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1. INTRODUCTION

This is the second report prepared by the Mexican Commission 
for the Defense and Promotion of Human Rights (CMDPDH) 
documenting the serious crimes committed by Mexican national 
security agents during operations carried out in the fight against 
drug trafficking and criminal organizations.

The document comprises four sec-
tions which describe the most signif-
icant findings of this analysis. The first 
three sections demonstrate, using 
different descriptive tools, the oper-
ational patterns exercised by author-
ities in the torture, forced disappear-
ance and assassination of civilians; the 
fourth section names the authorities 
discovered to be primarily responsible 
for the perpetration of these crimes.

Each section aims to contribute 
information regarding the ways in 
which crimes were committed and by 
whom. Through the construction of 
narrative timelines, patterns can be 

1 Case Matrix Network’s Investigation and Documentation System (I-DOC) is inten-
ded for use by the CMDPDH thanks to funding from the European Union and the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

observed within the cases selected 
for this report.

For the purposes of this analysis, 
the researchers used the “Investi-
gation and Documentation System 
(I-Doc)” from Case Matrix Network.1 
This platform enables the analysis of 
cases concerning crimes perpetrated 
by state agents and facilitates sever-
al aims. I-Doc aids the identification 
of operational patterns employed by 
the authorities, supports the catego-
rization of crimes as generalized or 
systematic, and is useful for assessing 
whether an offense pertained to a de-
fined policy within a given time. We 
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seek to contribute to the documented construction of the context in which 
serious human rights violations and crimes against humanity have been perpe-
trated over the past 15 years. 

By means of this investigative tool, 301 cases of serious crimes were system-
atized as recounted in 268 recommendations issued by the National Human 
Rights Commission (CNDH) between 1 December 2006 and 30 June 2019. A to-
tal of 1,712 victims were identified, of whom 1,195 were tortured, murdered and/
or forcibly disappeared; the rest were victims of arbitrary detention or property 
rights violations as a result of theft or damage to their homes incurred during 
their detention or that of their families.

It should be noted that the recommendations are public documents contain-
ing facts investigated and verified by the CNDH and which are considered to be 
true; thus, they are not disputed by the institutions identified as responsible, 
since by accepting these recommendations, the findings, conclusions, and attri-
bution of institutional responsibility for the events are thereby acknowledged. 2

From December 1, 2006 to June 30, 2019, the CNDH issued 999 recommen-
dations, 21 of which were published as “serious violations.” Upon reading and 
analyzing the recommendations in their entirety, it was concluded that an addi-
tional 2473 recommendations should be added to these 21, since they describe 
cases containing sufficient elements to be considered serious crimes commit-
ted or sponsored by the state apparatus. For this reason, when we mention 
recommendations which register cases of serious human rights violations, we 
are referring to the recommendations compiled as a result of CMDPDH’s reas-
sessment and analysis; in other words, 268 recommendations in total.

2 265 of the 268 recommendations analyzed for the purposes of this document were 
accepted by the authorities to whom they were addressed. Only recommendations 
007/2009, 039/2017 and 087/2011 have a status of non-acceptance. It is important 
to mention that Article 16 of the Law on the National Human Rights Commission 
establishes that “The President of the Commission, the General Visitors and the 
Deputy Visitors shall have public faith in their actions so as to certify the veracity of 
the facts in relation to the complaints or disagreements presented to the National 
Commission.” 

3 A total of 268 recommendations were analyzed in depth for the elaboration of this 
report.
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The time period of the cases selected for documentation corresponds to the 
political context of the “war on drugs” or the “permanent fight against drug traf-
ficking”,4 a security strategy employed by the government of Felipe Calderón 
Hinojosa beginning in December 2006 and continued by Enrique Peña Nieto 
throughout his term of office. Nonetheless, the facts analyzed include cases of 
deprivation of liberty and/or assassinations by criminal groups acting under the 
protection of the State, as well as social demonstrations organized by communi-
ties repressed by federal or state governments. While these cases concern other 
arbitrary actions, they follow the same pattern in terms of torture, assassination 
and falsification of reports with the intention of justifying these criminal acts.

With respect to the period of analysis, it is important to clarify that although 
the cited recommendations were published by the CNDH between December 
2006 and June 2019, they describe cases that occurred between 2006 and 2018. 
These documents are retrospective in nature and refer to past cases and pro-
ceedings that took place after the main event. For methodological purposes, we 
have made a distinction between recommendations and cases. A  recommen-
dation is one of the 268 documents issued by the CNDH; a case is the unique 
sequence of criminal events narrated in each document. Accordingly, recom-
mendations may narrate more than one case5, and more than one document 
may refer to the same event.6

The central components of case documentation are the testimonies of sur-
vivors who provide information about the facts of the detention and torture, 
such as the location of the incidents, the places where the victims were tak-
en to be submitted to physical suffering, as well as the devices and methods 
of torture used, among others. Likewise, the testimonies of third parties are 
relevant to cases of forced disappearance and murder. Third parties of these 
incidents facilitate the identification of the authorities involved and provide a 

4 Concept adopted in the military orders described in the “Directive for the Integral 
Fight against Drug Trafficking 2007-2012,” SEDENA, April 20, 2007, Section II.

5 An example of this is recommendation 029/2018 addressed to the SEMAR, in which 
facts are narrated for 12 cases that occurred in five different states of Mexico.

6 Examples of this are recommendations 057/2013 and 067/2016 in which different 
elements are narrated for the same case.
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counter-narrative to the official version and circumstances in which the events 
reportedly took place. Both types of testimonies can be found in the CNDH’s 
recommendations, accompanied by sections on evidence and observations of 
the violations perpetrated by public officials.

Due to the nature of the documents analyzed, the scope of which extends to 
the federal level, there is more available information from which to determine 
the responsibility of authorities affiliated with the SEDENA, the SEMAR and the 
Federal Police. Therefore, the sections that make up this report represent only 
a partial view of the reality at the national level. The total number of incidents 
should be viewed in light of the unknown figure representing thousands of unre-
ported cases, and with the understanding that crimes committed at the munici-
pal and state level would need to be supported by other sources.

It is relevant to mention, broadly speaking, the differences between the first 
report and the present one, as the time frame for the two reports is different. 
Although the analysis of both reports began in December 2006 with the elec-
tion of Felipe Calderón Hinojosa to the presidency, this most recent version 
includes two more years of analysis in order to complete the entire term of 
Enrique Peña Nieto, which amounts to 98 additional cases contained in 64 rec-
ommendations by the CNDH.

The first installment of our results revealed the general data as processed in 
the database. For this second installment, the information is presented in sec-
tions in the interest of highlighting how I-Doc is used to analyze various crimes 
and construct counter-narratives to those presented by the authorities, contex-
tualizing the cases and probing the patterns. Additionally, the present volume 
digs deeper into the authorities responsible, not only from the cases which re-
veal them as perpetrators, but from the entire structure to which they adhere, 
primarily the FAM.



2. THE POLICY 
 OF TORTURE
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Since 2006, tales of torture have become increasingly common in 
Mexico. The Attorney General’s Office registered the initiation of 
13,560 criminal investigations for the crime of torture from 2006 
to 2019.7 Correspondingly, the Special Prosecutor’s Office for the 
Investigation of the Crime of Torture reported having 4,655 files in 
process since its creation in October 2015 through 2019.8  

Among the public servants investigated for the crime of torture by the FEIDT 
are personnel from the Ministry of National Defense and the Ministry of the 
Navy with 1,609 and 780 criminal investigations respectively. The situation at 
the state level is not any better; the state prosecutors’ offices reported 21,360 
criminal investigations for the same crime.9  However, reporting the crime does 
not guarantee access to justice. Of the total number of criminal investigations 
initiated, the Federal Judiciary Council stated that only 27 sentences had been 
issued at the federal level, of which 18 were convictions. This means that only 
0.19% of the cases investigated have been sentenced.10

7 FGR, information request file: 0001700145720. Date of response: 10 February 2020. 

8 FGR, information request file: 0001700145820. Date of response: 11 February 2020. 

9 State Prosecutor’s Offices, information requests: Aguascalientes 00099120; 
Baja California 00166520; Campeche 0100113320; Chiapas 00149720; Chi-
huahua 017522020; Ciudad de México 0113000072920; Coahuila 00148020; Co-
lima 00061720; Durango 00103920; Estado de México 0000312941; Guanajuato 
00416020; Guerrero 00092120; Jalisco 01391420; Michoacán 00212720; Morelos 
00160020; Nuevo León 00322920; Oaxaca 00148920; Puebla 00362420; Queréta-
ro 00135220; Quintana Roo 00148320; San Luis Potosí 00223120; Sinaloa 00271620; 
Sonora 00209920; Tabasco 00245720; Tamaulipas 00179620; Veracruz 00495820; 
Yucatán 00503620; Zacatecas 00100320. The State Prosecutor ‘s Offices of Baja 
California Sur, Hidalgo, Morelos, Nayarit and Tlaxcala did not respond to our re-
quest. 

10 CJF, information request file: 0320000037620. Date of response: 21 January 2020.
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Since then, the number of recommendations issued by the National Human 
Rights Commission depicts only a small sample of the whole. In many cases, 
the recommendations had to be reclassified by the CMDPDH team because the 
CNDH determined that cruel and inhumane treatment was only perpetrated in 
cases that explicitly involved acts of torture. In total, we analyzed 221 cases of 
torture apparent in 190 recommendations issued by the CNDH between 2006 
and June 2019, which add up to 736 victims of this crime.

As the purpose of this report is to provide evidence of the way in which the 
authorities perpetrated these atrocities, the figures that we include strictly cor-
respond to the FAM and the Federal Police.11 These cases unveil a common pat-
tern of action which we will argue through the analysis of representative cases 
on the part of each authority.

11 Patterns of action by the main perpetrators are given; authorities have been se-
lected by the number of cases in which they are involved. Because the documents 
analyzed fall under federal jurisdiction, the institutions shown to be responsible are 
the Armed Forces and the Federal Police.
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2.1. THE PERPETRATORS
2.1.1. THE ARMY

The Army is the authority attributed with the greatest number of cases in rec-
ommendations issued by the CNDH. During the period of time under study, the 
Ministry of National Defense was identified as responsible in 97 recommenda-
tions, encompassing 102 cases in which the torture of 313 people was docu-
mented.

On January 22, 2009, at 10:30 a.m., a female civilian was walking a short block 
from her house when she saw three Army Hummer vans stopped at a cab stand 
to inspect the people who were there. As she passed by the stand, the soldiers 
asked her to stop for a few questions. The military elements took her into one of 
the vans, blindfolded her and beat her on different parts of her body. The study 
conducted by the CMDPDH shows that at least 239 people in the recommenda-
tions analyzed were arbitrarily detained in a manner similar to that described.12  
88.2% of the cases of torture began with arbitrary detention.13

Once in the van, the aforementioned individual was repeatedly beaten on dif-
ferent parts of her body and taken to the “Aguaje de la Tuna” military barracks 
in Tijuana, Baja California. There she was kept in a room for an hour. Military 
elements tied her arms with a cell phone charger cable, returned the blindfold, 
and began asking about people she did not know. Again, of the cases analyzed, 
at least 166 of the victims were tortured inside military installations, represent-
ing 53% of the total number of victims tortured at the hands of the Ministry of 
National Defense.

The victim was threatened: “Ay girl, you’d better cooperate or it’ll be much 
worse,” while they laid her down and covered her face with a wet cloth. “You are 
going to talk and tell me all the drug houses in your neighborhood,” insisted the 

12 Of the 313 people tortured by military elements, 240 were arbitrarily detained. 

13 90 of the 102 cases of torture began with arbitrary detention. 
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soldier, while they pulled a bag over her head. After the fourth time they did this 
to her, she lost consciousness.14

The method of torture used to generate the sensation of drowning in a con-
trolled manner is called waterboarding. 64 people were asphyxiated in this way. 
The Army also uses other methods of asphyxiation, such as using a plastic bag. 
This crime is one of the most common methods of physical torture employed 
by the military, claiming 107 victims.

After losing consciousness, the victim was awakened with beatings, punches 
to the face and gushing water. She received further threats from the soldiers, 
who by this time had pulled out “la chicharra”: an electric shock machine that 
they used on her back three times. The soldiers took turns beating her, pulled 
down her pants and underwear, and put an object on her buttocks.15 The en-
tirety of this case exemplifies the most common method of physical torture: 
beatings.

At least 280 people were beaten by elements of the Army. The victims also 
suffered electric shocks, the third most common method of torture to which 99 
victims were subjected in the cases referred to in this document.

In addition, acts of sexual torture have also been reported. Members of the 
Army have perpetrated sexual crimes in a number of ways, from lewd touching 
to rape. We have registered 82 victims of sexual torture, including 32 for lewd 
touching, 43 for forced nudity, 42 for electric shocks to the genitals, and 9 for 
rape. Actions such as threats to the person or their family members, humiliation 
and insults are classified here as psychological torture. Psychological torture is 
undoubtedly one of the most frequent manifestations of this tragedy, with a 
record of 284 victims on behalf of the Army.

Still, the torment of victims does not end with the torture. Often they are 
brought before the Public Prosecutor’s Office or the media and accused of 

14 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 077/2009. Mexico, D. F., 28 
December 2009. 

15 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 077/2009. Mexico, D. F., 28 
December 2009.
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crimes they did not commit. In one case16, after having been tortured for hours, 
the victim was taken to a different place, ordered to put on shoes, and to clean 
her face with water before she was placed in front of a table displaying weapons 
and drugs. At that moment she saw her neighbor, who introduced her to the 
media. Five more hours passed before she was taken to the PGR/FGR. The victim 
was held from 10:30 a.m. on January 22, 2009, until 5:00 p.m. on January 24, 
2009, that is, 55 hours before she was presented to the PGR.

Detention outside the protection of the law has made it easier for the au-
thorities, in this case elements of the Army, to obtain information or fabricate 
evidence through the use of torture. In the present case, the victim was held 
incommunicado and outside the protection of the law for several days, which 
is why her case also qualifies as a disappearance; she is one of 86 disappeared 
persons who were also tortured by military elements. The Ministry of National 
Defense alleged in its reports that the person had been detained at 2:00 am on 
January 22, 2009 and later that day, at 1:30 pm, she was placed at the disposal of 
an agent of the Public Ministry. This constitutes a 44-hour difference between 
the authority’s version and the victim’s version.

In that same report, the authority specified the reason for the arrest of the 
two individuals. According to the SEDENA, they received a citizen complaint 
alleging that armed civilians appeared to be aboard several vans. Therefore, 
the agents proceeded to stop the van in which they were traveling, discovering 
weapons and drugs inside. The SEDENA reports provide relevant insight into 
how these crimes have become systematic. These reports disclose the elements 
involved and the factors that justified their actions; however, the SEDENA’s ver-
sions are all very similar. Information contained in diverse cases is arranged so 
as to suggest a particular format.

A representative example is the report submitted in the above case, in which 
the military authority claims to have received a citizen complaint. At least 17 
other cases were initiated in the same way and similarly, the complaints ac-
cused civilians of carrying weapons and drugs, one of the most recurrent justi-
fications for detention. This is the case for 128 other people who were tortured 

16 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 077/2009. Mexico, D. F., 28 
December 2009. 
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40
Crimes against 

health

31
Illegal carrying

of weapons

59

Figure 1:

Justifications of torture17

under the allegation of committing offenses against public health and/or car-
rying weapons.

Figure 1: Justifications of torture17 

According to the reports, not only were people accused, but criminal pro-
ceedings were initiated against 192 victims. In the case described, the two vic-
tims were charged with crimes against public health, violation of the Federal 
Law on Firearms and Explosives, possession of ammunition, and violation of the 
Federal Law against Organized Crime. All of these are among the most common 
crimes charged against victims. In this regard, 97 people were prosecuted for 
crimes against public health, 94 for violation of the Federal Law on Firearms and 

17 Figure developed in-house based on data obtained from case documentation in the 
I-Doc database.
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Explosives and 35 for organized crime. Consequently, many people end up in 
prison for crimes they did not commit, lose their lives as a result of the torture 
suffered, or are forcibly disappeared. The victims of the above-mentioned case 
were ordered to be formally imprisoned on March 14, 2009 in the state of Baja 
California.

2.1.2. THE NAVY

At 00:30 hours on December 6, 2011, a man spotted some vans as he was about 
to enter his house. The vehicles pulled up to the house and ordered him to stop, 
to which he replied that this was his home. Despite his response, members of 
the military got out of the vehicles, beat him with their fists and hit him on the 
head with a firearm. Meanwhile, five naval elements wearing ski masks entered 
his home. The naval elements restrained the woman who lived with him, cov-
ered her head with a towel and beat her while questioning her about hitmen and 
money, of which she repeatedly claimed to have no knowledge.

Together with this case, there are 47 more18 in which elements attached to the 
Naval Forces were identified as responsible for subjecting at least 162 people to 
torture, 152 of whom were arbitrarily detained. Illegal detentions on the public 
highway or within private homes are the most frequent locations. In 25 cases, 
the victims were detained in their homes without search warrants and in viola-
tion of their privacy; a further 15 were detained on the public highway.

The Naval Forces also tortured the victims at the time of arrest. They put a 
towel on the woman’s face and beat her before putting her in the van where the 
torture continued. As she was transferred, they touched her breasts, buttocks, 
legs and genitals. Throughout the journey, the man was beaten with fists and 
weapons. Both victims were taken to the naval facilities in Veracruz, Veracruz. 
Upon arrival, she was locked in a room while she heard her partner’s screams 

18 There are 48 cases documented in 36 recommendations in which elements atta-
ched to the Ministry of the Navy were identified as responsible for committing 
torture.
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and they continued to touch her. “The next day, they took her out of the room. 
She heard screams, which she identified as her husband’s. They then brought 
her into a room where she was interrogated and tortured. The next day, she was 
interrogated and raped.”19

Simultaneously, her partner was interrogated and tortured in another room. 
He was also forced to touch the steering wheel and brake lever of a vehicle he 
did not know. Finally, both were brought before the Public Prosecutor’s Office 
on December 9, 2011 at 5:30 a.m. Both were tortured and threatened for more 
than 77 hours.

According to our analysis, beatings and psychological suffering, including 
threats, are the methods of torture most commonly used by the Naval Forces. 
In the cases reviewed, 140 people were brutally beaten and 129 were subjected 
to psychological terror through threats, insults and/or humiliation.

Within this context, sexual torture is one of the most frequent crimes of tor-
ture perpetrated by elements of the SEMAR. A total of 67 people have suffered 
sexual violence at the hands of naval personnel. Of these, 19 were touched lewd-
ly and 13 were raped. In addition, 29 victims were forced to undress and 32 were 
given electric shocks to their genitals.

In the case previously referred to, the torture lasted 77 and a half hours from 
the moment the victims were detained until they were brought before the Pub-
lic Prosecutor’s Office. The SEMAR’s version varies from the day they were de-
tained. According to the SEMAR, on December 8, 2011, two days after what was 
reported by both victims, the naval elements were conducting routine surveil-
lance when a man - who refused to give his personal details - informed them of 
armed men in the area who participated in organized crime and that a house 
with a white van was occupied by armed people.

According to their report, the marines located the house and discovered the 
victims inside the truck with weapons and a bag of cocaine, for which they were 
immediately placed at the disposal of the Public Prosecutor’s Office in Veracruz, 
Veracruz. According to their version of events, they only spent the time need-
ed to count the secured assets. The reports presented by the SEMAR seem to 

19 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 068/2013. Mexico, D.F., 29 
November 2013.
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derive from a pre-established system, since they follow the same lines and even 
the same order of events as in other cases. In the present case, they reported 
that a man, who did not provide his details, told them where to locate people 
involved in organized crime. Following this format, 35 victims have appeared 
in reports that say the same thing; 88 people were accused of being involved 
with organized crime, 113 were charged with crimes against public health, and 82 
more with carrying firearms.

Although the naval reports accuse individuals of various crimes, they are not 
always prosecuted for them. In this case, there is no indication of the crimes for 
which the victims are accused; however, the crimes by which the SEMAR justi-
fies its actions coincide with those most often charged against victims: crimes 
against public health and organized crime. These two charges add up to 97 and 
77 victims respectively. In addition, 67 people have been charged with the crime 
of carrying a firearm and 47 victims have been charged with possession of am-
munition.
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2.1.3. THE FEDERAL POLICE

On April 21, 2014 at midnight, two people, a woman and her boyfriend, were 
walking on the Miguel Alemán Coast in Acapulco, Guerrero, when they were 
approached by federal police officers who forced them into a van. An agent sat 
on the woman so that she could not sit up or see anything before her. They were 
held still as the agents drove around, saying that they were INTERPOL agents 
and that the man was wanted by the DEA. In exchange for their release, they 
asked for $1 million dollars.

The Federal Police is the authority with the second highest number of cases 
attributed to torture; there are at least 61 cases narrated in 47 recommenda-
tions, totaling 203 victims. Among these recommendations is that of 07/2019, 
in which two victims were “picked up” on the public highway by the Federal 
Police, tortured into confessing to crimes they did not commit, and extorted in 
exchange for their freedom.

The victims were on vacation with their family and friends in Acapulco. They 
had gone to dinner and while waiting for the bill, a couple went to buy cigarettes. 
As they were walking along the coastline, they heard two vans approach. Armed 
men got out of the vehicles and forced them into one of the vehicles, which 
later transported them to a safe house. In this case, unlike the Military’s pattern 
of torture on official premises, the Federal Police carried out the torture in a 
safe house, as in nine other reported cases. In 22 cases, the torture began at the 
moment of arrest, in 17 more cases it occurred inside the homes of the victims, 
and in another 14 cases it took place inside the police stations to which the vic-
tims were transferred.

Once in the safe house, the torture and threats began. To the man they tied 
his hands and feet, put a thick cloth over his eyes, hit him and kicked him. They 
made threats against his son and said that they had sexually abused his partner. 
Concurrently, they called the victims’ friends to tell them that they had been kid-
napped and asked for a million dollars for their release. Later, the commander 
said that they would be taken to the SIEDO in Mexico City because: “the superi-
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ors already knew and that they had to bring him to their disposal, to answer for 
the crimes they had committed in the United States.”20

The torture suffered by the woman was different. During the trip to the safe 
house she was beaten and once they arrived, she was able to hear the torture 
her boyfriend suffered. She was then threatened into giving them the million 
dollars they were asking for, and was also forced to say that they had been de-
tained at a checkpoint where her boyfriend tried to flee. They also threatened 
her son, claiming that they knew where she lived and that they would put him in 
jail. At some point, she heard the commander say to their friends: “(...) so they’ve 
already told you what this is about, you have to get a million, as soon as possible, 
if you don’t do it, we’re going to extradite him, we have the power to do it (...)”.

According to our analysis, people who have been subjected to severe suf-
fering by elements of the Federal Police are tortured using alternative meth-
ods, unlike victims of torture by the Military who employ, for example, electric 
shocks or waterboarding. In the case in question, beatings are the method most 
commonly used by the Federal Police, claiming at least 180 victims of brutal 
abuse and 120 victims of threats or psychological harassment.

Finally, at 9:00 p.m. that same day, one of the victims was presented to the 
SIEDO, beginning a preliminary investigation against them for organized crime, 
crimes against public health, and possession of a firearm for the exclusive use of 
the military. These are crimes that, within the Military as well as the Police, are 
considered cardinal grounds for the commission of serious crimes against per-
sons who are not involved in such activities. The other victim, his partner, was 
left at a bus station in Mexico City at 2:00 a.m. the next day under the condition 
that she would not report them.

Of the survivors of torture, 122 were prosecuted. 41 victims were charged with 
organized crime, another 54 with carrying firearms intended for the exclusive 
use of the army, and 36 with crimes against public health.

20 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 007/2019. Mexico City, 22 
March 2019. 
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2.2. SUMMARY

The figures - produced by our database and that of the Attorney General’s Of-
fice, the FEIDT and the Federal Judiciary Council - show the constancy of tor-
ture as a practice among state security institutions; one that replaces proper 
investigation of the facts or serves to fabricate culprits. The authorities do not 
carry out professional investigations for the sake of truth and justice; rather, 
they resort to torture to obtain confessions, information, incriminate innocent 
people, or punish them, in order to demonstrate alleged results. 

What do these policies achieve? Violence continues to rise. The mobilization 
of the Army, the Navy and the Police has not restored peace or justice, nor 
has it curbed impunity in the country. The same authorities responsible for re-
storing peace and safeguarding citizens are behind the violence and increasing 
crime rates. This analysis demonstrates that the Armed Forces and the Police 
are actively violating human rights through the commission of atrocious crimes 
against the civilian population.

Military and police institutions have displayed the training, infrastructure, tools 
and methods necessary to threaten, electrocute, injure, drown, asphyxiate and 
rape people. The victims’ accounts indicate that the torture does not happen in 
an improvised manner. Rather, they warn of a recurrent, routine, standardized 
and structured practice; they reveal that these acts are never spontaneous, and 
are part of a plan or policy pursued by the federal authorities. 



3. THE PRACTICE OF 
FORCED DISAPPEARANCE
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Disappearances in Mexico proceed in a climate of violence and 
impunity which renders such disappearances very complex. This can 
be observed not only in the variety of agents involved, but also in the 
wide range of incentives that can motivate a disappearance: from 
human trafficking, kidnapping and forced recruitment, to the killing 
of persons whose remains are completely destroyed and cannot be 
identified21 or which end up in clandestine graves.22

As for the perpetrators, members of the Armed Forces, police officers at all 
three levels of government, civilians allegedly involved in organized crime, and 
civilians acting in conjunction with state agents are all known to have partici-
pated. This multiplicity of actors was legally reflected in the delimitation of two 
types of offences under the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Per-
sons: Disappearance Committed by Individuals, and the National System for the 
Search of Disappeared Persons, adopted in 2017 (hereinafter the General Law 
on Forced Disappearance).23 It covers both forced disappearance and disap-
pearance committed by individuals.

This law was intended to address the varied types of disappearances as well as 
the shortcomings of official records, especially the now defunct National Reg-

21 Sergio Ocampo “En los Semefos hay 30 mil cadáveres sin identificar: CNDH [In 
the Semefos there are 30 thousand unidentified bodies]”. La Jornada, 1 November 
2019, https://www.jornada.com.mx/2019/11/01/politica/018n1pol?partner=rss (Date 
of access: 10 June 2020)

22 CMDPDH, Artículo 19 and Universidad Iberoamericana, «Violencia y terror: hallaz-
gos sobre fosas clandestinas en México 2006-2017», 2019, available at: https://cm-
dpdh.org/project/violencia-y-terror-hallazgos-sobre-fosas-clandestinas-en-mexi-
co-2006-2017/ (Date of access: 10 June 2020)

23 General Congress of the United Mexican States, «General Law on the Forced Disa-
ppearance of Persons, Disappearance Committed by Individuals, and the National 
System for the Search of Disappeared Persons» (2017), http://www.diputados.gob.
mx/LeyesBiblio/ref/lgmdfp.htm (Date of access: 10 June 2020).
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istry of Missing or Disappeared Persons (RNPED).24 To name a few of these 
shortcomings, the Register had a significant bias in that it was built on previous 
investigations and research portfolios reported by state prosecutors’ offices. 
This meant that only reported cases of disappeared persons were registered, 
excluding those disappearances that were investigated as kidnappings, homi-
cides or other types of crimes.

Furthermore, the RNPED’s records were removed as people were located 
without providing any details as to who was responsible or what the cause of the 
disappearance was. In this regard, it was impossible to know the extent to which 
the disappearances were actually forced disappearances as opposed to acts of a 
different nature. Given the complexity of the phenomenon and its registration, 
obtaining a figure that reflects the total number of people disappeared in Mex-
ico has been a very difficult task. Government data has evolved dramatically. In 
2019 there were approximately 40,000 missing persons25. By the beginning of 
2020 there were more than 61,00026, and by mid-year there were more than 
73,000. 27 

24 The National Registry of Missing or Disappeared Persons was terminated with the 
adoption of the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappea-
rances Committed by Individuals and the National System for the Search of Disa-
ppeared Persons. It was last published in May 2017 and should be replaced by the 
National Registry of Disappeared and Unlocated Persons. At the time of writing this 
report, the new Registry has yet to be published.

25 Franziska Holz, Christoph Birngruber, and Maximilian Murck, «Los cuerpos sin iden-
tificar en México: recomendaciones de médicos forenses alemanes [Unidentified 
bodies in Mexico: recommendations from German forensic doctors]», Nexos. Pre-
vención y castigo. Blog sobre la política de seguridad (blog), 4 November 2019, 
https://seguridad.nexos.com.mx/?p=1695.

26 Díaz, Gloria, «México acumuló 61 mil 637 reportes de personas desaparecidas: Se-
gob [Mexico amasses 61,637 reports of disappeared persons: Segob]». Proceso, 6 
January 2020, https://www.proceso.com.mx/613174/mexico-acumulo-61-mil-637-re-
portes-de-personas-desaparecidas-segob

27 Ministry of the Interior. Bulletin 233/2020. 13 July 2020. https://www.gob.mx/segob/
prensa/gobernacion-y-la-cnb-presentan-el-informe-relativo-a-la-busqueda-identifi-
cacion-y-registro-de-personas-desaparecidas-y-no-localizadas 
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This section focuses on disappearances that occurred between 2006 and 
2018, as reported in the recommendations issued by the National Human Rights 
Commission and systematized in the I-Doc database. The data presented here 
cannot be considered representative of the totality of the phenomenon at the 
national level, since it only deals with disappearances for which a complaint was 
filed with the CNDH and which culminated in a recommendation. Accordingly, 
throughout this section, we will focus on the victims recorded in these docu-
ments, numbered around 613. Although our data does not allow for an exhaus-
tive assessment, it does illustrate some of the dynamics of the disappearances 
described above.
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3.1. THE PERPETRATORS

From the data in our analysis, it can be concluded that: of the 613 victims of dis-
appearance, 119 persons disappeared in events involving members of the Armed 
Forces (88 by SEDENA personnel and 31 by SEMAR); 27 disappearances impli-
cated federal police; 9 state and 11 municipal police. As for victims of disappear-
ances committed by civilians, 358 were attributed to alleged members of orga-
nized crime and 1 to paramilitary operations. Another 22 persons disappeared in 
events where investigations failed to determine the perpetrator.

The majority of victims correspond to events involving civilians linked to orga-
nized crime, primarily in connection with the series of events which took place 
in 2011 in the municipality of Allende, Coahuila.28 The second largest group of 
victims corresponds to disappearances committed by members of the Armed 
Forces. The following figure depicts the two largest intersections between al-
leged members of organized crime and municipal police (40 victims), and state 
police (8 victims). In terms of joint operations carried out by state actors of 
separate agencies, 5 people disappeared in events involving both the FAM and 
members of the Federal Police, and 7 disappeared in events involving both the 
FAM and members of the state police.

28 Known as the “Allende Massacre.” The events that took place in this municipality 
have been documented in: FIDH, CMDPDH, Red TDT et al. Communication in ac-
cordance with Article 15 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court,” 
pp. 27-30 https://cmdpdh.org/project/mexico-asesinatos-desapariciones-tortu-
ras-coahuila-zaragoza-constituyen-crimenes-lesa-humanidad/
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Figure 2:
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Figure 3:

Disappearances by year and State/entity
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Though it is striking that the number of disappearances linked to organized 
crime is significantly higher, two aspects must not be overlooked: first, that the 
state institutions most involved in disappearances are those of the FAM; second, 
that the state agents implicated represent all three orders of government. This 
is of the utmost importance if we consider that these are authorities charged 
with protecting the population, guaranteeing public security, and from whom 
strict conduct would be expected in accordance with the principle of legality 
and respect for the human rights of all persons.

The data we present here refers primarily to disappearances that occurred 
prior to 2017, that is, prior to the adoption of the General Law on Forced Disap-
pearance. As can be seen in the following chart, the recommendations analyzed 
report disappearances in 21 of Mexico’s 32 states by a range of actors. Most of 
the victims who were reported to have disappeared disappeared in the states of 
Coahuila (347), Chihuahua (63) and Nuevo León (61).
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Figure 4:

Victims of disappearance by type of perpetrator
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To what extent do these data correspond to disappearances committed 
by State agents? To shed light on the degree to which forced disappearance 
has been documented in the CNDH’s recommendations, here we propose as 
an analytical exercise the classification of these disappearances according to 
the criminal types established in the General Law on Forced Disappearance. It 
should be noted that according to the law:

The crime of forced disappearance of persons is committed by a public 
servant or an individual who, with the authorization, support, or acqui-
escence of a public servant, deprives a person of his or her liberty in any 
way, followed by a refusal or abstention from recognizing the deprivation 
of liberty or from providing information about the person’s fate, destiny, 
or whereabouts. (Article 27)

It is equally important to note that: “The crime of disappearance committed 
by private individuals is committed by anyone who deprives a person of his or 
her liberty for the purpose of concealing the victim or his or her fate or where-
abouts” (Article 34). Now, according to this classification by type of perpetrator, 
the data available to us facilitates the following diagram:
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Under the current framework, 359 people were victims of disappear-
ance committed by individuals and 232 of forced disappearance. In the 
case of 184 victims, the perpetrators were exclusively state agents. 48 
victims at the intersection, for whom the interpretation of acquies-
cence (direct participation) is very narrow, corresponded to forced dis-
appearances committed by private individuals and state agents. When 
assessing the proportion, were we to consider only those victims for whom the 
perpetrator was identified, about 39% would be victims of forced disappear-
ance, whereas 61% would refer to disappearances by private individuals. Similar 
shares of involvement have been reported in other studies, such as those con-
ducted by the Observatory on Disappearances and Impunity in the states of 
Nuevo Leon and Coahuila. In the case of Nuevo León, it was found that, of the 
cases reported, some 47% were committed by state agents and 53% by private 
individuals. Of the disappearances committed by state agents, about 49% cor-
responded to municipal authorities, 25% to state authorities, and 26% to federal 
authorities.29 In the case of Coahuila, the proportions are major at the municipal 
54%, state 25% and federal levels 13%.30 

Interpreting acquiescence as direct participation does not necessarily negate 
the State’s responsibility for disappearances committed by private individuals; 
for example, episodes as prolonged and significant as the Allende massacre 
were well-known to the authorities, who chose not to do anything about it. As 
demonstrated, between March 18 and 22, 2011, the Zetas sent their hitmen to 
search the homes of a family in Allende in order to capture and execute all of its 
members. At the same time, the cartel ordered the 20 members of the munic-
ipal police not to patrol or answer calls for help. In those five days, as many as 
1,451 calls were made from Allende and Piedras Negras to the 089 emergency 

29 Observatory on Disappearances and Impunity. Informe sobre Desapariciones en 
el Estado de Nuevo León con información de Cadhac. July 2017. Flacso-Mexico, 
UNAM-IIJ, U. of Minnesota and U. of Oxford. 

30 Observatory on Disappearances and Impunity. Informe sobre Desaparición e Impu-
nidad en el Estado de Coahuila de Zaragoza. March 2018. Flacso-Mexico, UNAM-IIJ, 
U. of Minnesota and U. of Oxford. 
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phone number.31 In this case, there is an opportunity to discuss the State’s ac-
quiescence in a broader sense, or as a failure to protect the right to life, security 
and justice; that is, beyond the direct participation of its institutions in the dis-
appearances. This type of analysis, however, is outside the scope and objective 
of this report at this time.

31 See Sergio Aguayo and Jacobo Dayán. The Zeta Yoke. Northern Coahuila, 2010 - 
2011. July 2018, COLMEX, CEAV, Ford Foundation.
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3.2. CLASSIFICATION OF DISAPPEARANCE  
 ACCORDING TO OUTCOME

In the previous edition of this report, disappearances were classified according 
to their outcomes as follows: 

A. A “permanent” disappearance occurs when the vic-
tim’s whereabouts are unknown at the time the recommendation is 
issued.

B. A “temporary” disappearance occurs when the fate 
or whereabouts of the victim are known at the time the recommen-
dation is issued. These disappearances are concluded in the following 
ways:

a. Person detained: the victim is still alive and was located un-
der arrest within a prison or on the premises of an authority.

b. Person released: Victims are located after they are released 
by the authorities or the perpetrators of the disappearance. 

c. Person found without life: a body was located that is pre-
sumed to belong to the disappeared person; sometimes it is 
identified in a clandestine grave.

The number of victims of disappearance for which the outcome is permanent 
is 397; this is the most common outcome reported. The second most common 
occurrence within temporary disappearances is the appearance of a detainee; 
76 victims were found in this situation and 54 others were located after their 
release. Finally, the bodies of 42 persons were found without life and 3 more 
were located in graves.
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Figure 5:
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3.3. SUMMARY

Disappearances in Mexico are a complex phenomenon that implicates diverse 
state and non-state actors. While the impact of organized crime on disappear-
ances cannot be overlooked, the evidence we have shows that these atrocious 
crimes are accomplished through a variety of actions and omissions often in-
volving members of the Armed Forces, federal, state and municipal police across 
the entire country. This suggests that there is an illegal and institutionalized mo-
dus operandi guaranteed by impunity. Despite the fact that missing persons are 
sometimes found, the vast majority remain missing and those responsible are 
not investigated, prosecuted, or punished. For example, between January 1, 2016 
and December 31, 2019, the Federal Judiciary Council declared that it had 27 sen-
tences at the federal level, of which only 13 were convictions.32 Unequivocally, 
some of the greatest burdens of the Mexican state are the location of missing 
persons, the provision of access to justice for their families and loved ones, and 
the purging of those security forces who have participated in such crimes.

32 CJF, information request file: 0320000031420. Date of response: 15 January 2020.



4. ASSASSINATION
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This section addresses the patterns observable in cases of 
assassination. These patterns include fabricated narratives which 
differ from the official versions provided by public servants 
responsible for the commission of these crimes in the exercise of 
their duties, or by individuals acting with their authorization, support, 
or acquiescence. 

For the categorization of this crime, 
we follow the guidelines contained 
in Article 2 of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights and Article 4 of 
the American Convention on Human 
Rights, which protect the right to life. 
This is a fundamental and universally 
recognized right which makes possi-
ble the complete access to all other 
rights, in effect at all times and under 
all circumstances, and from which 
no derogation is permitted either in 
armed conflict or during exceptional 
situations. The American Convention 
on Human Rights provides that: “Ev-
ery person has the right to have his life 
respected. This right shall be protect-
ed by law and, in general, from the mo-
ment of conception. No one shall be 

33 American Convention on Human Rights signed at the Inter-American Specialized 
Conference on Human Rights (B-32). (Costa Rica: Organization of American States, 
1969). Article 4.

34 Rome Statute Establishing the International Criminal Court, Article 7(1)(a); Ele-
ments of Crimes, Article 7(1)(a), Element 1

arbitrarily deprived of his life.”33 Simi-
larly, the Rome Statute includes assas-
sination among the crimes against hu-
manity, which is understood to mean 
that “a perpetrator has killed one or 
more persons.”34

Imagine that you are in your car at 
night, traveling peacefully with your 
family, and suddenly someone starts 
shooting at you. In the dark of the 
night you cannot understand what 
is happening outside, but the bullets 
have hit your family, wounding and 
killing adults and children. You realize 
that it was military elements who fired 
the shots. Later, local residents try to 
help by transporting the survivors to 
the hospital, but they are stopped by 
soldiers claiming that they are trans-
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ferring cadavers. Eventually, some family members manage to survive, but the 
soldiers claim that they had shot back in defense against an armed attack ini-
tiated by your vehicle. The soldiers also put drugs in your truck to justify their 
version of events

 This very situation happened on June 1, 2007 in La Joya 
de los Martinez, Sinaloa. Around 10:00 pm, 20 elements of the SED-
ENA who were camped on the side of the road shot at a van carrying 
a family of eight people. At first, a 27-year-old woman and a 3-year-old 
minor died. As witnesses were transporting the other six wounded peo-
ple to Culiacán on a dirt road, they were intercepted and detained by 
members of the SEDENA for the accusation of “transferring cadavers.” 
In the course of this tragedy, another adult woman died, as well as two 
minors aged 6 and 1. The soldiers changed their version of events, al-
tered the crime scene and placed a sack of drugs in the victims’ van.35 

This story is not unique. We have 8936 more examples on record that account 
for the assassinations of at least 365 people. This situation has been repeated on 
multiple occasions, accompanied by a series of criminal acts committed before 
and after the events in which the various victims lost their lives.

35 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 040/2007. Mexico, D. F., 21 
September 2007.

36 90 cases of assassination are documented in 91 recommendations issued by the 
CNDH between December 2006 and June 2019.
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4.1. THE PERPETRATORS 
 AND METHODS OF JUSTIFYING 
 ASSASSINATION

The main perpetrators of these murders were elements attached to the SEDE-
NA in 42 cases, followed by members of the Federal Police in 19, the SEMAR in 
11, state police in 7, and municipal police in 5. An additional eight cases of assas-
sination by alleged members of a criminal organization can also be identified.37 

In Mexico, the circumstances and places in which a person may be arbitrarily 
deprived of life by both military and police authorities are diverse. It could be 
traveling on the road with family, because of “suspicious behavior,” passing a 
military checkpoint,38 being on the street, leaving work or school, or even being 
in one’s own home.

According to this analysis, there are two main contexts in which victims are 
killed. The first is when the responsible authorities justify the killing, mainly by 
suggesting that it was a defense against an aggression resulting from a confron-
tation. This is what happened in the cases of at least 120 people, in which it has 
been proven, through witnesses and expert evidence, that such confrontations 
did not occur and that instead the victims were executed under conditions very 
different from those mentioned by the authorities. In addition to robbing the 
victims of their lives, in many cases the authorities planted weapons or drugs 
on the victims and altered the scene of the crime with the intention of justifying 
their actions.

37 Due to the implementation of “Joint Operations”, there are cases in which more 
than one institution was involved, which is why the total number of cases per res-
ponsible authority is greater. 

38 In June 2019, elements of the SEDENA stopped a bus in Guerrero to carry out an 
inspection during which they detained a person. However, when the driver restar-
ted the bus, the military fired against the vehicle, killing one passenger, as recoun-
ted in Recommendation 008/2011.
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Figure 6:

Justifications 
used by the 
perpetrators85

Within the framework of an operation 
or in compliance of an order
 Victims   Cases

During police patrols 80 15
In the framework 
of a specific operation 48 21
In the framework 
of a joint operation 19 6
In a checkpoint 6 3
In the framework of operation 
for eradication of drugs 3 3

Justifications for the use of deadly force
 Victims   Cases

Defense against an 
aggression (resulting from 
a confrontation)    120 32
Illegal carrying of weapons  40 14
Accused of committed 
a crime 61 14
Suspect behavior  16 14
Member of some organized 
crime group 13 6
Drug possession  7 7
Apprehension in “flagrante"  7 2
During driving a suspect car 10 5

Another possible context is arbitrary de-
tention,39 either within the framework of 
a specific operation or as part of activities 
inherent to a “Joint Operation,” in which, to 
be precise, only previously ordered activi-
ties are performed. At least 139 people were 
unlawfully detained outside the protection 
of the law and killed in this context without 
valid justification. In this type of operation, 
some victims were first tortured and later 
executed. In some cases, the bodies of the 
victims were abandoned or buried in un-
populated areas.

Both narratives are consistent with what 
was constructed and established as the “war 
on drugs”, which allowed authorities to jus-
tify the use of force in pursuit of a greater 
goal. Opening fire at the slightest suspicion 
or detaining, persecuting, and torturing 
people to death have been justifiable and 
unpunished actions within the framework 
of the full-on fight against drug trafficking.

Figure 6: Justifications used 
by the perpetrators40

39 39 victims were arbitrarily detained 
and subsequently killed. At least 32 of them were 
tortured. 

40 It is important to clarify that the same victim may have been accused of more than 
one crime, and that this may happen in the context of an operation or at a chec-
kpoint. 
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Either by any of these justifications or, in compliance with a specific order, 
patrol or joint operation, the responsible authorities found sufficient reason to 
kill civilians. In this context, it is not enough to deprive civilians of their lives; they 
also frame innocent victims as criminals, with the aim of boasting and support-
ing their atrocities.  

An example of this is the statement made by the commander of the 11th Mili-
tary Region, Jorge Juarez Loera, on April 1, 2008. When approached by journal-
ists in Chihuahua City about the Joint Operation and the high number of killings 
in the state, he reprimanded them: “I would like the journalists to change the 
story. And when you say one more dead, you better say one fewer criminal.”41

In the cases we analyzed, it was apparent that the version given by the perpe-
trators is false and seeks to criminalize people in order to circumvent account-
ability for these crimes. To demonstrate this:

On March 3, 2010, a married couple was driving their vehicle near their 
workplace in Anahuac, Nuevo Leon, when they were caught in a con-
frontation between the military and armed individuals. The couple got 
out of the vehicle and ran away. The husband was injured and the wom-
an managed to hide. When the confrontation concluded, she sought 
help, only to be shot at by the soldiers who then approached them and 
fired a coup de grâce.
Responsible members of the SEDENA reported that they were attacked 
with firearms during a patrol, so they repelled the aggression. When 
the confrontation concluded, they located four people who had died 
and confiscated several weapons. The CNDH demonstrated that the 
position of the victims’ bodies was changed, that weapons were planted 
and that the soldiers failed to provide medical attention to the wound-
ed civilians. In addition, the victims were made known to the public as 
members of organized crime, with nicknames or aliases.

41 El Universal, “Bajo el Techo de Juárez [Under Juarez’s roof”, El Universal, 13 July 
2009, available at: http://archivo.eluniversal.com.mx/nacion/169662.html, (Date of 
access: 7 May 2019).
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Like this case, we located 89 others, in which the authorities presented con-
flicting information. 

These are not isolated events but recurrent patterns upheld by different 
branches of military and police in several parts of the country. As demonstrated 
by the cases referred to in this document, these murders did not happen by 
chance; rather, they confirm a systemic and generalized structure engaged in 
the perpetration of criminal acts, shielded behind a policy guided by violence.



47

ENTRE LA BRUTALIDAD Y LA IMPUNIDAD

Figure 7:

Map of assassinations in Mexico
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4.2. THE GEOGRAPHY OF ASSASSINATIONS  
 AND THEIR METHODS

The assassinations that have been documented here are based on cases de-
scribed in the recommendations issued by the CNDH during the period covered 
by this document. These cases occurred in 23 states of the Republic. The largest 
number of executions by the authorities occurred in Guerrero, with 11 cases, 
followed by Tamaulipas, with 10 cases, and Nuevo León and Michoacán, both 
with 9 cases.
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This tactic is practiced throughout the country, in which elements of the Fed-
eral Security Forces of the State (the SEDENA, SEMAR and Federal Police) are 
predominantly responsible for assassinations carried out in fulfillment of a se-
curity policy designed to combat organized crime by all military means possible. 
This principle has been recognized by the current President of Mexico, Andres 
Manuel López Obrador, who stated that “when there have been excesses (of 
abuses/crimes), it is because they have been ordered by the civil authority (the 
President of the country)... at the start of the war that has led us to this situation 
of violence and disappearance that we suffer, these were the orders of the then 
President (Felipe Calderón Hinojosa) to the Army, he himself put on a military 
jacket in Apatzingan, Michoacan, and declared war.”42

The time period of the cases under analysis spans from the first month of Fe-
lipe Calderón’s administration to the last month of Enrique Peña Nieto’s, whose 
mandate continued to authorize a militarized strategy against drug trafficking. 
During both administrations, obvious patterns of action confirm the generalized 
and systematic nature of the crimes. It is for this reason that a civilian count-
er-narrative is possible, based on the identification and analysis of similar modus 
operandi used since December 2006.

As a whole, these cases occurred in similar ways and in similar contexts. 73.4% 
of the victims were killed with a firearm, in other words, approximately three 
out of every four victims were killed by a gunshot.43 In addition, 22 people were 
confirmed to have died from beatings and suffocation under torture. As for the 
rest of the victims, the way in which the crime occurred could not be identified.

Upon analysis of the circumstances and methods used to commit these as-
sassinations, it can again be asserted that these events did not occur at random. 
Furthermore, many other crimes were perpetrated in connection with these 
events, essential links in a chain of serious human rights violations that culminat-
ed in the deprivation of life, the concealment of bodies, and/or the manipulation 
of the crime scene so as to frame the victims for crimes they did not commit. 

42 Morning presser given by the President AMLO, 12 April 2019, available at: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=9atJJD6jWA4, (Date of access: 6 May 2019).

43 There are 64 cases in which 268 people were killed by a gunshot.
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Figura 8:

Assassination combined with additional crimes
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Assassination is accompanied by other crimes such as arbitrary detention, 
torture, sexual violence, fabrication of evidence, tampering of the crime scene, 
false reporting by responsible parties, and forced disappearance.

In all cases, both the victims and their families are subjected to suffering that 
transcends the criminal acts. These individuals have faced social stigmatization 
as a result of being falsely accused of criminal involvement, both from the media 
and from their neighborhoods or communities. The families of victims suffer 
the loss of their family member, most often experienced as prolonged suffering 
until the location or the conditions in which they are found are known. And if 
that weren’t enough, they become victims of impunity sustained by the ineffi-
ciency of the justice system or the deliberate failure of prosecutors’ offices to 
investigate and prosecute those responsible. In addition, families can be victims 
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of retaliation,44 suffer significant economic losses, and incur health expenses as 
a result of these crimes.

Assassination has become a means for Mexican governments to spread terror 
among the population, supposedly weaken criminal organizations, and feign ter-
ritorial control at all costs. It is a crime protected by over 99% impunity;45 one 
in which the institutions entrusted with justice and security have become the 
very perpetrators.

44 As an example, in Recommendation 29/2012 it is stated that harassment and threats 
were made by SEDENA personnel against the wife and mother-in-law of the mur-
dered victim. 

45 Le Clerq Ortega, Juan Antonio/Rodríguez Sánchez Lara, Gerardo (Coord.),  IGI-MEX 
Global Impunity Index Mexico 2018, Universidad de las Américas Puebla. Available 
at: https://www.udlap.mx/igimex/assets/files/2018/igimex2018_ESP.pdf (Último acce-
so: 08 de junio de 2020).
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The identification of perpetrators and chief culprits of serious crimes 
is a fundamental piece of any effort to address the historical impunity 
within Mexico’s security and justice systems. This section focuses 
on identifying those involved at the organizational and institutional 
level; that is, recognizing the specific units that tortured, disappeared 
and/or assassinated people, as well as the command structures to 
which they are attached.

The sections of this document refer 
to more than 300 cases46 describing 
clear patterns of action carried out 
by the Armed and Security Forces 
(military, marines, federal, state, and 
municipal police). The systematic 
character of the cases suggests that 
the commission of these crimes was 
ordered or at least tolerated by senior 
police and military officials. These in-
cidents do not appear to be isolated 
or casual, in fact, they indicate a direct 
relationship to the orders issued by 
the security strategy administered by 
various state units. We can also ob-
serve similar patterns in the actions of 
the commanding authorities.

It is indisputable that the security 
forces, both police and military, have 
been involved in diverse events which 
confirm the nature of a policy that 

46 A total of 301 cases are documented in 268 recommendations issued by the Natio-
nal Human Rights Commission between December 1, 2006 and June 30, 2019.

allowed, promoted, and facilitated 
the commission of atrocious crimes, 
causing them to become more fre-
quent. Since December 2006, with 
the appointment of President Felipe 
Calderón Hinojosa, the resulting secu-
rity strategy pursued by his adminis-
tration and continued support by the 
administration of Enrique Peña Nieto, 
a full-scale and militarized attack has 
been underway with the supposed 
objective of dismantling criminal orga-
nizations, countering illicit operations 
and disrupting the proliferation of 
drug trafficking, among other crimes. 
This has provided a vehicle for the au-
thorities to justify all means and activ-
ities that could help them achieve the 
supposed results. This included but 
was not limited to cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment, torture, forced 
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disappearances and assassinations, all of which were carried out on behalf of 
the “permanent fight against drug trafficking.”

In this context, stories of alleged success became increasingly common. The 
phenomenon of “false positives” became a recurring theme in the public dis-
course in Mexico. This term made reference to the participation of FAM agents 
in the assassination of non-hostile civilians, framing them as targets or supposed 
criminals in flagrante delicto.

Between 2006 and 2018,47 regardless of the year or the authority, the official 
statements and justifications given were similar, as was the manner in which the 
crimes were perpetrated.

A) ... as declared by elements attached to 96/o. SEDENA Infantry Bat-
talion in support of “Operation Ciudad Juarez” in Ciudad Juarez, Chi-
huahua, from which it appears that at approximately 4:00 hours on the 
same day, while driving through the District of Bravos, Chihuahua, they 
observed two vans, next to which were A1 and A2, who upon noticing the 
presence of public servants tried to get into the vehicles, but they were 
stopped for inspection, during which a firearm and several packages 
wrapped in packaging tape containing marijuana were found inside one 
of the vehicles owned by A2; Likewise, inside the other vehicle, a white 
transparent plastic bag was found with the inscription “Smart” contain-
ing marijuana weighing approximately two kilos; a plastic container with 
cocaine, and two firearms, a shotgun type and a revolver.48 
B) ... Elements of the Navy reported that: “At approximately 06: 30 hours 
on Sunday while we were performing duties specific to this institution, 
we, the undersigned marines AR5 and AR6, were on a security patrol of 
the street “X” , ( ...) while circulating at low speed, we observed two peo-
ple, who were sitting on the dirt edge of the road, the undersigned AR5 
could see that one of the subjects carried in his hands, An (sic) AK-47 
rifle, I know this because I know about weapons, since I am a member 

47 The same period in which the 301 cases mentioned throughout the text occurred.

48 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 061/2009. Mexico, D.F. 30 
September 2009.
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of the military, ( ...) upon seeing the weapon I shouted to my partner 
AR6 ( ...), at the same time, I could see that the subject who was accom-
panying him stood up from where he was sitting observing that he was 
holding a (sic) long grenade launcher type weapon, ( ...) proceeding to 
identify us as elements of the Ministry of the Navy.”49

In both cases the official versions proved to be false: the people were de-
tained inside their homes, with violence and without presenting any legal order. 
These people were detained and tortured in order to be charged with a crime 
they did not commit, subjecting them to serious physical and emotional suffer-
ing and irreversibly affecting the course of their life. 

The gap between the two cases is five years; the events took place in different 
states and under different administrations. The first occurred during the ad-
ministration of Felipe Calderón Hinojosa, while the second occurred during the 
period of Enrique Peña Nieto. The crimes were perpetrated by different units, 
in different times and places, although the structure of the official reports is 
practically the same.

The perpetrators emerged as the same institutions that guarantee the secu-
rity of the country. Their actions, as can be seen from the facts of each case, 
demonstrate a desire to feign legality, to fulfill some strategy, or to pursue a 
greater good at the expense of people’s lives and security.

Along with these cases are 299 more,50 documented in 268 recommendations 
issued by the CNDH. Thousands of people were victims of atrocious crimes per-
petrated by different military and police units under the guise of a security strat-
egy.51 It is not enough, however, to declare that the SEDENA, the SEMAR and the 
various police forces had direct involvement in serious crimes. It is imperative 
to define the extent of these atrocities and the very system that ordered their 
commission.

49 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 043/2016. Mexico City, 14 
September 2016.

50 A total of 301 cases were analyzed.

51 A total of 1,559 victims.
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Due in part to this pattern and to the nature of the documents analyzed,52 the 
authorities presented as the main perpetrators are those operating at the fed-
eral level: the SEDENA, the SEMAR and the Federal Police. However, this section 
is dedicated only to the Armed Forces as they are attributed the largest number 
of cases53 from which specific units could be properly identified.

In 63.8% of the documented cases, the participation of personnel from at 
least one of these two Ministries is demonstrated. In other words, two out of 
every three cases, representing at least 763 victims of serious crimes, were per-
petrated by military or marine personnel. In order to present the findings on 
both institutions, it is pertinent to review how SEDENA and SEMAR personnel 
are deployed in the country, the operational hierarchical structure of each in-
stitution, and their level of involvement in atrocious crimes. To this end, a brief 
description of the institutions is provided, accompanied by the units identified 
and their position within the operational structure to which they are attached.

Our first point of interest is the SEDENA. The supreme command of the Mex-
ican Army is the President, who presides over a hierarchical command structure 
composed of the “high command,” exercised by the Secretary of National De-
fense, the “superior commands,” in charge of the commanders of the military 
regions and zones and, finally, the commanders of units, bodies established to 
carry out operational missions or specific activities. Each of these commands 
answers to its superior in the military hierarchy, as shown in the following figure.

52 Recommendations issued by the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) from 
December 1, 2006 to June 30, 2019.

53 192 out of 301 total cases, or 63.8% of the cases analyzed.
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Figure 9:

Operational command 
structure. SEDENA.

Chief of Staff of 
the Armed Forces 

Military zones 

Companies

Regiments 

Military battalion 

President of the United
Mexican States

Secretary of  National Defense 

Military regions 

Military garrisons 



57

ENTRE LA BRUTALIDAD Y LA IMPUNIDAD

The country is divided into Military Regions (RM) which are in turn divided 
into Military Zones (ZM).54 The appointment of commanders to these zones is 
the exclusive power of the President, but the candidates are recommended by 
the Secretary of National Defense and are always under their direct command.55 

Currently, the Mexican territory is divided into 12 Military Regions and 46 Mili-
tary Zones.

The Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces acts as the technical operational en-
tity and immediate collaborator of the High Command, to whom they assist in 
the planning and coordination of matters related to National Defense and the 
organization, training, operation and development of the land and air forces, 
and transforms decisions into directives, instructions and orders, verifying their 
compliance. 56

This data allows for a broad understanding of the operational hierarchy of the 
Mexican Army and thus establishes the chain of command in cases where its 
members were involved in serious crimes.

On this basis, the involvement of operational units attached to 12 Military Re-
gions and 30 Military Zones was confirmed in 133 cases.57 In these, at least 48 
infantry battalions, 6 motorized cavalry regiments, 3 unmarked infantry compa-
nies, 3 military garrisons, 3 mechanized regiments, 4 military police battalions, 
2 Special Forces battalions, one artillery regiment and one Parachute battalion 
were identified. 

54 The Mexican Army operated under the General Regulations on Military Regions and 
Zones, published in the Official Journal of the Federation on June 9, 1951 until said 
regulations were repealed by the General Regulations on Territorial Commands, 
Military Garrisons and Site-specific Military Service on April 22, 2013. 

55 General Regulations on Territorial Commands, Military Garrisons and Site-specific 
Military Service. Mexico, 22 April 2013. Article 12. 

56 Official Journal of the Federation. “Organic Law of the Mexican Army and Air For-
ce”, article 22, second section: Bodies of High Command. Mexico. 21-06-2018. Avai-
lable at: http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/169_210618.pdf

57 Documented in 129 CNDH recommendations.

Figure 10: 

Operational Structure of Territorial Commands 
of the Ministry of National Defense and cases 
attributed to their units 
(CNDH recommendations December 2006 to June 2019). 
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To illustrate the process by which involvement is determined, it is necessary 
to show how such identification of units is configured - according to the oper-
ational command structures to which they belong - by matching them to the 
cases and documents in which they are identified as directly responsible for 
serious crimes. 

For this purpose, two of the 12 military regions that make up the operational 
structure of the SEDENA are provided as references, and to which identified 
perpetrators were ascribed: 58 

a) The 11th Military Region is the operational command with the high-
est number of attributed cases, 35 in total. However, only 28 of these 
are fully identifiable within the command structure of the Region (as 
shown in the following figure). The rest were committed by units that 
operated in support of RM XI59 under the directive “Joint Operation 
Chihuahua.”60 From these units it is possible to identify the 3rd and 
1st Mechanized Regiment, the 9th Artillery Regiment, the 7th and 10th 
Military Police Battalions, the 2nd Special Forces Battalion and the 96th 
and 14th Infantry Battalions.

58 CMDPDH. Figure 10: Operational Structure of Territorial Commands of the Ministry 
of National Defense and cases attributed to their units (CNDH recommendations 
December 2006 to June 2019). 

59 Due to its geographical position and the implementation of the “Joint Operation 
Chihuahua” (OCCH), the military deployment that took place in the states of Chi-
huahua and Coahuila integrated military units of different attachments. 

60 For evidence of this, please see the Communication concerning the alleged com-
mission of crimes against humanity in Chihuahua, Mexico, between 2008 and 2010, 
in accordance with Article 15 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court. The Communication documents specific cases perpetrated by military ele-
ments in the framework of the Joint Operation Chihuahua against drug traffic-
king. Available at: http://www.cmdpdh.org/publicaciones-pdf/cmdpdh-comunica-
cion-cpi-chihuahua-esp-2018.pdf (Date of access: 09 June 2020).
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Figure 11. Operational command structure of the 
11th Military Region including accusations61

61 The identification and attribution of responsibility to the units belonging to the XI 
Military Region is given by:  their direct participation in the cases, the intervention 
of health personnel assigned to the unit with the aim of reducing the traces of 
torture or falsifying medical reports, or the use of their facilities to perpetrate the 
crimes. 

Figure 11:

Operational 
command 
structure of 
the 11th 
Military Region 
including 
accusations 61
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 This Region comprises three Military Zones (6th, 5th and 42nd) with 7 
infantry battalions, 5 military garrisons, 2 unmarked infantry companies 
and a motorized cavalry regiment. From the cases analyzed, it was pos-
sible to identify the involvement of 11 of the 15 units mentioned. This 
does not mean that the other units did not engage in criminal acts, but 
that it was impossible to establish a link with the information at hand. 
This should be seen in light of the unknown figure including thousands 
of cases that have never been reported or documented.

b) For the following example, reference is made to the IX Military Re-
gion covering the state of Guerrero, the entity with the third highest 
number of cases perpetrated by military elements. 62 

Figure 12. Operational command structure of the 
9th Military Region including accusations.63 

62 In total there are 14 cases perpetrated by military elements in the state of Guerrero.

63 The identification and attribution of responsibility to the units belonging to the IX 
Military Region is given by their direct participation in the cases. Similarly, it is pos-
sible to observe from the diagram the participation of units attached to this Region, 
but which acted in support of the 22nd and 43rd Military Zones.

Figure 12:

Operational command structure of the 9th Military 
Region including accusations 63 
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 As in the previous example, it was not possible to link all the cases to 
the operational structure of the 9th Military Region, because in some 
incidents the perpetrators belonged to support units and not units di-
rectly attached to it. 

 Joint operations and specific operations presented the opportunity for 
different units based outside the region to participate. In these cases, 
it was possible to identify crimes perpetrated within the framework of 
four different operations carried out in the state: a) Operation Secure 
Guerrero, b) Operation Guerrero, c) Regional Operation Guerrero II, 
and d) Operation Hot Land. 

 This region comprises two Military Zones and eight infantry battalions; 
however, the participation of the 4th Military Police Brigade, the 4th 
Mortar Section, the 1st Special Forces Battalion and two infantry bat-
talions assigned to the 4th Military Region could also be identified.64

These two Military Regions are only a sample of an operational structure that 
systematically commits crimes, either by direct involvement, through the use 
of its facilities and resources, or by the falsification of reports filed by medical 
personnel assigned to its units, thereby minimizing or omitting traces of torture 
or other crimes. 

Against this backdrop, the SEDENA and the SEMAR increased their coop-
eration mechanisms by conducting high-level operations and staff exchanges 
from their military sites, particularly for the design, preparation, and conduct of 
specific military operations. This explains the similarity in their techniques and 
patterns of action over many years.65

64 It was possible to identify the XXII Infantry Battalion of the VII Military Zone and 
the XLVII Infantry Battalion of the XII Military Zone. Both were performing support 
tasks in the IX RM; however, they belong to the operational command structure of 
the IV Military Region. 

65 Ministry of National Defense, “Accountability report from 2006 to 2012”. 31 August 
2012. Pg. 114
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With respect to the SEMAR, culpable naval units have been identified through 
direct attribution as well as through links to the operational structure to which 
they are attached. The Ministry of the Navy is part of the Executive Branch 
and is responsible for the organization, administration and preparation of the 
Navy, as well as the sovereignty of the territorial sea and coasts, among other 
authorities.66 

The Supreme Command, as in the case of the 
military, is the President of Mexico. The High 
Command corresponds to the Secretary of the 
Navy to whom the General Headquarters and 
the Naval Regions report; these divisions are 
the highest ranked operational units and act di-
rectly under the SEMAR. These units generally 
control operations in one or more states and 
maintain direct command over the Naval Zones 
and Sectors, through which they control small-
er units such as Special Forces battalions, com-
panies and units.67 

The operational structure of the Mexican 
Navy includes a high command headquarters, 2 
naval forces, 7 naval regions, 13 naval zones and 
14 naval sectors and brigades and battalions as-
signed to them.

It should be clarified that the operational 
structure of the SEMAR has been subject to 

66 Official Journal of the Federation. Organic Law 
of the Federal Public Administration. Mexico, 
Last Reform 09-08-2019. Articles 26 and 30. 

67 Organic Law of the Mexican Navy. 30 Decem-
ber 30, 2002. Articles 9 and 15, second chap-
ter: Regarding the Organization. Available at: 
https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/
file/400097/LEY_ORG_NICA_DE_LA_ARMA-
DA_DE_M_XICO.pdf

Figure 13:

Operational command 
structure. SEMAR. 
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changes arising from secretarial agreements and specific operations. The most 
relevant modification with direct changes to the line of command of battalions 
and small units is the restructuring of the Navy’s infantry brigades.68 

On September 1, 2008, through Secretarial Agreement 139, the Secretariat of 
the Navy created three types of Marine brigades:

• Amphibious Marine Brigades

• Marine Infantry Brigades, and

• Marine Infantry Brigades - Special Operations

However, on September 25, 2008, the activation of the brigades was suspend-
ed in accordance with the orders contained in the radiogram EDOMAYGRALC-
UART.-1318/08.-EMG.-3710, whereby the Marine Infantry Battalions resumed op-
erational dependence on the areas and naval sectors marked within Secretarial 
Agreement 88 of May 25, 2007.

Subsequently, through Secretarial Agreement number 42 dated March 16, 
2010, the First, Seventh and Eighth Marine Infantry Brigades were reactivated, 
changing headquarters and assignment and modifying the chain of command 
of the battalions. 

The Naval Region presented as an example is part of this restructuring, hence 
this change is fundamental in order to correctly attribute responsibilities. 

Sixty-three cases69 were analyzed in which torture, assassinations, and/or 
forced disappearances were perpetrated at the hands of SEMAR elements, 
amounting to a total of 251 victims. At least five Naval Regions (1a, 3a, 4a, 6a and 
8a), the Pacific Naval Force, six Naval Zones (1a, 3a, 4a, 5a, 6a and 12a), the 1st Ma-
rine Infantry Brigade, the Matamoros Naval Sector, the Pacific Amphibious Ma-
rine Brigade, 5 Marine Infantry Battalions (7th, 11th, 14th, 22nd and 28th) as well 

68 CMDPDH. Figure 14: Operational Structure of Territorial Commands of the Ministry 
of the Navy and cases attributed to their units (CNDH recommendations Decem-
ber 2006 to June 2019)

69 Documented in 49 recommendations. It should be clarified that recommendation 
029/2018 documents 12 cases, while 11VG/2018 documents 4 cases. 
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as the Parachute BIM were in-
volved in these events.70 

To illustrate the above, the 
structure of the 1st Naval 
Region is presented here as 
an example, binding it to the 
recommendations identifying 
the involvement of the units 
that constitute it. This region 
was part of the reactivation 
of the brigades in 2010 after 
which the 1st Marine Infantry 
Brigade was integrated to the 
3rd Naval Zone. The 5th and 
7th Marine Infantry Battal-
ions were positioned under its 
command.

Figure 15. Oper-
ational Command 
Structure of the 
1st Naval Region 

with accusations.71

70 CMDPDH. Figure 14: Ope-
rational Structure of Te-
rritorial Commands of the 
Ministry of the Navy and ca-
ses attributed to their units 
(CNDH recommendations 
December 2006 to June 
2019)

71 The identification and attri-
bution of responsibility to 
the units belonging to the 
1st Naval Region is given by: 
their direct participation in 

SEMAR
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Figure 14:

Operational Structure of Territorial Commands of 
the Ministry of the Navy and cases attributed to 
their units
(CNDH recommendations December 2006 to June 2019).

It is important to mention that this region’s area of operation spans the states 
of Veracruz and Tamaulipas, entities which represent the highest number of cases 
perpetrated by elements of the SEMAR. There are 24 cases in total;72 however, it was 
only possible to identify 14 of them using this structure. This does not mean that the 

the cases, the intervention of health personnel assigned to the unit with the objective of 
reducing the traces of torture or falsifying medical reports, or the use of their facilities 
to perpetrate the crimes.

72 Documented in 20 recommendations issued by the National Human Rights Commis-
sion.

Figure 15:

Operational Command Structure of the 1st Naval 
Region with accusations 71
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rest of the units assigned to the region have not been involved in the commis-
sion of serious crimes. 

It should be noted that in 10 of the cases the information was insufficient to 
identify the specific unit that participated in the events. It shall again be noted 
that this summary does not address the unknown figure composed of crimes 
that were not reported due to fear of retaliation, threats, lack of trust in institu-
tions, and impunity.

As emphasized by the National Human Rights Commission, it is noteworthy 
that

“the Armed Forces frequently carry out illegal searches, which constitute 
the beginnings of a chain of multiple human rights violations, since, in 
addition to transgressing the right to the inviolability of the home, in 
carrying out these searches, physical and psychological/emotional vio-
lence is exercised to the detriment of the inhabitants of the homes they 
search; arbitrary arrests are made, the property of the occupant is dam-
aged and, on many occasions, the authority endorses their actions with 
a alleged incidence of flagrancy or an anonymous complaint, in order to 
justify their actions”.73

The thousands of military elements deployed in the country against the 
backdrop of a head-on policy to combat criminal organizations has led to wide-
spread and recurrent attacks on non-hostile citizens in Mexico. This has re-
sulted in an alarming increase in the number of victims of assassinations and 
massacres, the discovery of thousands of clandestine graves throughout the 
country, as well as thousands of cases of arbitrary detention, torture, sexual 
violence, forced disappearance and displacement. This policy has generated a 
dense cloak of impunity that, to a certain extent, has favored the protection of 
the main perpetrators, who continue to operate freely and in full exercise of 
their duties.

73 National Human Rights Commission. Recommendation 031/201. Mexico City, 14 
September 2016. Paragraph 55.
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This report recounts the ways in which atrocious crimes were committed be-
tween 2006 and 2018. Moreover, it successfully identifies the main perpetrators 
by drawing on narratives which expose patterns of action in the cases selected 
as examples. These cases show the violent impunity in 
which our security and justice system is immersed. 

In all cases, the victims have faced suffering ex-
ceeding that caused by the crimes committed 
against them, such as social stigmatization resulting from false accu-
sations made both publicly and legally. Added to this is the pain caused by the 
inaction of the institutions responsible for investigating the crimes, blatantly 
unwilling to do their work effectively and adequately without committing re-vic-
timization. This is compounded by the fact that, in general, the authorities re-
sponsible for protecting and guaranteeing security are precisely the ones who 
carry out these attacks against the civilian population.

Three hundred and one cases were analyzed for this 
report which, regardless of the authorities involved, the timing or the location 
of the events, have demonstrated similar ways of conduct and justification. This 
assessment concludes that these crimes were executed pursuant to a policy 
ordered by the highest authorities and executed by the units under their com-
mand. 

The stories of 1,159 victims of serious crimes attest to the planned nature of 
these events. The cases referred to here cannot be con-
sidered isolated, in that they followed a line of conduct repeated 
throughout the criminal acts described and which responded to a State policy 
that mandates and tolerates these acts under the pretext of achieving results.
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The members of the Federal Security Forces of the 
State, despite their unique characteristics within 
each organization, have demonstrated a clear in-
tent to commit atrocious crimes. They act with an unques-
tionable will to disguise their actions as legitimate within the law. Further, they 
believe in a scenario that encourages and orders the killing of people, the use 
of torture as a method of investigation, and forced disappearance as a tool for 
concealing the truth.





 October 2020.
 Mexico City, CDMX



Since 2006, tales of torture have become increasingly 
common in Mexico. The Attorney General’s Office registe-
red the initiation of 13,560 criminal investigations for the 
crime of torture from 2006 to 2019. Correspondingly,
the Special Prosecutor’s Office for the Investigation of the 
Crime of Torture reported having 4,655 files in process 
since its creation in October 2015 through 2019.  

Among the public servants investigated for the crime of 
torture by the FEIDT are personnel from the Ministry
of National Defense and the Ministry of the Navy with 1,609 
and 780 criminal investigations respectively. The situation 
at the state level is not any better; the state prosecutors’ 
offices reported 21,360 criminal investigations for the same 
crime.  However, reporting the crime does not guarantee 
access to justice. Of the total number of criminal investiga-
tions initiated, the Federal Judiciary Council stated that 
only 27 sentences had been issued at the federal level, of 
which 18 were convictions. This means that only 0.19%
of the cases investigated have been sentenced.




