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Alejandro Poiré

By working with Mexican civil society and reforming 
the police force, we are scoring major victories.

Success in Mexico’s fi ght 
against drugs can’t be measured like 
a game of baseball, in which you sim-
ply add up the score at the end of nine 
innings. It’s a war with many fronts, 
and it requires a much different per-
spective. Drug traffi cking is only one 
element of the larger problem: the 
reach of organized crime into every 
facet of our national life and economy.

Mexico has chalked up major vic-
tories—and will continue to do so, 
thanks to its multi-track approach that 
focuses not just on eliminating drug 
traffi cking, but on building stronger 
law enforcement institutions and re-
inforcing our social fabric.

That would not have been possi-
ble without the engagement of both 
government and civil society. Thanks 
to the leadership of President Felipe 
Calderón and the work of groups 
such as Asociación Alto al Secuestro, 
led by Isabel Miranda de Wallace, 
and México SOS, headed by Alejan-
dro Martí, we have come a long way.

In recent decades, the drug traf-
fi ckers’ criminal business model has 
changed, and Mexico is bearing the 
brunt. Before, the primary goal of 
drug traffi ckers was securing an un-
interrupted fl ow of drugs into the 
United States. But the sealing of co-

sive, multifaceted approach.
The National Security Strategy, 

launched in 2006, rests on three
main tenets: severely weakening 
criminal organizations; massively 
and effectively reconstructing law 
enforcement institutions and the le-
gal system; and repairing the social
fabric through, among other things, 
enhancing crime prevention policies.

To date, there have been signifi cant 
achievements.

Our enhanced intelligence capa-
bilities and close collaboration with
U.S. agencies have allowed us to arrest 
or kill 21 of the 37 most-wanted lead-
ers of major criminal organizations.
Moreover, Mexican authorities have 
seized over 9,500 tons of drugs that
will never reach U.S. or Mexican chil-
dren, and captured more than 122,000 

caine traffi cking routes through the 
Caribbean, the increased security on 
the U.S. border after 9/11, the misman-
agement of Mexico’s economy from 
the 1970s through the 1990s, and the 
lack of professionalization in munic-
ipal and state police departments—
among other factors—have led drug 
traffi ckers to seek control of a large 
variety of unlawful activities as a 

means of enhancing their earnings 
and competitive position in the crim-
inal market. The end of the Assault 
Weapons Ban in the U.S. in 2004 has 
made this change all the more threat-
ening to Mexico’s security.

Addressing this escalation of crime 
and insecurity required not only a 
plan for domestic action, but also rec-
ognition of the transnational dimen-
sion of the problem. That recognition 
has been the key to our comprehen-

Can Mexico win the war    

Enhanced intelligence and collaboration 
with U.S. agencies allowed us to arrest 
or kill 21 of the 37 most-wanted leaders 
of criminal organizations.
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The battle against narcotics traffi ckers has undermined 
exactly what is needed to win this war: the rule of law.

If winning means elimi-
nating all drug production, trade and 
consumption, then the only honest 
answer is “no.” The strategic lines 
drawn by the Mexican government 
rely on “containment and weakening” 
criminal organizations, not “elimina-
tion.” Even if we assume a sharp re-
duction in the consumption of drugs 
in the United States, signifi cant de-
mand will remain, and supply will 
most probably come from south of 
the border. Of course, given the scale 
of this illegal trade, relatively large 
and well-organized groups will be 
required to meet demand.

What can “winning the war” possi-
bly mean, then? It means the reduc-
tion of the main negative side effects 
of the trade: violence and the weak-
ening of the rule of law.

Unfortunately, the indicators of vi-
olence in Mexico force us to conclude 
that we have painfully lost.

The national rate of homicides (per 
100,000 inhabitants) moved from 8.4 
in 2007 to 18.0 in 2009 (according to 
the National Institute of Statistics, 
Geography and Informatics, INEGI) 
or from 9.7 in 2007 to 15.0 in 2009 (ac-
cording to the National System for 
National Security, SNSP). But in the 
eight states in which federal and lo-

cal forces ran joint operations against 
criminal organizations, the 2007–
2009 changes went from 12.8 to 41.3 
(INEGI data) or from 15.9 to 34.5 (SNSP) 
per 100,000. I recently estimated that, 
due to these joint operations, homi-
cides in those states increased by 
12,000 between 2007 and 2010 (Nexos, 
June 2011). Eighty-fi ve municipalities 
account for 70 percent of total homi-
cides in Mexico, but the increase has 
been broader: the number of Mexi-
cans living in a municipality with 
homicide rates above 50 per 100,000 
people moved from 850,000 in 2007 
to 9.1 million in 2009.1

For the last fi ve years, Mexicans 
have become experts at body counts, 
but we still are unable to understand 
the causes of those deaths. Worse, we 
have become accustomed to seeing 
bodies, where we ought to be seeing 
lawful prosecutions.

This leads to the second side effect. 
Experts and some government offi -
cials argue that the main goal of the 
strategy started in 2007 was to dis-
mantle big cartels and fragment them 
into smaller cells so that they would 
not represent a serious threat. That 
is, to turn a national security men-

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 27)

   against drugs? 
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weapons since 2006—most of which 
were bought in the United States. 

At the same time, the professional 
caliber of Mexico’s Federal Police 
force has improved significantly 
through strict recruitment, vetting 
and extensive training—even as the 
force has grown nearly sixfold to 
35,000 federal policemen. But it is 
not just a question of numbers; po-
lice intelligence capabilities have 
been reinforced by the recruitment 
of an additional 7,000 federal law 
enforcement intelligence personnel 
from top-level universities.

A new judicial framework is in 
place, thanks to the introduction of 
legal reforms designed to strengthen 
due process guarantees, provide fuller 
protection to victims and increase 
the effi ciency and transparency of 
trials. Much of this has been the re-
sult of the introduction of oral pro-
cedures in the federal court system, 

which is expected to be fully imple-
mented in 2016.

We have also achieved signifi cant 
success in dismantling criminal fi -
nancial networks. Authorities have 
confi scated a record amount of cash 
from the drug cartels—although 
more can still be done—and special 
investigative units are spearheading 
a national effort to combat money 
laundering. Currently, Congress is 
working on passing a bill aimed at 
increasing the capacity of the federal 
government to investigate and pros-
ecute money launderers.

To improve Mexico’s social fabric, 
we have focused on the economic 
and social roots of crime and ad-
diction since Calderón took offi ce. 
We consider drug addiction to be a 
public health problem. Accordingly, 
national legislation has decriminal-
ized personal consumption of drugs, 
while directing drug users to proper 

medical help.
Also, public spending devoted to 

addiction/prevention programs has 
more than doubled during the fi rst 
fi ve years of Calderón’s administra-
tion. Mexico now boasts the largest 
network in Latin America of centers 
for prevention and early treatment of 
addiction, with more than 330 units 
distributed throughout the country 
providing counseling, medical treat-
ment and referrals to over 2 million 
people every year.

We have recovered thousands of 
public places—including parks, civic 
plazas and sports fi elds—through  the 
improvement of infrastructure, rec-
reational activities, citizen partici-
pation, and more effective security 
measures. This shared responsibil-
ity between federal and local au-
thorities and community members 
provides people with safe places to 
gather and forge stronger social ties. 
We have also implemented the Safe 
School Program, where over 35,000 
elementary and middle schools pro-
vide some 9 million young kids with 
a violence-free and addiction-free en-
vironment.

Mexico sits between the largest 
consumer of drugs to the north, and 
the largest producers of many of 
these drugs to the south. That gives 
us a special challenge. But all coun-
tries in the region need to coordinate 
their drug and crime interdiction pro-
grams if we are ever going to break 
the power of transnational criminal 
networks. The spread of these net-
works threatens not just Mexico but 
all of us in the region. Final success 
in the war against drugs can only be 
achieved when we tackle together the 
conditions that allow these networks 
to operate with impunity.

Alejandro Poiré was the Mexican 
government’s spokesman for security 
affairs at the time of writing this 
article and now serves as director 
general at the Center for Intelligence 
and National Security (CISEN).
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ace into a public security problem.
According to a study presented by 

Mexican security analyst Eduardo 
Guerrero (Nexos, June 2011) the num-
ber of cartels in Mexico climbed from 
six to 12 between 2007 and 2010, while 
the number of smaller local organiza-
tions increased from fi ve to 62 in the 
same period. Intuitively, smaller or-
ganizations face higher restrictions 
for traffi cking large amounts of drugs 
across the border, and consequently 
are forced to expand their operations 
to other illegal activities: Mexico’s 
rate of extortion increased from 3.0 
(per 100,000 inhabitants) in 2007 to 
5.5 in 2010. Kidnappings went from 
0.4 to 1.2 (per 100,000 inhabitants).

We are trapped in a worst-case sce-
nario: giant cartels such as Sinaloa 
continue to be a threat and new, vio-
lent small cells are being created and 
expanding the range of their crimi-
nal activities.

Achieving the government’s goal of 
transforming the national problem 
into a series of local ones depends 
on the quality of local police—and 
that is another serious problem. By 
December 2010, in 29 of Mexico’s 32 
states, less than 50 percent of state po-
lice offi cers had been subjected to a 
Trust Test (prueba de confi anza), which 
included polygraph and drug tests 
to identify cops who likely were or 
would become accomplices to crimi-
nals. Only two states have conducted 
such tests on more than 50 percent of 
their municipal police forces. Worse, 
as many as 65 percent of the state and 
municipal offi cers who took those 
tests failed them, leading national au-
thorities to conclude that they may 
be linked to criminal organizations.

No one would argue that the Mex-
ican government should turn its at-
tention away from the drug cartels. 
However, since the inception of the 
current strategy, the government has 
never allowed citizens the legal tools 
to fi ght this battle. Mexicans do not 
fi nd their government a dependable 
ally against criminals. And Mexico’s 

Jose Merino
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 25)

plicity between criminals and police?
No war against criminals can be 

won where the rule of law is not re-
spected, defended and deepened.

Government offi cials frequently 
remind us that an effective strategy 
to counter crime should result from 
social policies promoting education, 
health and income opportunities. I 
could not agree more. Perhaps the 
most important government action to 
prevent a young Mexican from partic-
ipating in criminal activities is to al-
low him or her to foresee a productive 
future within the limits of the law. 
We must be doing something wrong 
when a Mexican teen chooses a short 
criminal life instead of a long life on 

the right side of the law.
Winning the fi ght against drugs re-

quires an aggressive use of fi nancial 
intelligence to combat money laun-
dering, as well as a clear diplomatic 
effort to question the current puni-
tive model and explore decriminal-
ization schemes. However, two key 
tools any society needs to fi ght orga-
nized crime—respect for the rule of 
law and the creation of opportunities 
for young people to earn legitimate 
income—have been undermined in 
Mexico. We’ve become the living, 
wounded proof of the limits of a bat-
tle based primarily on the use of force. 
And we’ve lost.

José Merino is professor of political 
science at Instituto Tecnológico 
Autónomo de México.
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judicial system remains embarrass-
ingly corrupt, biased and inept.

The increase in lethal violence has 
not been accompanied by a corre-
sponding increase in prosecutions. 
On the contrary, we have seen the sys-
tematic “presentation” of unconvicted 
suspects before the news media, and 
continued abuses by authorities that 
result in no legal consequences. The 
killing of two boys in Tamaulipas in 
April 2010 and the manipulation of a 
crime scene where two graduate stu-
dents were killed at Tecnológico de 
Monterrey in March 2010 are just two 
recent prominent cases documented 
by the National Commission on Hu-
man Rights.

These concerns help explain why 
Mexico received a score of 0.3 (out 
of 1) in “effective criminal justice” 
on the World Justice Project Rule of 
Law Index 2011, placing 63rd in a list 
of 66 countries evaluated. We had the 
worst performance in Latin America 
in terms of corruption, law enforce-
ment and access to civil justice.

There have been efforts to change. 
However, a bill approved by Congress 
in 2008, changing the Mexican judi-
cial system to an adversarial model 
with oral trials to make it more ex-
peditious and fair, hasn’t even been 
implemented yet. 

How can we possibly fi ght a war 
against drugs when we have such an 
ineffi cient and dysfunctional crimi-
nal justice system? How can Mexican 
citizens trust authorities when we 
are denied legal certainty, due pro-
cess and access to justice—especially 
when we routinely see proof of com-

We are trapped in the worst-case 
scenario: giant cartels like Sinaloa 
continue to be a threat and new, 
violent small cells are being created.
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