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Briefly...

e Current rebellions in southern Mexico represent clear challenges to the power of the
ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), which has dominated Mexican politics

since 1929 and spring from citizen outrage at the abuse of power by the PRI,
particularly at the local level.

e The current government’s strategy has combined conciliatory gestures with military
counterinsurgency operations and dialogue in attempts to buy support through gen-

erous public works projects, with largely negative results.

e Efforts at a negotiated settlement have foundered in the climate of insecurity estab-

lished by government policy, represented by such incidents as:

- the massacre of 45 members of the pacifist group Las Abejas (of mostly women
and children) in Acteal in December 1997 by members of a paramilitary group

supported by state police;

- continued harassment directed at civilians, whom the army was supposed to

protect in a proposed disarmament campaign that has yielded no results;

- failure to prosecute the former governors of Chiapas and Guerrero, accused by

the official National Human Rights Commission of complicity in massacres;

- a sustained campaign of expulsions of foreign priests and other foreigners active

as human rights observers; and

— the public attack by President Ernesto Zedillo on Bishop Samuel Ruiz, mediator

in talks with the Zapatistas.

e Both domestic and foreign policy interests of the United States will be adversely
affected by a deepening of the conflict. Key concerns include potential increased
refugee flows into the United States and continued economic instability in Mexico.
Moreover, the U.S. runs the risk, through continued and unmonitored military
assistance (ostensibly drug-interdiction related), of becoming entangled with an

unpopular regime at the moment of its collapse.
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Introduction

The continuing crisis in Mexico’s southernmost state of Chiapas, where a guerrilla
movement emerged in January 1994, and in other areas where other guerrilla organiza-
tions are active, calls into question the counterinsurgency strategy adopted by the
Mexican government since at least 1996, when negotiations with the Zapatista Nation-
al Liberation Army (EZLN), or the Zapatistas, as the Chiapas guerrillas are called, broke
down. But an adequate understanding of the conflicts in rural Mexico and their
meaning for democracy and economic stability in Mexico must start, not with the insur-
gencies themselves, but with the political context, including both significant movement
toward democracy and continuing resistance on the part of elements of the ruling Insti-
tutional Revolutionary Party (PRI).

While the PRI, founded in 1929, has long dominated Mexican politics, its most secure
control has been exercised in the more backward parts of the country’s most populous
regions, principally the rural southern states; and political elites in these regions are
fiercely defending their traditional control of local politics. In 1988, the PRI received
over 90 percent of the vote in the heavily indigenous Los Altos region of Chiapas, where
today the opposition Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) has claimed significant
victories in many districts. The PRI's success grew out of the tight control local elites
exercised over the electoral process much more than out of any loyalty indigenous peo-
ples might have felt toward the ruling party, as the rapid change in electoral results after
the Zapatista revolt of January, 1994, demonstrates. Elsewhere, particularly in the cities
and the northern states, the PRI’s traditional control rapidly eroded in the face of the
economic crisis of the 1980s and the tentative political opening initiated in 1978.
Following the July 1997 elections, the opposition ruled a third of Mexico’s population
in cities and regions that accounted for over half the nation’s GNP. The PRI had lost con-
trol of the Chamber of Deputies for the first time in its history, and no longer had the
votes in the Senate necessary to pass constitutional amendments. In this context, the
“old PRI” of the rural fiefdoms of the south appears more than ever essential to the
party’s survival.

Guerrero state, where the second major guerrilla challenge to the government first
emerged in 1996 (the Popular Revolutionary Army, or EPR), has a long history of insur-
gencies that have grown out of electoral disputes, sometimes between a democratic
opposition and the ruling party, sometimes between reformist and more authoritarian
elements within the PRI. All evidence suggests that openness to the EPR insurgents on
the part of local people in that state and parts of neighboring Oaxaca stem from the bit-
ter electoral disputes of the past few years, disputes in which the local PRI machine has
largely come out the winner. In Chiapas, by contrast, electoral disputes were long avoid-
ed or suppressed. With the Zapatista revolt, however, they emerged quickly into view,
with bitter struggles within communities over electoral outcomes. Starting in 1995,
communities sympathetic to the Zapatistas began setting up “autonomous” municipal
governments in protest of an electoral process they saw as hopelessly corrupt. The
suppression of some of these communities by state police and federal troops was the
occasion for the recent violence in the state.

Negotiations with the Zapatistas began in eamest in February 1994. They broke off
when the rebels” supporters refused to accept a package of public works promises that
failed to address fundamental concerns about democratic elections and land. Renewed
after a brief government offensive in February 1995, negotiations were constantly
marred by complaints of military harassment of communities sympathetic to the Zap-
atistas. Since the government’s rejection of proposed legislation on the only accord
reached (that of indigenous rights), military presence in northern and eastern Chiapas
has grown, as have the activities of paramilitaries, at least some of which have been



equipped, trained and materially supported by the state government (and perhaps by
the Mexican military). An estimated 20,000 refugees have been generated by these
activities and by conflicts within communities between Zapatista supporters and gov-
ernment loyalists.

Despite assurances that his government seeks a political settlement to the conflict,
President Ernesto Zedillo has attempted to apply increasing pressure not only on the
Zapatistas themselves, but on the civilian opposition in Chiapas. Following the Acteal
massacre in December 1997 by members of a paramilitary group supported by state
police, the President ordered the Mexican Army into the area ostensibly to disarm all
paramilitary groups. Nevertheless, not one such group has been disarmed, and the
military occupation has resulted in continuing complaints of harassment directed at pre-
cisely those civilians the army was supposed to protect. Neither the former governor of
Chiapas, accused by the official National Human Rights Commission of complicity in the
massacre at Acteal, nor the former governor of Guerrero, likewise accused of complicity
in a massacre of peasants in that state in June 1995, has been prosecuted. At the same
time, the government has carried on a campaign of expulsions of foreign priests and
other foreigners active as human rights observers, and the president himself has
publicly attacked Bishop Samuel Ruiz, mediator in talks with the Zapatistas. The gov-
ernment’s intransigence and attacks on several “autonomous municipalities” set up by
Zapatista sympathizers in the Spring of 1998 prompted Ruiz' resignation from that post
this past June.

A deepening of the conflict has the potential to provoke increased refugee flows into
the United States; further economic instability in Mexico, with spillover effects in the
United States; and increased abuses of human rights and democratic freedoms. In addi-
tion, the United States runs the risk, through continued military assistance, of becom-
ing entangled with an unpopular regime at the moment of its collapse. Although the
Mexican government is extraordinarily sensitive with regard to what it sees as foreign
intervention in its affairs, particularly when actions of the United States are in question,
U.S. concern can provide incentives to the Mexican government to demonstrate the sort
of goodwill, without which, progress toward a peaceful settlement will be impossible.
Stronger congressional oversight, moreover, can ensure that U.S. military aid to Mexico
does not jeopardize the U.S. relationship with a future government that may be built
precisely on the repudiation of the policies of the current Mexican administration.

The Growing Crisis in Rural Mexico

Over three months in the spring of 1998, the Mexican government broached a new,
more violent solution to the stalemate in Chiapas, where government forces and the
rebel Zapatistas engaged briefly in early 1994, only to stand off in long, drawn-out
negotiations which broke down late in 1996. In mid-April 1998, joint military-police
operations broke up the “autonomous municipios”! formed by Mayan Indians sympa-
thetic to the Zapatistas in Taniperla and Diez de Abril; on May 1, the community of
Amparo Agua Tinta was likewise invaded. As in the other two cases, there were multiple
arrests and reported pilfering of commercial enterprises and homes by troops and police.
On June 3, authorities entered the municipio of Nicolas Ruiz in another joint operation
and arrested 164 residents, including the legally elected town council. The mayor, elect-
ed under the opposition PRD, had been expelled from the community by popular vote
after he and a small group of followers switched to the ruling PRI. Finally, seven days
later authorities engaged in gun battles with Zapatista “militias” for the first time when
another operation invaded the municipio of EL Bosque. Eleven people were killed, includ-
ing two police officers. Townspeople claimed that several of the dead had been taken
away alive by government forces. Their bodies were so mutilated on their return to the
community that positive identification was impossible in some cases.2
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The new turn in government strategy prompted the resignation of Bishop Samuel Ruiz
as mediator in the stalled talks between the government and the Zapatista guerrillas.3
The attacks on the autonomous municipios followed stepped-up police and military pres-
ence after the Acteal massacre, in the municipio of Chenalhd, by paramilitaries linked to
the local PRI and trained and armed by the state police.# Though the government’s own
National Human Rights Commission recommended prosecution of the state governor,
who was forced to step down, no further action has been taken against him.> More
significantly, despite government assurances that increased military presence was
intended to disarm the twelve paramilitaries associated with the ruling party in the
indigenous zones of Chiapas, to date not one such body has been disarmed; and one of
the largest of the paramilitaries, Paz y Justicia, continues to enjoy significant patron-
age from Chiapas state officials.b

The new strategy brought protests from the Mexican Congress and civil society; and,
for the first time, it prompted open expressions of concern from international leaders,
including Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, and
UN Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson. Despite the intransigent response of
the governor of Chiapas, who declared his state’s “sovereign right” to rectify the irreg-
ular situation in the indigenous areas of the state, no new incidents have taken place.
Nevertheless, the high state of tension meant that even when the Zapatistas declared
that they would not interfere with municipal and state elections scheduled for October
2, 1998, several communities abstained from voting on the grounds that there were
insufficient conditions for a free and fair election. In areas most heavily allied with the
Zapatistas — and where the Mexican military and paramilitary organizations have the
strongest presence — the abstention rate reached as high as 76 percent.’

The events in Chiapas were not isolated. Also in June, in the indigenous community
of El Charco in the state of Guerrero, federal troops attacked and captured a group of
peasants and their guerrilla trainers associated with the EPR guerrilla movement, report-
edly assassinating some of the captives and torturing others.8 The EPR first appeared in
June 1996, and has carried out a series of attacks on police and military personnel in
Guerrero, Oaxaca and other states, as well as in Mexico City. The EPR is considered far
more dangerous than the Zapatistas, and its presence has prompted military buildups
and patrols in some of the poorest states and remotest regions of indigenous Mexico,
from the Gulf Coast in northern Veracruz to Puerto Vallarta on the Pacific and south to
the Guatemalan border. The events of June, and the long and tense stalemate leading
up to them following the breakdown in negotiations with the Zapatistas in 1996, mark
the descent of Mexico into what threatens to become a long and brutal season of low-
intensity warfare designed to shore up the waning power of the ruling PRI at a time
when that party is struggling for electoral survival throughout the country.

The U.S. Role

Since the emergence of the Zapatista rebellion in 1994, the United States has
stepped up military aid and training for Mexico’s small armed forces under the rubric of
assistance for that country’s narcotics interdiction effort. After the appearance of the
EPR guerrillas, then Ambassador James Jones offered Mexican authorities “whatever they
need” to combat the new force, which he labeled “terrorist,” though the State Depart-
ment has not decided whether to officially apply such a label.? The United States has
carefully avoided antagonizing the Mexican government over the growing list of human
rights abuses attributed to the military and civilian security forces and the paramilitary
groups associated with both. In early 1995, moreover, after a dramatic collapse of the
peso on the scale of the Asian crisis of 1998, the Clinton administration pushed through
a $20 billion bailout (with the International Monetary Fund and others promising an



additional $19.5 billion), designed to protect overexposed U.S. bankers and financiers
in Mexico and help restore confidence in the Mexican economy.

In a context of violent conflict in the Mexican countryside, these considerable
demonstrations of commitment to the current regime carry with them very real dangers
to U.S. domestic and foreign policy interests. Indeed, the crisis in Chiapas and other
southern states poses a number of challenges for U.S. foreign policy: the risk of
increased migrant flows as the conflict continues at the present level or deepens; the
dampening effects of rural upheaval and the perceived political failure of the regime to
reach a settlement on investor confidence and on continuing economic instability in
Mexico, with spillover effects in the United States; continued abuses of human rights
and democratic freedoms, at variance with traditional U.S. concern for these values; and
the danger that, through military assistance and diplomatic support, the United States
will become entangled with the repressive tactics of an increasingly unpopular regime.

The United States should be particularly concerned about stepped-up U.S. military
involvement with the Mexican armed forces in the wake of evidence that many such mil-
itary programs escape congressional scrutiny and, just for that reason, lack safeguards
ensuring their effective compliance with U.S. foreign policy aims. As a recent series of
articles in the Washington Post showed, foreign militaries are able to use military assis-
tance and training in ways not foreseen under the terms of U.S. military assistance law.
U.S. military trainers, moreover, readily admit that training for narcotics interdiction, the
chief rubric under which military assistance has been extended to Mexico since 1994,
could easily be applied to counterinsurgency operations; and some U.S. police and mil-
itary training is explicitly designed to handle “urban unrest,” that is, political dissent.10

In a recent review of U.S. military assistance programs, the Washington, D.C.-based
Latin American Working Group (LAWG) found that in 1997 Mexico ranked first or second
among Latin American countries in the amount of military training received by Mexican
officers under each of the various U.S. programs, including International Military Educa-
tion Training (192 students), the School of the Americas (305 students, 34 percent of
the total), and the Inter-American Air Forces Academy (260 students, 29 percent of the
total). Sales, leases and grants of military equipment came to approximately $144.7 mil-
lion in 1997.11 LAWG was unable to track U.S. Special Forces deployments in Mexico or
training exercises by U.S. personnel in that country because relevant documents were
neither available to Congressional committees nor forthcoming from Army sources when
requested.

Both U.S. officials and the Mexican government insist that there is no genuine track-
ing of the uses to which such training and equipment is put,12 lending credence to the
belief, shared among many Mexicans, that the United States is directly supporting the
government’s counterinsurgency strategy.13 Even the appearance of doing so, however,
risks putting the U.S. government in the position of being seen to support an increas-
ingly unpopular regime in its desperate struggle to hold onto power. The recent
recognition that drug-interdiction work with the Mexican military has been a failure, and
Mexico’s announcement that it plans to scale back the training of its personnel in the
United States should be the occasion for a thorough review of the relationship in the
light of the dangers outlined here.14

The Political Context for the Insurgencies

The risks inherent in recent policy become apparent once we put aside the notion
that the insurgencies in Chiapas and elsewhere in Mexico are merely local phenomena
and set them in their broader political context. In the most general terms, that context
has to do with the eclipse of the PRI as the arbiter of political power in Mexico and the
replacement — rapid in the urban areas and many northern states, halting elsewhere —
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of authoritarian rule with a pluralistic political system and increasingly democratic
political practices. Lying behind the rebellions in Chiapas and other southern states,
moreover, is a potent combination of explosive electoral issues, growing misery, and
long-standing resentments at the indignities to which the indigenous population has
traditionally been subject.

The past twelve years have seen a steady erosion of the PRI’s power throughout the
country, with the July 1997 elections marking a historic turning point. In 1976, the PRI
claimed 80 percent of the vote for legislators; by 1985, the PRI's vote had fallen to 65
percent, but the party still claimed 289 of the 300 directly elected seats in the Cham-
ber of Deputies, 1> more than enough to dominate the 500 member Chamber, and 60 of
the 64 senatorial seats. Then came the cataclysm of 1988, when left opposition leader
Cuahautémoc Cardenas probably bested the PRI's candidate for the presidency, Carlos
Salinas de Gortari. After an infamous “breakdown” of the computers calculating the vote,
Salinas came out on top, but with just 50 percent of the vote and 234 single-member
seats held by the PRI, or less than the majority needed to govern single-handedly.
Despite a handy victory for PRI candidate Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Leén in the August
1994 elections, the party’s fortunes had continued to decline as the effects of electoral
reform, renewed economic crisis, and the continuing turmoil in the countryside deliv-
ered more and more voters to the opposition. In the July 1997 elections, the PRI lost
its majority in the Chamber of Deputies and its ability to pass constitutional amend-
ments in the Senate. It also lost the mayorship of Mexico City to Cuahautémoc Carde-
nas, in the first election for that post. In all, elections in 1996 and 1997 cost the PRI
seven of 31 governorships, a third of the mayor's offices, and almost half of state leg-
islative positions.

These victories for the opposition, chiefly the center-left PRD created by Cuahauté-
moc Cérdenas after his near upset of Salinas de Gortari in 1988 and the center-right
National Action Party (PAN), were quite uneven. They were concentrated in urban Mex-
ico, with opposition figures controlling most of the largest cities of Mexico and the most
advanced states. While the 1997 elections were widely regarded as “free and fair” and
largely unmarred by violence, the picture is rather different in the heavily populated rural
regions that make up some of the last strongholds of the traditional PRI, where local
bosses have often enjoyed virtually undisputed economic and political power. The Fed-
eral Electoral Institute found a much higher percentage of electoral irregularities in the
southern part of the country (16.5 percent of election sites surveyed) than in the north,
Mexico City, and the surrounding State of Mexico (9 percent). Electoral irregularities
ranging from the burning of ballot boxes to inspection of voters’ choices by party offi-
cials to failure to check for double voting were much more common in rural areas (14.9
percent) than urban areas (8.5 percent).16 In Chiapas, particularly in the indigenous
areas, there were locales in which ballot boxes could not be installed because of vio-
lence or local opposition; and in a few cases the boxes were burned. High rates of
abstention meant that PRI sympathizers in some indigenous municipios governed with
as little as 10 percent of the vote. Above all, the elections in the southern states did
not put an end to the violence, which saw mutual recriminations between Zapatista and
PRI supporters in Chiapas over killings and violent clashes, the continued development
and deployment of paramilitaries, new attacks by the EPR in Guerrero, and increasing
levels of military occupation from Veracruz to Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas.

The Rebellion in Chiapas

The EZLN, or Zapatistas, as the rebels of Mexico’s southernmost state call themselves,
is a mainly indigenous force from the frontier region surrounding the Lacandon rainfor-
est. Initially led and trained by a small handful of radicals from northern Mexico (of



whom the charismatic “Subcomandante Marcos” appears to be the last remaining member),
the EZLN has come to depend on an indigenous leadership, support from hundreds of indige-
nous communities in the region and adjacent areas of Chiapas state, and widespread public
sympathy throughout Mexico.

Early New Year's morning, 1994, several hundred rebels, armed with everything from AK-
47s to wooden mock rifles, seized the principal city of the eastern highlands, San Cristobal de
las Casas, and four other municipal seats. Stunned, the Mexican government was slow to react,
but within two days unleashed a counteroffensive. Following brief fighting, the bombing of
some of the communities from which the Zapatistas had come, and growing national and
international concern about reported human rights abuses, the government of Carlos Salinas
de Gortari called for a cease-fire and proposed the beginning of talks, led by a high-profile
member of Salinas” party, Manuel Camacho Solis.

The tentative agreement worked out by Camacho Solis and the Zapatistas, in a
dramatic series of talks, was rejected in a plebiscite carried out by the rebels in the commu-
nities that supported them; but the peace remained unbroken until February 1995, when the
Mexican Army, at the command of newly elected President Ernesto Zedillo, moved to retake
areas under Zapatista control. One soldier was killed in what the army described as a firefight,
but otherwise the Zapatistas maintained their cease-fire. The offensive was called off under
intense domestic pressure, including pressure from a newly assertive Congress, once the mili-
tary had command of the communities in question.

Though the Zapatistas were now forced to remain in hiding in the further reaches of the
Lacandon region, the talks, which resumed in March 1995, enjoyed the double patronage of
a National Commission for Intermediation (CONAI), led by Bishop Samuel Ruiz, a long-time
indigenous rights activist, and the multiparty Congressional Commission for Pacification and
Reconciliation (COCOPA). The first served to facilitate the talks, maintain an open channel of
contact with the Zapatistas, and guarantee the rebel
negotiators’ security during the talks. The second “accompanied” the peace process and
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progided a direct channel to Congress to develop legislation in accord with whatever
agreements were reached. Agreement, however, was slow in coming, in part because the
Zapatistas complained of continuing military harassment of the communities that con-
stituted their base, and in part because of government efforts to confine the issues in
dispute to local ones — against the Zapatista insistence that was no less at stake than
democracy in Mexico. Progress was finally made on the first item of the agreed-upon
agenda — indigenous rights and culture; and an accord was signed in February 1996.
Thereafter, negotiation was fitful and finally broke down when the Zedillo administra-
tion rejected COCOPA's proposal for legislation to enact the February accord, complain-
ing that provisions for indigenous “autonomy” imperiled the unity of the Mexican state.

Besides the Lacandon region, Zapatista support is found principally in the Los Altos
and northern areas of Chiapas, traditional indigenous strongholds, where mestizo
ranchers and commercial elites have held most of the economic and political power, in
alliance with the PRI. Up until the rebellion, the district returned virtually unchallenged
votes for PRI candidates. In the immediate aftermath of the Zapatista rebellion, in an
expression of pent-up frustration at decades of single-party rule in Chiapas, dissidents
seized town halls in 19 municipios in protest at electoral fraud, the imposition of can-
didates for office by party officials,}” and corruption. There were also demonstrations
against local authorities in eight other municipios. Such actions stretched from the rich
coastal region known as the Soconusco to the northern municipios near Palenque and
included long-passive highlands municipios in Los Altos and traditionally conflictive
jurisdictions such as Venustiano Carranza in the central Chiapas. State and federal
authorities moved quickly to placate local communities and promised new infusions of
the public works program known as Pronasol. But the August 1994 general elections
demonstrated the sea change in popular sentiment. Where the opposition garnered less
than 7 percent of the Chiapas vote in 1988, in 1994 Chiapas registered just 50 percent
for the PRI, 35 percent for the PRD, and 15 percent for other parties.

Agrarian conflict also escalated, when peasants invaded hundreds of ranches claim-
ing that landowners controlled more than the legal limit or had seized or occupied
communal lands illegally. The government’s clumsy effort to create a “loyal” coalition of
peasant organizations backfired when militants sympathetic to the Zapatista cause took
over the new organization, and thousands of mostly indigenous peasants supported
them in ringing denunciations of political corruption, economic favoritism, and the gov-
ermment’s efforts to put an end to land reform. Initially conciliatory, the state govern-
ment came under increasing pressure from its traditional supporters, the ranchers and
large landowners, who began quietly forming or reinforcing the armed bands known as
“white guards” to defend their holdings. Many of these apparently mutated into the
paramilitaries that began operating in the area with the acquiescence, and at times open
support, of the state government and, it appears, the Mexican military. 18 After the Feb-
ruary 1995 seizure of Zapatista territory by the Army, the state government began a
series of violent attacks on peasant occupiers of private land; but the wave of land inva-
sions continued to crest, with the numbers reaching 800 in mid-1996, according to one
report by Human Rights Watch.19

Electoral Conflict in Chiapas

The state and national elections of August 1994 also brought conflict, as surprising
numbers of indigenous peasants became partisans of the opposition PRD. The presiden-
tial campaign pitted Cardenas against Salinas’ hand-picked successor Ernesto Zedillo and
the candidate of the center-right PAN, Diego Fernandez de Cevallos; in addition, the
gubernatorial campaign in Chiapas saw Amado Avendafio, a muckraking newspaper
editor from San Cristébal, go up against the PRI candidate. Nearly killed in a still-unex-



plained automobile accident late in the campaign, Avendafio nevertheless completed the
campaign with high hopes, as the municipal disputes mentioned above evidenced a high
degree of unrest with the PRI. The official results declared Avendafio and the PRD the
winner in 40 of the 111 municipios of the state, but gave the election to the PRI

In protest at what they saw as electoral fraud, Avendafio and his followers inaugu-
rated a parallel governorship (repeating an old tradition in Chiapas, where such tactics
were common before the consolidation of PRI rule in the 1930s) and launched a series
of protests that continued into 1996. The pressure was such at the national level that
President Zedillo was forced to ask for the resignation of the officially accredited gover-
nor and replace him with an interim governor, still from the PRI. A national political pact
hammered out in early 1995 among the PRI, the PAN, and the PRD apparently would
have given the governorships of Chiapas and Tabasco, where another heated dispute was
in progress, to the PRD; but the president reneged on the agreement under fierce pres-
sure from local PRI organizations.

The result was a new series of protests and the decision, made at the last minute by
the Zapatistas, to call for abstention in the October 1995 municipal elections. The out-
come was devastating for the PRD, which protested Zapatista intervention loudly.
Abstention rates as high as 80 percent were reported in some areas sympathetic to the
Zapatistas and were over 50 percent throughout the state. The PRD unleashed protests
at PRI victories in 25 municipios. In many areas, particularly in Los Altos and the north,
indigenous communities, increasingly willing to identify themselves as supporters of the
Zapatistas (though well outside the original zone of Zapatista influence), began to
establish “autonomous municipios,” partly in protest at what they saw as the lack of
conditions for a free and fair vote, and partly to carry out what they saw as the essence
of the February 1996 agreement on indigenous rights — self-government in accord with
local customs.

These actions exacerbated tensions within communities and among communities of
the same municipio over political power, land and other resources, and personalities, as
some sided with the PRI, others with the “autonomous municipio.” Religious differences
contributed to the new clashes. In the case of the municipio San Juan Chamula, “tradi-
tionals” led by local political bosses allied with the PRI had carried out a campaign of
expulsion against dissidents, many of them Protestants, some of them reforming
Catholics, since the 1970s. Ultimately, they drove out the Catholic priest and broke ties
with the diocese. In the wake of the Zapatista uprising, the expulsions increased, but so
did the militancy of the expelled community, which began to arm itself against the
traditional authorities.20 In other cases, Protestants aligned themselves with the PRI
against the Catholic majority, which was identified with the Diocese of San Cristobal and
thus, in the minds of many, with the Zapatistas. It was a largely Protestant paramilitary
group, for instance, led by the PRI mayor of the municipio of Chenalhd, that carried out
the Acteal massacre.

The Conflict in Guerrero and Oaxaca

Electoral conflict intermixed with local struggles over resources likewise characterize
the areas in which the EPR has been most prominent, notably the states of Guerrero and
Oaxaca. In Guerrero electoral struggles had been behind the insurrections led by Genaro
Vasquez and Lucio Cabafias in the late 1960s and early 1970s.21 The uneasy peace that
followed the destruction of Cabafas’ movement was broken when two successive gover-
nors took a hard line toward a growing opposition movement that eventually became
the PRD. Contested elections, violent confrontations between partisans of the PRD and
the PRI, and military occupation and action to ensure the seating of PRI mayors have

A national political pact
hammered out in early 1995
among the PRI, the PAN, and
the PRD apparently would have
given the governorships of
Chiapas and Tabasco ... to the
PRD; but the president reneged
on the agreement under fierce
pressure from local PRI
organizations.



Contested elections,

violent confrontations

between partisans of the PRD
and the PRI, and military
occupation and action to ensure
the seating of PRI mayors have
marked the [Guerrero] state
since 1988, while much of the
rest of Mexico moved toward a
multiparty democracy.

10

EPR attacks and propaganda acts

1996-1998
L3 3
b
Bajal:.aiiﬁ:[rﬁa:"-'?_”m Chibuahus
. :::mmu i
-»E,u.‘nhl LW
BajacalL&Lnu'?,m “‘h\““""“@ ﬂm
uawy',?ﬁ‘*Wﬁ -
lahm .1:5|

marked the state since 1988, while much of the rest of Mexico moved toward a multi-
party democracy.

The most dramatic demonstration of how far the political climate in Guerrero had
deteriorated came in June 1995, when members of a militant peasant organization on
their way to a demonstration in Atoyac, close to Acapulco, were waylaid by a group of
State Police, who opened fire, killing seventeen and wounding twenty-three. A subse-
quent investigation, directed by the governmental National Human Rights Commission
and substantiated by the Mexican Supreme Court, found that the police had fired with-
out provocation, as part of a planned attack directed by their superiors and ultimately
by then-governor Rubén Figueroa Alcocer, who subsequently tried to cover up official
complicity. Although the police and their immediate superiors were tried and Figueroa
was removed from office, neither the governor nor his closest collaborators were pun-
ished, and the interim governor who replaced him was, by all accounts, cut from the
same cloth.22 Tt should have come as little surprise when, at the June 1996 ceremony
commemorating the deaths of the seventeen campesinos, a new guerrilla group, calling
itself the Popular Revolutionary Army (EPR), made its first appearance with a formal
announcement and a flourish of arms.

The EPR is a broad coalition of old and new revolutionary groups throughout Mexico,
but its actions have been concentrated in Guerrero, neighboring Oaxaca (in areas also
characterized by bitter electoral conflict), and, to a much lesser extent, a handful of
other states of Mexico’s south and southeast characterized by high levels of poverty,
rural social conflict, and political domination by the PRI. By all accounts, it is much bet-
ter armed and financed than the Zapatistas; and its politics, to the extent anything is
known about them, are much more in the mold of leftist insurgencies of the past. In
some areas, it appears to lean on older, clandestine organizations with a reputation for
sectarianism and brutality toward both their enemies and their rivals. Nevertheless, it
could not have emerged as a force without broad popular discontent in the regions in
which it has been most active, a discontent fueled by both economic crisis and politi-
cal exclusion.23

To date, the EPR has carried out at least 44 attacks in seven states and Mexico City,
with an official tally of 57 soldiers and police killed and twice that number wounded.
Informal reports suggest that government casualties have been much higher in some
instances. Government forces claim to have killed two dozen guerrillas, and as many as



200 persons are in jail accused of being members of one or another of the guerrilla orga-
nizations that make up the EPR. Charges of human rights abuses have followed army and
police operations in affected states as doggedly as they have done so in Chiapas, and
in Guerrero in particular, just as in Chiapas, the army and/or state officials appear to
have encouraged the creation of paramilitary groups among PRI militants to carry out a
campaign of harassment and murder against dissident civilians thought to be associat-
ed in some way with the EPR. In January 1998, refugees from mountain communities
near Atoyac complained of military harassment, the continued activities of PRI-backed
paramilitaries, and the lack of security to permit a return to their communities.24 In
mid-June, 4000 Mixteco Indians demonstrated against military occupation of southern
Guerrero and in protest of a massacre of guerrillas and peasants at EL Charco,2> by gov-
ernment troops on what military sources claimed was drug-interdiction patrol.

In contrast to Chiapas, international attention has scarcely registered the conflict in
Guerrero, Oaxaca, and other states affected by the EPR insurgency. Yet the level of mil-
itarization on the coast and in the mountains of Guerrero, in some parts of Oaxaca, in
the Huastecas region of Hidalgo and Veracruz states, and elsewhere appears to be near-
ly as high as in Chiapas; and the record of human rights abuses is every bit as serious.
Troops patrol the roads and dirt tracks of these areas around the clock, at times sacking
peasant homes in search of weapons or arresting suspects on the basis of informants’
reports, generally with little hope of proof in court. Illegal arrests, torture, and harass-
ment of non-PRT communities and ordinary citizens appear to have become regular
features of life in areas of the country deemed possible strongholds of the EPR, at times
with the excuse that troops are involved in narcotics interdiction activities.26

The Deepening Conflict in Southem Mexico

The June actions in Chiapas were the culmination of more than a year of growing
tensions in which dozens of people had been killed by members of paramilitary organi-
zations and, more rarely, their opponents in territory ranging far beyond the locus of the
original rebellion.27 In the wake of the stepped-up official campaign against the indige-
nous supporters of the Zapatistas, the Bishop of San Cristdbal, Samuel Ruiz, resigned his
position as head of CONAI in early June, and CONAI dissolved itself. Bishop Ruiz and the
organization had come under increasing attack from government officials, including
President Ernesto Zedillo himself, for their criticisms of the government’s position on
implementation of the initial accords.

At the same time, on June 9, government troops claimed to have stumbled upon a
meeting of a small band of guerrillas and peasants in the course of narcotics interdic-
tion patrols, in the village of El Charco in the state of Guerrero, not far from Acapulco.
The guerrillas, who had arranged a training for members of a local “militia,” were
associated with a splinter group that had recently broken with the EPR. According to
accounts from villagers, the troops arrived in the early morning hours, while guerrilla
trainers and peasant trainees from other villages were sleeping in the school; govern-
ment forces barraged the building with gunfire and, when the occupants surrendered,
they dragged several to the town’s basketball court where they were summarily execut-
ed.28 Tt appears clear that the troops were tipped off and knew with whom they were
dealing and that drug interdiction had little to do with their presence in the region.

The events of June appeared to confirm a long-term trend away from negotiated
settlements of the conflicts burning in much of peasant Mexico and towards a coun-
terinsurgency solution. After the Acteal massacre in December, the independent weekly
Proceso published excerpts from a 1994 white paper by a former commander of the
military in Chiapas advocating a strategy that included the training and arming of para-
military groups, surveillance and harassment of civilian communities and organizations
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sympathetic to the Zapatistas; “civic action” campaigns on the part of the military; and
the financial and political support of local officials loyal to the government. Though both
the government and the military have denied this link, the white paper describes with
considerable accuracy the actual policy being pursued in rural Mexico today.29

Efforts by COCOPA, the multipartisan congressional committee charged with oversee-
ing the peace process, to promote a political settlement have yielded little in concrete
action, though the federal government has proclaimed its willingness to suspend the
dismantling of autonomous municipios. In answer to pleas from several sides to nego-
tiate, the Zapatistas broke their long silence in August 1998 to proclaim that there was
no reason to negotiate so long as the government refused to honor the 1996 accord on
indigenous rights. A Zapatista acceptance, in September, of a call from a wide spectrum
of Mexican intellectuals, peasant leaders and political figures for a dialogue “with civil
society” resulted in a notable convocation in San Cristébal in November, 1998, but no
movement on the government’s part and no return to negotiations. And while neither
the Zapatistas nor the EPR show signs of disappearing, the other key actor in this drama,
the government of Ernesto Zedillo, seems unable to launch a credible peace initiative;
indeed, it seems intent on continuing the low-level war of attrition that has character-
ized most of the past four years in the indigenous zones of Mexico.

Conclusion

Despite significant steps toward a competitive, democratic system, Mexico faces an
ongoing political crisis in the southern countryside, home to most of the country's 17
million peasant farmers, many of them members of one or another of the nation’s 40
indigenous groups. The crisis reflects the continuing, deepening misery in rural areas, as
a combination of trade liberalization and the persistent lack of credit and government
support, which together have devastated agriculture. But the crisis is at base political
— a clash between entrenched elites whose power is slipping away as democratic
processes spread, and citizens eager for change and outraged at the corruption,
manipulation and violence with which elites have sought to retain control. Federal inter-
vention might have dampened the conflict from the beginning. Instead, two successive
presidents have chosen to back the old PRI, replacing one corrupt and intransigent
governor with another in moments of crisis and deploying the military in ever increas-
ing numbers in a vain attempt to subdue dissent. As a result, the conflict has spread
and intensified over the past four years, prompting still more repressive measures by
state and federal authorities.

To date, the crisis has produced thousands of internal refugees in the affected states
(20,000 in Chiapas alone by one widely accepted estimate); undoubtedly thousands
more have sought refuge and more secure lives in other states and even in the United
States. Some credit the Zapatistas’ occupation of 32 municipios, in December 1994, with
being the spark that prompted the dramatic collapse of the peso that month. Whatever
the truth of that contention, it is clear that continued violence in the countryside has
a dampening effect on the economy, including on foreign investment. A worsening cri-
sis in the countryside would threaten Mexico's already shaky economic recovery. It is also
clear that the government'’s strategy in Chiapas and elsewhere has damaged Mexico’s rep-
utation internationally.30 The conflict has also contributed to the growing power of the
Mexican military, which, despite criticism even from the government's own National
Human Rights Commission, enjoys virtual impunity in carrying out its missions in Chia-
pas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and elsewhere. In addition to an influx of new equipment from
the United States, including Blackhawk helicopters, the military has expanded the num-
ber of special airborne forces from two units in 1994 to 100 today.31 According to the



World Bank, Mexican expenditure on the military increased from a modest 0.7 percent
of GDP in 1985 to 1.0 percent in 1995.32

The United States has a played a dubious role in this process. In understandable
eagerness to maintain cordial relations with an important trading partner, the United
States has refrained from criticism of the government’s conduct and quietly moved to
extend military assistance to Mexico, which traditionally has been wary of accepting U.S.
aid. Military assistance and training have been justified as part of the counter-narcotics
effort. Nevertheless, there are no adequate means to ensure that such assistance is not
used in the counterinsurgency strategy that the incumbent regime has adopted. And
there is considerable evidence that the United States has provided Mexican military offi-
cials with advice and information specifically oriented to the confrontation in Chiapas.33

Whatever the truth about the relation between U.S. military and intelligence opera-
tions and the Mexican Army'’s counterinsurgency campaigns, the very appearance of U.S.
involvement is damaging to U.S. interests. The insurgencies in southern Mexico repre-
sent no possible threat to United States national security. Indeed, at their present
levels they are not a significant threat to the Mexican state. What is threatening, for
both the development of Mexican democracy and the vitality of its economy, and from
the point of view of traditional U.S. foreign policy concerns, is the persistence of polit-
ical violence in the countryside. And the Mexican government’s current strategy has done
vastly much more to exacerbate and spread the conflict than to calm it.

Pressing concerns for the United States, moreover, have scarcely been addressed by
U.S. policymakers. The threat of greater refugee flows into the United States is very real.
The danger that escalating conflict in the countryside could undermine the democratic
process on the national level, even contributing to the possibility of a military coup,
should also be of concern, especially as continuing human rights abuses lead to
growing calls among civilians for the prosecution of military officers. Political turmoil
threatens Mexico’s ability to manage its economic crisis, just as the corruption of the
traditional system has marred efforts to “modernize” the economy.

Such dangers call for the prudent engagement of the United States with the situa-
tion in southern Mexico. Mexicans are rightly touchy about U.S. intervention in Mexican
affairs. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright's disclosure that the U.S. was “pressing”
the Mexican government to find a peaceful solution to the conflict in Chiapas in June
1998 set off a storm of protest within Mexico. Mexico violently rejected the call of the
UN Commission on Human Rights for an end to impunity in its treatment of indigenous
peoples. And the country has expelled dozens of foreigners over the last year who have
come to Chiapas as international human rights observers or to “accompany” the Zap-
atista communities.

Nevertheless, international pressure, both overt and quiet, has had important effects
in Mexico, as the Mexican government’s cease-fire in January 1994 attests. Mexican offi-
cials may protest, but they are more apt to try to satisfy the international community
than to defy it. The United States, accordingly, should not hesitate to apply pressure, as
diplomatically as possible, for a change of policy. Moreover, the United States should see
to it that U.S. military training and assistance are not directed to bolstering the coun-
terinsurgency strategy currently under way in southern Mexico. That may mean cutting
back on assistance more generally. It would certainly mean ending whatever coopera-
tion exists in intelligence gathering and in training directly focused on the conflicts in
Chiapas, Guerrero, and other parts of Mexico. Above all, it would mean effective over-
sight of military relations to ensure that the United States is not seen as bolstering the
current government in a defense of an unpopular and unsuccessful strategy, through its
engagement with the Mexican military.
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