scale.
But episodes have surfaced that echo
the past. The Mexican government-
sponsored Human Rights Commission
reported in April on “cruel and de-
grading” practices by army personnel
against civilians in Michoacán state,
such as torture, arbitrary and illegal
detention and looting. 74

Separately, the Miguel Augustín Pro
Juárez Human Rights Center in Mex-
ico City reported on the deaths of nine
unarmed civilians who were shot at
military roadblocks in Sinaloa in 2007
and 2008 and of a 16-year-old who
was helping repair a vehicle in front
of a military camp in Michoacán.

“As long as the Mexican govern-
ment approaches crime as a war that
can be won through territorial street

battles and deployment of military
force,” the organization said in a re-
port in September, “the government
will continue to confuse the practical
and legal distinctions between nation-
al security (which include armed re-
sistance of an invading army) and
public security (which is focused on
reducing levels of domestic crime).

“This confusion leaves human se-
curity by the wayside, as it ensures
that little attention will be paid to
human-rights concerns.” 75

OUTLOOK
Winnable Challenge?

A s Mexico enters the third year
of Calderón’s offensive against

the traffickers, no one is predicting
rapid victory, given the traffickers’
savagery. Even hardened observers of
Mexican drug trafficking are taken
aback by what the cartels remain ca-
pable of unleashing.

In border country, where most of
the violence is concentrated, the anony-
mous Rosarito Beach resident hopes
the killers will simply exhaust them-
selves. “I would like to think that we’re
living through the cresting of the wave,”
the frightened parent says. “I hope this
is a cyclical process.”

Some Mexico City-based analysts
speak in somewhat more hopeful terms.
“The Mexican government is hitting
the cartel bosses hard and making im-
portant arrests of civil servants” ac-
cused of corruption, says security ex-
pert Benítez. “If this continues for the
rest of Calderón’s term, good results
can be expected.”

The University of Miami’s Bagley
foresees a U.S. shift on drug policy
that he expects to weaken the cartels
significantly by lowering demand for

MEXICO’S DRUG WAR
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their products. “I think we’re going to
move to a harm-reduction policy in
which we treat drug addiction like we
treat alcoholism.”

But another, less reassuring out-
come is also possible, Bagley says.
“You could see a splintering into
cartelitos,” or smaller cartels, he says.
“Mexicans would accept that. The Unit-
ed States would not like that — we
want Mexicans to fight until the last
Mexican. But Mexicans want the may-
hem to stop.”

That goal is reachable without any
surrender to cartels, says Undersecre-
tary of State Shannon. “If all goes
well, the situation would be some-
where similar to where it is in Colom-
bia right now,” he says, in which car-
tels don’t threaten the foundation of
government.

“This is an eminently winnable
challenge,” Shannon says. “Colombia
has shown that these kinds of orga-
nizations can be faced down, but it
requires leadership and external sup-
port. In President Calderón, we’ve got
a really courageous leader.”

Others cite the Colombia model as
well. “You can crack these cartels,” says
Walser of the Heritage Foundation, cit-
ing the South American precedent. “The
smaller ones do exist, but they don’t
wreak the same sort of havoc.”

In Mexico, Walser says, “The goal
is to bring the fight back to a more
manageable law-enforcement prob-
lem and try to build up Mexican law-
enforcement capacity without having
to live in a state of permanent crisis,
with the military engaged.”

A continuing crisis could also un-
dermine the democratization that
ended the authoritarian system under
which Mexico lived for most of the
20th century.

For those who remember the days
of one-party rule, the level of open
political debate and of growing ex-
pectations of honest behavior from
public officials far exceed the old lim-
its. The arrests of so many high-level

military and law-enforcement officials
was unthinkable in the past, even if
Mexicans in general remain deeply
skeptical of law-enforcement agencies.
And while full press freedom exists
for political debate, more than two
dozen reporters covering drug traf-
ficking have been killed or have dis-
appeared, especially in the border re-
gion. As a result, many media shun
such coverage.

The U.S. government and the foreign-
policy establishment in general greet-
ed democratization with applause. But
Shifter at Inter-American Dialogue ar-
gues that even the extraordinary vio-
lence of the past several years — and
its threat to the United States —
haven’t changed the traditional Wash-
ington pattern of assigning relatively
little importance to issues involving
Mexico or Latin America in general.

“The attitude is, ‘The Latin Ameri-
cans are having problems; either we’ll
straighten it out or give them some
money or some program, and then
we’ll focus on the important issues,
and bring the most serious people and
resources to bear to figure out the
Middle East and Iran and Pakistan and
things that matter,’ ” says Shifter.

But Shifter also notes that rising
violence is threatening those advances.
“It’s not entirely irrational for Mexicans
to conclude, ‘We were better off when
we had a one-party system that had a
tight grip and wouldn’t let situations
reach this point,’ ” he says.

To be sure, Mexicans and Mexico-
watchers are well aware that the cor-
ruption that still plagues anti-cartel efforts
is also a legacy of the old system. “The
rottenness stems back to that period,”
says the Wilson Center’s Olson. “Maybe
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ficking under control, but it was a
cancer that was festering.”

Now, he says, the problem is so vast
that a wide approach is vital. “Unless
you address the broader governance is-
sues and rebuild public confidence in
the state, you’re really just moving the

problem around the country. But there
are some good and honest and hard-
working Mexicans who really hate what’s
going on and want to address it.”
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Financial Bailout, 10/08
Political Conventions, 8/08
Human Rights in China, 7/08
Race and Politics, 7/08
Campaign Finance Reform, 6/08

Social Trends
Falling Birthrates, 11/08
Regulating Credit Cards, 10/08
Internet Accuracy, 8/08
Financial Crisis, 5/08
Cyberbullying, 5/08

Terrorism/Defense
Rise in Counterinsurgency, 9/08
Cost of the Iraq War, 4/08

Youth
Debating Hip-Hop, 6/07
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