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SIPAZ is an international observation program created in 1995, after the Zapatista uprising in 1994 to monitor the conflict 
in Chiapas, Mexico. 

International Service for Peace (Servicio Internacional para la Paz or SIPAZ) is a response from the international community 
to the request of Mexican human rights organizations and religious leaders in Mexico, asking for a permanent international 
presence in Chiapas. In February 1995, a delegation of various international peace organizations came to Chiapas. They decided 
to create an organization encompassing a coalition of faith based and nonviolence based organizations in the United States, 
Europe and Latin America that shared a common concern regarding the situation in Chiapas. 

Today SIPAZ supports the search for nonviolent solutions and aids in the construction of a culture of peace and dialogue 
between the actors involved in the conflict in Chiapas as well as, increasingly, in other areas in Mexico (Oaxaca and Guerrero). 
SIPAZ also serves as a bridge for communication and exchange between other organizations and networks that work to 
construct a just and lasting peace at a local, national, regional and international level n

The SIPAZ International Team in Chiapas :

• Maintains an international presence and accompanies processes that are 
working towards the construction of a culture of peace in Mexico.

• Provides trustworthy communication that integrates the voices of local 
actors and mobilizes the local, national and international community in 
the search for alternative solutions to the causes of violence in Mexico.

• Joins together with organizations, movements and networks in order to 
share and strengthen the processes that are leading towards building a 
just peace. 

• Maintains contact and dialogue with the many different actors that are 
present in the conflict.

SIPAZ recognizes and respects the principles of non-intervention and sovereignty 
of the Mexican State and its citizens upon whom must depend the negotiation and 
initiative that are necessary in order to achieve an eventual solution to the conflict.

The coalition members of SIPAZ represent many years of experience in interna-
tional non-governmental peacemaking and conflict resolution. Building on that 
experience, SIPAZ seeks to play a facilitative role enhancing the context in which 
Mexicans are working to solve largely Mexican problems n

Calle Las Flores #1,  
Barrio de San Diego 
CP 29270, San Cristóbal 
de Las Casas 
Chiapas, Mexico

(+52.967) 631 60 55

International Coalition

Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes (YMCA) (Argentina)
Baptist Peace Fellowship of North America (North Carolina, USA)
Benedictine Sisters of Erie (Pennsylvania, USA)
Capacitar (California, USA)
CAREA (Berlin, Germany)
Carolina Interfaith Task Force on Central America (N. Carolina, USA)
Catholic Conference of Major Superiors of Men’s Institutes
Peace and Justice Committee (Washington DC, USA)
Centro Memorial Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (La Habana, Cuba)
Christian Peacemaker Teams (Illinois, USA)
Church of the Brethren (Washington DC, USA)
Dominican Sisters of San Rafael (California, USA)
Episcopal Peace Fellowship (Washington, DC, USA)
Fellowship of Reconciliation/EEUU (New York, USA)
FOR Austria (Austria)
Franciscan Friars, Santa Barbara Province (California, USA)
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(Washington DC, USA)
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International Committee for the Peace Council (Wisconsin, USA)
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In January, the report “Voting Under Fire: Understanding Political-Crim-
inal Violence in Mexico” was presented, which documents that in 2023 
there were 574 incidents of political-criminal violence. 264 of them were 
against public officials or candidates for elected office, says Data Civica, 
the consulting firm behind the report. 91 occurred in Guerrero, 64 in Gua-
najuato, 43 in Zacatecas, 42 in Veracruz, and 38 in Michoacán and Chi-
apas each. In December alone, 42 events associated with political-crim-
inal violence occurred, including attacks, kidnappings, armed attacks or 
murders. According to the consulting firm, from 2018 to 2023, there have 
been 1,610 attacks, murders and threats against people associated with 
the political or government sphere or against government or party facili-
ties. In that period, 105 candidates, aspiring and former candidates were 
murdered x

In February, the Colegio de 
Mexico presented the inves-
tigation “Ballot Boxes and 
Graves”, in which it analyzes 
electoral violence and the rea-

sons behind the 32 murders of candi-
dates for popularly elected positions in 
the 2021 elections. In the main char-
acteristics of these cases, the inves-
tigation details that “lethal electoral 
violence is eminently local, because 85 
percent of the 32 victims were compet-
ing for municipal positions. (…) These 
attacks are normally against opponents 
of the current mayor, as occurred in 25 
of the 32 cases.” Strikingly, only 11 of 
32 homicides can be clearly attributed 
to criminal organizations that “have 
effectively limited Mexican democracy, 
having the ability to decide who has 
the right to compete and who does not. 
(…) Not only are the parties not up to 
the challenge, but they themselves are 
resolving the struggle for power with 
bullets. In other words, they have not 
only let criminal organizations fill pow-
er vacuums, especially local ones, but 
they are replicating their techniques to 
resolve the fight for public power,” the 
investigation emphasizes.

“Such high levels of vi-
olence are clouding the 
quality of democracy and 
governance in the country. 
In particular, electoral vi-
olence, that intentionally 
implemented by perpetrators to mod-
ify both the results and the electoral 
processes, distorts the virtues of a dem-
ocratic regime. (…) If we take into ac-
count that one of the greatest achieve-
ments of the Mexican transition to 
democracy was its peaceful nature, the 
growing electoral violence is increas-
ingly disturbing,” the investigation 
warned when raising strong concerns 
about the 2024 elections.

“Alarming crisis regarding 
human rights”

In November, more than 300 na-
tional and international organizations 
issued 18 reports with recommenda-
tions to reverse the “alarming human 
rights crisis” in Mexico, which “has 
deepened” since 2018, when Presi-
dent Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador 
(AMLO) took office. They denounced 
the closure of civic space in the coun-

try, militarization, widespread vio-
lence and impunity, structural pov-
erty, espionage, disappearances, 
extrajudicial executions, among other 
serious violations, in the context of the 
Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of 
the Mexican State.

When this review was carried out 
in January, Mexico received more than 
300 recommendations to improve the 
human rights situation in the coun-
try. The main ones revolved around 
violence against women, journalists, 
human rights defenders, children, ad-
olescents and youth, as well as disap-
pearances, and the management of the 
migration crisis, among other topics. 
Likewise, the issue of militarization in 
the country and its impacts on respect 
for human rights was questioned. For 
the first time, Mexico received spe-
cific recommendations to ensure that 
public security is civil. It is important 
to emphasize, however, that all these 

Presentation of 
the report “Urns 

and Tombs” 
© Colegio of México
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recommendations are not binding. 
Mexico will have until June to respond 
to them and decide whether to accept 
them.

Regarding the vulnerability of 
human rights defenders, in January, 
the non-governmental organization 
Cerezo Committee Mexico reported 
that, during the year 2023, 14 extra-
judicial executions against human 
rights defenders were recorded in 
Mexico, 11 of them in Oaxaca. There 
are 93 cases so far in the current gov-
ernment. The reasons for which the ex-
ecuted human rights defenders fought 
were mainly for the right to territory, 
for a decent life, decent housing, and 
for the self-determination of indige-
nous peoples. Of the victims, only one 
did not belong to an indigenous group. 
“The difference from previous reports is 
that we only found two cases in which 
the beneficiary was the Federal Govern-
ment, in this report there are four cas-
es,” said the Cerezo Committee.

As regards freedom of expression, 
in January, Article 19 warned that 
2024 will be an “extremely violent” 
year for the press due to political dis-
putes linked to the electoral context. 
Despite the drop in murders of jour-
nalists in 2023 (five compared to 13 
the previous year), it pointed out that, 

in the last year, there has been an in-
tensification of the stigmatization of 
and discrediting campaigns against 
communicators by local political ac-
tors, who have replicated AMLO’s 
“virulent” discourse against the press. 
“There is actually a political class that 
is extremely intolerant of criticism and 
what the president has done is provoke 
that intolerance,” it explained.

In January, several civil society 
and journalistic spaces denounced 
the violation of privacy and vulnera-
bility implied by the leak of personal 
data of more than 300 journalists who 
have covered AMLO’s morning press 
conferences. The Civil Society Orga-
nizations Space (Espacio OSC) warned 
about the fact that what happened im-
plies “significant risks that can have 
various consequences. These include 
damage to reputation, financial loss-
es, acts of discrimination, profiling by 
alleged aggressors, as well as attacks 
on their homes or routes, among other 
serious implications. This is especially 
relevant when considering that Mexico 
is positioned as one of the most dan-
gerous countries for the press, with 163 
journalists murdered and 32 missing.”

Another crisis, migration

In December, the Mexican Refugee 
Aid Commission (COMAR) reported 
that asylum requests broke a new re-
cord in Mexico with 136,934 requests. 
It is worth remembering that in 2013 
only 1,296 requests were counted and 
since 2018 they have increased year by 
year. Chiapas is where more than 60% 
of the applications are registered and 
it is important to emphasize that asy-
lum seekers must remain in the feder-
al entity where they began their pro-
cess. At the same time, the acceptance 
rate has been reducing, mainly affect-
ing people from Haiti, with only 13% 
of applicants admitted to the country 
in 2022. It is worrying that a quarter of 
the registered applications are from 
minors, warned the UN Refugee Agen-
cy (UNHCR), a figure that exacerbates 
the humanitarian challenge on the 
country’s southern border. These chil-
dren and adolescents mostly flee due 
to violence, persecution and armed 
conflicts, according to UNHCR.

In January, Human Rights 
Watch (HRW) called on Mexico to re-
ject an agreement with the United 
States that could restrict the right to 
asylum and increase summary de-
portations. According to analysts, Re-
publicans, who have a majority in the 
House of Representatives, have con-
ditioned the approval of a $106 billion 
military aid package for Ukraine and 
Israel in exchange for new anti-mi-
grant measures, including closures of 
part of the border, further limit asylum 
applications and increase mass depor-
tations. These migration measures 
“would contravene international hu-
man rights standards and expose thou-
sands of people and asylum seekers to 
dangerous situations,” HRW warned. 
Currently, nearly 10,000 people are 
arrested a day at the border between 
the United States and Mexico as the 
Biden administration is adapting the 
Republican Party’s xenophobic an-
ti-immigration discursive framework 
ahead of the 2024 elections, according 
to the research center Feminisms and 
Democracies.

Likewise, in January, the South-

© Cuartoscuro
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ern Border Monitoring Collective de-
manded the “immediate and definitive 
closure” of the immigration stations, 
after the death of Jean “N”, of Haitian 
nationality, who died at the Siglo XXI 
immigration center, in Tapachula, 
Chiapas. It stated that this case is not 
isolated, but rather joins a long list of 
migrants who have died inside Mex-
ican immigration centers. It stated 
that they have documented that in 
these spaces migrants are subjected 
“to conditions of overcrowding, un-
sanitary conditions, lack of medical 
services, poor nutrition, physical and 
psychological abuse, and sexual abuse, 
which together constitute torturous en-
vironments.” It also reported “cases of 
riots, protests, self-harm and suicides,” 
which show “the degree of desperation 
and suffering experienced by people in 
immigration detention.” It denounced 
that the Mexican State intends to hide, 
and even deny, the reality of these cen-
ters.

CHIAPAS - Civilians “human 
shield” in the dispute 
between groups linked 
to organized crime

In December, the Diocese of San 
Cristobal in its statement titled “A Cry 
for Peace Silenced by Weapons,” noted 
that “in the state of Chiapas we are liv-
ing in the midst of criminal groups that 
dispute the territory, putting civil soci-
ety as a human shield in said dispute, 
without enforcing the right of the people 
to security, free transit, peace and oth-
ers.” The area most affected by this sit-
uation has been the Border.

In November, it was announced 
that thousands of residents of the mu-
nicipality of Maravilla Tenejapa were 
forcibly displaced after organized 
crime groups invaded the region and 
kidnapped the municipal president, 
Zoel Lopez Gutierrez, and one of his 
colleagues. The upsurge in violence in 
this region in recent months was at-
tributed to the battle between two or-
ganized crime organizations that seek 
to control border territories that are 
strategic for their businesses.

In January, residents of the munic-

ipality of Chicomuselo, in the Sierra 
de Chiapas, denounced “the increase 
in violence that is occurring without, 
to date, a response from the state.” 
They pointed out a confrontation that 
occurred on January 4th between two 
organized crime groups in the Nueva 
Morelia ejido, belonging to the same 
municipality, which reportedly left at 
least 20 people dead, including two 
civilian residents who fell in the cross-
fire. The “Civil Society of the People of 
Chicomuselo” affirms that “we have 
seen hundreds of families leave Nueva 
Morelia and neighboring communities 
for fear that confrontations will con-
tinue, since in this area there are large 
interests such as mining and control of 
the border,” they stressed. They ques-
tioned: “why don’t the army, the na-
tional guard and the state police act? 
What are you waiting for to dismantle 
and disarm these criminal groups that 
are using people as a human shield?”

Dozens of families continued to 
leave their homes in the municipali-
ties of Chicomuselo, La Concordia and 
Socoltenango in subsequent weeks. 
The state Civil Protection Secretariat 
reported that it provides humanitari-
an aid to displaced residents, although 
it did not recognize this status, but 
rather considers them as “people in a 

vulnerable situation.” AMLO asked 
the residents of these communities 
to stay in their places of origin and to 
place their confidence in the National 
Guard to confront crime groups. He 
declared that “the National Guard is 
to protect the people, it is not infiltrated 
by crime, they should be trusted. And if 
they do not want the Guard to be there, 
it is because they are protecting crimi-
nals.” The Fray Bartolome de Las Casas 
Center for Human Rights (Frayba) es-
timates that at least 2,300 people have 
been forcibly displaced from more 
than 30 communities in this episode.

In January, called on by the Be-
lieving People (Pueblo Creyente), 
thousands of parishioners from the 
diocese of San Cristobal de Las Casas 
made a pilgrimage to San Cristobal, a 
setting in which they denounced drug 
violence and other forms of injustice 
they experience. The auxiliary bishop, 
Luis Manuel Lopez Alfaro, stressed 
that the construction of peace is “an 
urgent task in the face of the shadow 
of death that is covering our state of 
Chiapas, and that in recent days has 
become darker along the entire border 
with Guatemala”. “This darkness has 
been generated by criminal groups that 
fight to see who will control the border 
with Central America, in their fight they 

Migrant Caravan 
in Mexico 

© AP Archive
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have passed over the communities; they 
have forced them to align themselves 
with them or have to leave their place, 
losing everything they have worked for 
during their lives. (…) this has brought 
pain, suffering, extortion, death, miss-
ing persons, displaced communities, 
communities without free movement, 
decimated communities.” Referring to 
the response from the authorities, he 

said that “it is not possible to continue 
denying reality and say that nothing 
is happening in Chiapas, everything is 
happening here and we cannot remain 
silent or be indifferent in the face of so 
much pain, frustration, helplessness 
when we see ourselves invaded and 
governed by those who use weapons 
and violence. We see the increase in mil-
itarization, but we do not see results.”

EZLN: 30 years after 
the armed uprising

The 30th anniversary of the upris-
ing of the Zapatista Army of Nation-
al Liberation (EZLN) was celebrated 
from December 30th to January 2nd at 
the caracol “Resistencia y Rebeldía: A 
Nuevo Horizonte” in Dolores Hidalgo, 
municipality of Ocosingo. Thousands 
of attendees, including groups and 
organizations, both national and in-
ternational, media, militia and sup-
port bases, participated in the cele-
bration in which cultural days were 
held through which they recreated the 
history of their autonomy, the violence 
of the current context and criticism of 
the system and “bad government” (see 
Article).

In January, more than 40 mem-
bers of the Ocosingo Regional Coffee 
Growers Organization (ORCAO) forci-
bly displaced 28 Support Bases of the 
Zapatista Army of National Libera-
tion (BAEZLN) in the La Resistencia 
community, Moises y Gandhi region, 
municipality of Ocosingo. They de-
stroyed the Autonomous Primary 
School, burned homes, stole prop-
erty and stripped the community of 
animals, tools and food. In Febru-
ary, members of ORCAO attacked the 
Moises y Gandhi community again. 
According to the National Network of 
Civil Human Rights Organizations “All 
Rights for All” (Red TDT), they fired a 
series of approximately 100 shots with 
heavy-caliber weapons. Red TDT 
asked that “respect for the territory of 
the BAEZLN, its free determination 
and autonomy, as well as a life free of 
violence be guaranteed. An immediate 
and diligent investigation be carried 
out to generate a route where ending 
this climate of violence is prioritized.”

OAXACA - “Between the 
PRI and MORENA: Setbacks, 
Impunity and Simulation”

In December, a group of civil orga-
nizations, defenders and journalists 
presented shadow report in Oaxaca 
prepared within the framework of the 
UPR about the human rights situation 

Beginning of 
the Jubilee Year, 
November 2023
© SIPAZ

30th Anniversary 
of the Zapatista 
armed uprising
© SIPAZ
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in the state. This report covers the peri-
od 2018-2023 and was titled “Between 
the PRI and MORENA: Setbacks, Impu-
nity and Simulation.” “Despite the fact 
that there was a political alternation at 
the federal and state level between the 
PRI and MORENA, in Oaxaca the vio-
lations of human rights have deepened, 
coupled with the fact that setbacks, sim-
ulation, omission, negligence, corrup-
tion and lack of autonomy of the Exec-
utive, Legislative and Judicial powers,” 
the organizations stated. They also 
stated that “the lack of political will 
has been the main obstacle to facing the 
serious situation that the state is going 
through. ‘Peace’ is just a government 
narrative and part of the simulation.”

The last few months have been 
marked by cases of criminalization 
and persecution of human rights 
defenders, mainly in the Tehuante-
pec Isthmus. In January, a group of 
citizens and community members 
made up of the Mixtequillense Civil 
Resistance installed a two-day road 
block on the La Ventosa-Mixtequilla 
highway to demand information and 
transparency regarding the industrial 
park called “Polo de Bienestar” that the 
federal government intends to install. 
in the municipality of Mixtequilla. 
After an assembly agreement, resi-
dents of Santa María Mixtequilla also 
expelled elements of the Navy Sec-
retariat from their lands and burned 
the camp of the Tehuantepec Isthmus 
Interoceanic Corridor for not having 
been informed of the damage that the 
project may cause. Subsequently, a po-
lice operation was carried out made 
up of elements of the National Guard 
and the ministerial police that sought 
to comply with ten searches and nine 
arrest warrants for the alleged theft of 
a municipal patrol car. Relatives of the 
detainees (seven men and two women) 
reported that the arrests were violent, 
including the use of sexual violence 
and threats inside the homes.

In February, David Hernandez 
Salazar was sentenced to 46 years and 
six months in prison, a fine of $182,818 
and a payment for damages in the 
amount of $1,000,001,500, for oppos-
ing the construction of an industrial 

park in the Interoceanic Corridor. The 
indigenous Binniza defender has been 
criminalized since 2017 for his fight 
to defend the Pitayal Common Use 
Lands, Puente Madera, for which he 
faces three judicial proceedings. So-
cial organizations from the Tehuante-
pec Isthmus repudiated the sentence 
and demanded its revocation when 
“these sanctions are a clear example of 
criminalization and persecution for his 
work as Defender of Territory, Human 
Rights and Indigenous Peoples.”

Gender violence is another con-
stant concern. In February, 13 cases 
of murders of women were recorded 
since the beginning of the year. This 
brings the total to 122 crimes against 
women in the administration of Gov-
ernor Salomon Jara. The Executive 
Secretariat of the National Public Se-
curity System (SESNSP) notifies that, 
in 2023, 38 investigations were initiat-
ed for the crime of femicide in Oaxaca, 
which places the state in sixth place 
nationally last year. For its part, GES 
Mujer recorded 95 violent deaths of 
women in 2023, most of these occur-
ring in the Isthmus and the Mixteca.

GUERRERO - “The Truth 
Dressed in Olive Green”

In January, La Montaña Tlachinol-
lan Mountain Human Rights Center 
presented its XXIX report titled “The 
Truth Dressed in Olive Green,” in which 
it stressed that “at this end of the six-
year term, the President of the Republic, 
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, posi-
tioned the Army as the main security 
body that has a legal framework, con-
trary to international recommenda-
tions. It has a large federal budget and 
enjoys multiple prerogatives with the 
new functions assigned to it by presi-
dential decree. The armed institute is 
the Secretariat that has the greatest rec-
ognition, support and protection from 
the President of the Republic, to the ex-
tent that he has become its spokesper-
son and defender at all costs. He insists 
on exonerating them of crimes against 
humanity and at all times separates 
them from their involvement in the dis-
appearance of the 43 Ayotzinapa stu-
dents.”

On another note, Tlachinollan 
stressed that “the authorities of Guer-
rero have succumbed to organized 
crime. Although Governor Evelyn Sal-
gado Pinda has the full support of the 
President of the Republic, there are no 

David Hernández 
Salazar 

© Frontline Defenders
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tangible results, two years into her adminis-
tration. The presence of the National Guard is 
far from being a shield for the population that 
is defenseless in the face of the growing power 
of criminal groups. Violence has broken out in 
the main tourist cities and in Chilpancingo. In 
the eight regions, extremely serious cases have 
been recorded that show the weaknesses of a se-
curity model designed by military command-
ers who have subordinated civil authorities.” 
Given this, “the aggrieved population has been 
left on the sidelines, the victims are mocked 
and the families’ cry for justice is not heard. 
There is a distancing between the state author-

ities and the multiplicity of civil 
society players who do not find 
an effective dialogue to present 
their demands and proposals.”

Another aspect of concern 
addressed by the report has 
to do with the fact that “gov-
ernments, instead of triggering 
development with the participa-
tion of communities that have 
known how to care for and re-
spect nature, have implement-
ed an extractivist model based 
on the predatory exploitation 
of forests, in the plundering of 
natural wealth, the destruction 
of habitat with open-pit mining 
and the decapitalization of the 
countryside.”

In this framework, the vul-
nerable situation of human 
rights defenders and communi-
cators continues to be critical. 
In November, armed men shot 
four reporters in Chilpancingo. 
Three were injured. The previ-
ous week, criminals kidnapped 
three journalists in Taxco, as 
well as their relatives. After a 
few days they were released, 

but they kept the son of one of them captive. 
“Violence against journalists has increased ex-
ponentially during the electoral period,” stated 
Article 19. It urged the authorities to combat 
impunity: “It is impossible to maintain protec-
tion mechanisms for journalists in perpetuity 
while investigations into threats and attacks 
do not advance, an effective strategy is neces-
sary that gives results and detiers the perpetra-
tors of threats and crimes against the press.” In 
February, searcher Noe Sandoval Adame, a 
member of the María Herrera Family Search 
Collective, was shot to death in Zumpango, 
who was searching for his son Kevin Sandoval 

Mesa, 16, who disappeared on November 17th, 
2023. The crime was condemned by groups 
and organizations that constitute the Nation-
al Search Brigade who demanded investiga-
tion and justice for Noe and his family n

Presentation of the report “The Truth Dressed in Olive Green” 
© Tlachinollan Human Rights Centre
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“When these people arrived and later, when the block-
ade was in place, there was silence in the community, 
neither cell phones nor modular phones were ringing, 
the only thing that could be heard, it even sounded 
sad, was the singing of the birds, the chickens, that 
normal noise of nature…”

A cry of demand and a call to action

Civil society organizations in Chiapas joined 
their voices to highlight and demand that 
the situation of violence that has been expe-
rienced since 2021 in the border and moun-
tain region of the state be recognized and ad-

dressed, which, in the report “Siege on Everyday Life, Terror 
for the Control of Territory and Serious Violations of Human 
Rights” they classify as a non-international armed conflict 
and urge the authorities to deal with it as such.

This report briefly reviews the beginnings of the con-
flict and how it has been increasing, recounts the control 
strategies exercised by the groups in dispute, collects testi-
monies from inhabitants of the area and the human rights 
violations that they experience every day, it points out the 
control and collusion of state authorities and institutions 

with organized crime and finally makes some recommen-
dations to the state regarding the recognition of the serious-
ness of the situation and some strategies for caring for the 
vulnerable population.

“The border of Chiapas with Guatemala is marked by 
an unrecognized armed conflict based on the terri-
torial dispute of organized crime structures for the 
control of goods, services, people, legal and illegal 
products, as well as the life itself of the local popu-
lation (…)”. 

The municipalities of La Trinitaria, Frontera Comalapa, 
Chicomuselo, Siltepec, Honduras de la Sierra, Motozintla, 
Mazapa de Madero, El Porvenir, La Grandeza, Bejucal de 
Ocampo, Amatenango de la Frontera and Bellavista are so 
far the main ones affected by the dispute. 

“Serious violations of human rights and international 
law affect both the local population and defenders 
of human rights and territory, for whom the risks of 
exercising freedom of expression and their defense 
actions are very high.” 

© Chiapas Paralelo

Southern Border and Sierra 
trapped in the middle of 
relentless terror

Southern Border and Sierra 
trapped in the middle of 
relentless terror
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The report also points out that the conflict zone has be-
come a silenced zone in which no one can talk and no one 
talks about it anyway. Hence also the relevance of the re-
port and why we will dedicate this Focus section to it.

Escalation, diversification and 
continuation of violence

It is no secret to anyone that Chiapas is a territory rich in 
natural resources and that, furthermore, it is located in a 
strategic geographical area. It is the gateway for everything 
coming from South and Central America on its way north, 
mainly to the United States. This, as the report points out, 
makes it a fundamental point for the “control and promo-
tion of both legal and illegal economies.” 

“The entire Chiapas territorial extension is structured 
by routes that are used for the transport of all types 
of merchandise, drugs, weapons and illegal livestock 
to the trafficking of people in international mobility. 
Since 1998, the jungle area on its border with Gua-
temala was considered by the United States Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) as a key corridor.”

All of the above explains the interest of the different or-
ganized crime groups in maintaining control of the area.

 “These groups operate at the territorial level through 
complex criminal structures made up of cartel mem-
bers, local operators and state authorities at dif-

ferent levels, establishing criminal governance that 
goes beyond illicit businesses.”

As noted previously, this context of violence has wors-
ened since the second half of 2021 when Gilberto Rivera, 
alias “El Junior”, who was the son of one of the operators 
of an organized crime group that until that time main-
tained control in the state, was murdered. This murder was 
claimed by an antagonistic criminal group and since then, 
from Frontera Comalapa, passing through Teopisca, Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, Pantelho and up to San Cristóbal de Las Casas, 
confrontations, executions and turf wars have multiplied, 
with the border area being the most affected. By 2022, there 
was a very significant increase in disappearances and dis-
placements in the area. Furthermore, the deployment of 
surveillance drones and road blockades by armed men or 
by the same population that is coerced by organized crime 
groups have become part of everyday life.

“We find ourselves in a state of siege as we have re-
ported on other occasions, the town is under siege 
by organized crime, we cannot move freely, leaving 
home means leaving with fear of what may hap-
pen to us when passing through their checkpoints, 
searches, harassment and intimidation in all its 
forms.”

The year 2023 was no different, as mentioned in the report, 
it had “two significant peaks in violence” in the Border-Sier-
ra region. One was the so-called “Four Day War” that took 

Displaced people in 
Frontera Comalapa
© Hola News
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place in the Nueva Independencia or Lajerio community in 
the month of May, where organized crime groups clashed 
relentlessly, also impacting neighboring communities and 
causing the forced displacement of at least 3,500 people. In 
September, there were different events in the municipali-
ties of Motozintla, Frontera Comalapa, La Grandeza and 
Siltepec, where clashes, burning of trailers, deployment of 
armored vehicles adapted for combat commanded by heav-
ily armed groups that settled in the region were reported on 
a par with the Armed Forces and National Guard.

Although some critical moments of violence stand out, 
it is important to note that this is a constant, the reality is 
that the population of the Border-Sierra region has not had 
a break since the dispute began. 

“(…) the violation of the right to life has become daily 
in the midst of an official position that minimizes or 
denies violence and remains indifferent to the wors-
ening of the situation.”

Living under fire, fear and anxiety

The lives of people in the Border-Sierra region have been 
disrupted by the violence and control exercised by orga-
nized crime groups. Their reality has been transformed 
rapidly and the consequences are felt. Living day to day in 
anxiety, in fear, wondering if it is time to leave everything 
behind, where to go or is it possible to hold on a little longer 
and wait for something to happen that will return peace to 

their territories, this is how they live. now in that region.

“There are about 20 families who could no longer 
leave (to seek shelter) (…) I have a niece who endured 
hunger alone for six days, after six days I went to 
take her out of her house and she was in great panic. 
She came out jumping, looking around her and asked 
me if the men weren’t there, I told her no. In the mid-
dle of this there also comes a myth that they were 
recruiting men and more young people. They went to 
sleep in the mountains, pastures, mountains, caves. 
A lot of people ran away because of that.” This is one 
of the many testimonies that the report includes and 
that shows how difficult life is in the disputed areas.

In addition to living in fear and with the uncertainty of 
not knowing what’s next, mistrust has also settled into the 
population’s feelings. It is difficult to know who you can talk 
to without later being a victim of retaliation. As noted in the 
report, “this state of mistrust results in the fragmentation 
of community ties by distrusting one’s own neighbors, even 
one’s own family, which also causes important psycho-social 
impacts, mainly stress and paranoia.”

Another form of control exercised by organized crime 
groups has been to seize arable lands and prevent them 
from being worked, which has caused many families to be 
left without a livelihood, since their crops have been lost. 
There is no way to produce even for their own consumption. 
In addition to this, in the blockades set up and guarded by 
armed men, they carry out inspections and prohibit the 

Left:
Pilgrimage of Pueblo 
Creyente of the 
Diocese of San 
Cristóbal de las 
Casas, January 2024
© SIPAZ

Right:
“Yes to Life, No to 

Mining”, Pilgrimage 
of Pueblo Creyente, 

January 2024 
© SIPAZ
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passage of any type of merchandise, this translates into a 
shortage of food and basic products.

“(…) I was watering my cornfield when I saw these 
people about two hundred meters away pointing a 
gun at me. I wanted to talk to them, but one raised 
his hand stopping me while still pointing at me. ‘What 
the hell are you doing here?’ ‘I came to water my corn’, 
I said. ‘Don’t come here anymore, if you see us here, 
don’t come, come when we’re not here, go home!’ I 
spent the day at home, folding my hands because 
I couldn’t go to work anymore (...) I would go and if I 
saw them I would return home, if not, I would stay 
for a while, but I would hear the truck, turn every-
thing off and go back home. I didn’t know what to do.”

“In the municipalities of Motozintla, El Porvenir, La 
Grandeza, Siltepec, Mazapa de Madero, Bellavista, 
Amatenango de la Frontera, Bejucal de Ocampo and 
Honduras de la Sierra, thousands of farmers have 
abandoned their crops due to violence.”

In this way, organized crime groups have been taking 
control of the territory and the population, sometimes with 
the use of violence that sometimes goes beyond words and, 
at other times, with actions that try to soften and normalize 
their presence in the region. In some communities, groups 
have come to present themselves as the “good guy” who 
has come to free them from the “bad guy.” This is how they 
have inserted themselves into daily life, co-opting violently 
or not (“it should be noted that the patience of the groups in 
the face of community resistance is very little and if co-option 
is not achieved, the consequences are very serious: physical 

attacks , disappearances, exemplary murders, 
dispossession, among others...”) to social orga-
nizations, young people and diverse popula-
tions.

“This narrative manipulation of the conflict 
increases the degree of tolerance towards 
violence, until it is normalized.”

Another mechanism used by criminal 
groups in this war for territorial control is 
that, to prevent the advance of the antago-
nistic group, they dig ditches that keep towns 
and communities isolated, fenced, which 
represents a further impact on going about 
one’s life, as it prevents free mobility and with 
this a countless number of daily activities are 
truncated.

“Classes at the basic and high school levels 
were suspended and health centers closed 

due to the risk that moving around the region entails 
for staff.”

But the control exercised by these players doesn’t stop 
there, another form that has been documented over the 
last few months is the economic aspect. In the report, it 
is mentioned that “in the border conflict, a set of economic 
strategies are deployed that organized crime develops both to 
strengthen control over the territory and to remedy the opera-
tional expenses involved in the dispute. This economy of con-
flict includes extortion, protection money, and kidnappings, 
but also the control of prices of agricultural products, income 
and other transactions of the local population. In addition 
to the confiscation of properties ranging from houses to crops 
and livestock.”

“A vendor from the community stood up one day and 
publicly complained that the sale of corn was free 
and that they had the right to sell to whoever they 
wanted… the next day they handed over his body… it 
was a huge trauma…”

It is known that groups make use of “borrowed names”, 
which has great legal implications as well as risks of being 
considered by the antagonistic group as part of the “enemy”, 
which can result in persecution, disappearance and mur-
der, punishments that also occur in case of refusing to do so.

To all of the above, we add the exploitation and control 
of natural assets and resources such as water and mines 
found in said territory. The sexual exploitation of women 
and girls is also a constant, it is known that both women in 
international mobility situations and women belonging to 
local communities are victims of temporary forced disap-
pearances and sexually exploited in canteens, brothels and 

Presentation of 
the report in 
Mexico City 
© Red Tdt
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houses occupied by criminal groups.

“The psycho-emotional consequences generated by 
living in the midst of this context are notorious: fear 
and despair reign, collective hysteria suddenly arises 
due to rumors, and mental health problems are ag-
gravated by constant worry, helplessness and frus-
tration.”

Burying its head in the sand

The situation in which thousands of people now live in 
the Border-Sierra region has been repeatedly denied by 
the Mexican government, mainly by the President, Andres 
Manuel Lopez Obrador, and by the governor of Chiapas, 
Rutilio Escandon Cadena.

When Lopez Obrador has been questioned about the vi-
olence in Chiapas, he generally responds that it is not the 
case, that in Chiapas all is calm. In recent statements he has 
mentioned that, yes, there is displacement, but the num-
ber of displaced people (which currently exceeds 10,000 
people) is not significant and that they would soon return 
to their homes. Taking into account what is documented 
and the testimonies collected in the report, it is evident 
that there are no conditions for this to happen. Even in his 
most recent statements after the public presentation of the 
report, AMLO maintained that his government has met its 
promises in the Southeast, that Chiapas is well below the 
national average in intentional homicides and even that 
non-governmental and civil society organizations present 
in Chiapas were stuck with the idea of confrontation from 
the time of the Zapatista uprising and that clarifying lies 
takes a long time, that surely everything was due to a media 
campaign against MORENA now that the electoral cam-
paigns are about to begin.

This refusal only aggravates the situation, since there is 
no will to implement actions that put a stop to violence and 
control by organized crime.

“One of the State’s responses to the armed conflict has been 
the deployment of elements of the armed forces throughout 
the entire border territory (...) militarization has been a fre-
quent strategy in Chiapas directly linked to crimes against 
humanity, to the creation of paramilitary groups and the ac-
celerated deterioration of security,” the report states. Added 
to this is corruption at all levels of government and armed 
forces, which culminates in links with criminal groups and 
the creation of silenced zones, it also states.

“(…) organized crime interacts with government offi-
cials forming criminal structures that intervene and 
aggravate tensions and conflict over territorial con-
trol. Such is the degree of insertion into government 
structures that in some municipal seats it has been 
reported that the entire city council is within criminal 
structures and that they are at their service.”

The widespread situation of violence brings with it a se-
rious deterioration of society, the systematic violation of 
human rights, “basic rights such as peace, life, dignity and 
personal integrity are put at risk and violated.”

Solidarity and union in the face 
of silence and emergency

In different municipalities of Chiapas, including those 
hardest hit by this wave of violence, thousands of people 
have gathered in numerous pilgrimages and marches to 
demand peace.

Likewise, both the Diocese of San Cristobal and civil 
society organizations have spoken out to highlight that 

“the civilian population was taken hostage, used as a shield, 
forced to participate in mobilizations, blockades and con-
frontations in favor of one of the sides in conflict. Basic sup-
plies such as food, gasoline, gas, electricity and telephone 
company services were cut off, keeping the population in sus-
pense and anxiety, incommunicado, with food shortages and 
even with the impossibility of moving for fear of reprisals.”

Also, after the latest clashes that have caused the forced 
displacement of thousands of people, both the population, 
churches and civil society organizations have organized to 
collect and deliver food, clothing and basic necessities.

The latest effort made to highlight the violence and the 
effects that it entails on the population is the report cited 
throughout this article, which culminates with a series of 
recommendations to the Mexican state and the interna-
tional community, which are focused on the recognition 
and visibility of the conflict, the protection of the civilian 
population, guaranteeing the population access to their 
rights and investigation and access to justice for the vic-
tims n
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fter much speculation 
and rumors, the offi-
cial invitation to the 
30th anniversary of the 
armed uprising of the 

Zapatista Army of National Liberation 
(EZLN) was finally published on De-
cember 24th, after a series of 20 com-
muniqués that explain its reading of 
the moment and the strategic option of 
the movement for the future. The invi-
tation, however, was accompanied by 
a warning regarding the risks of par-
ticipating due to the current insecurity 
situation in Chiapas.

For those who chose to participate 
despite this, the anniversary cele-

bration took place in Caracol Dolores 
Hidalgo, municipality of Ocosingo, 
between December 30th, 2023 and Jan-
uary 2nd, 2024.

Of the 5,000 to 6,000 people who 
participated, the vast majority were 
Support Bases and militia. Others 
came from further afield, including 
20 countries, such as Argentina, Bo-
livia and Brazil, Belgium, Germany, 
Greece, Slovenia and Iran.

Each of the 12 Caracoles or Zapa-
tista regions performed a work. The 
topics addressed included life on the 
farms, where their grandparents had 
to serve in a situation of semi-slavery, 
the Mayan Train and its effects, and 

the new structures of the movement 
that were presented at the end of 2023.

In the communiqués read on De-
cember 31st, Subcommander Moises 
once again presented the new struc-
ture of the movement, whose commit-
ment is to “invert the pyramid.” He also 
spoke of the “Common”, lands that be-
long to no one and, therefore, belong 
to everyone. Only what is grown in 
the ground belongs to the person who 
planted it. “We will defend ourselves,” 
added Subcommander Moisés n

Photos:
© SIPAZ

30th Anniversary of the 
Zapatista Uprising
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SIPAZ ACTIVITIES From mid-November to mid-February 2024

INTERNATIONAL PRESENCE 
AND ACCOMPANIMENT
CHIAPAS
NOVEMBER
 - We participated in the quarterly As-

sembly of the Pueblo Creyente of the 

diocese of San Cristobal de Las Casas.

 - We were present at the Action Day 

“Needles and Threads for Freedom”, 
organized by several organizations and 

groups “in solidarity with the political 
prisoners of Chiapas, victims of the fab-
rication of culprits and hostages of the 
Mexican State.”
 - On November 25, we were present at 

the demonstration organized by mem-

bers of the Diocesan Coordination of 

Women (CODIMUJ) in San Cristobal de 

Las Casas. This march was called in com-

memoration of the International Day 

for the Eradication of Violence against 

Women.

 - We were present at the event orga-

nized within the framework of the tenth 

anniversary of the Movement in Defense 

of Life and Territory (MODEVITE), which 

took place in Patria Nueva, municipality 

of Ocosingo.

 - We accompanied the delegation of the 

“Mexico-European Union Platform for 
Peace and Human Rights” (of which we 

are part), during their tour through dif-

ferent states of Mexico (Morelos, Tlax-

cala, Puebla and Chiapas), as part of your 

visit to San Cristobal de Las Casas.

DECEMBER
 - We were present at the inauguration 

of Murals for Peace, which took place 

in San Cristobal de Las Casas, an activity 

organized by Melel Xojobal and the plat-

form for Peace in Chiapas Slamalil Kinal.

 - On December 21st and 22nd, we attend-

ed the different activities that were 

organized within the framework of the 

commemoration of the 25 years of the 

Acteal massacre.

 - Ending 2023 and beginning 2024, we 

attended the events that took place in 

Dolores Hidalgo, municipality of Ocos-

ingo, within the framework of the 30th 

anniversary of the uprising of the Zapa-

tista Army of National Liberation (EZLN).

JANUARY
 - On two occasions, we visited displaced 

people from the Sierra area who are tak-

ing refuge in shelters in Comitan, Tzimol 

and Socoltenango.

 - On January 25th, we accompanied 

the pilgrimage of thousands of people 

called by Pueblo Creyente that took 

place in San Cristobal de Las Casas, a 

setting in which parishioners from the 

parishes that make up the diocese of San 

Cristobal de Las Casas denounced drug 

violence and other forms of injustice 

they experience, and made a new call for 

the construction of peace in the state.

 - We participated in the Theological 

Meeting for Peace that took place in San 

Cristobal de Las Casas.

FEBRUARY
 - In Mexico City, during the month of 

February, the presentation of the report 

titled “Siege on Daily Life, Terror for the 
Control of Territory and Serious Viola-
tions of Human Rights” took place. This 

report was prepared in collaboration 

between various groups and civil society 

organizations, in whose documentation 

process SIPAZ provided its support.

EDUCATION AND 
TRAINING FOR ACTION
PUBLIC RELATIONS
 - In November, we participated in the 

11th High Level Dialogue between Mex-

ico and the European Union on Human 

Rights.

 - In November, the more than 300 na-

tional and international organizations 

that make up the EPUMX Collective pre-

sented shadow reports with recommen-

dations for the Mexican State. 

 - In January, we met with members of 

the United States Embassy in San Cris-

tobal de Las Casas.

EDUCATION FOR PEACE
NOVEMBER
 - We facilitated the session on Active 

Non-Violence (NOVA), part of the Di-

ploma on Positive Conflict Transforma-

tion, convened by the Commission for 

Community Unity and Reconciliation 

(CORECO).

DECEMBER
 - We facilitated a workshop with the 

daughters of artisan women who partic-

ipate in the Mujeres de MaIz collective 

from several municipalities in the High-

lands and the Northern Jungle.

JANUARY
 - We held a work session framed in the 

strategic planning process of Economic 

and Social Development (DESMI A.C.).

 - Together with Voces Mesoamericanas, 

we facilitated a workshop with young 

people from the Macabeos area, Estrella 

region of the parish of Ocosingo, on top-

ics of Positive Conflict Transformation 

and Peace Building.

 - We held a workshop on risk analysis 

and protection measures with the pas-

toral team of the Guadalupe Mission, 

which is based in Comitan and covers 

seven municipalities.

FEBRUARY
 - We held a new work session framed in 

the DESMI strategic planning process.

 - We facilitate the session on Peace 

Building, part of CORECO’s Positive 

Conflict Transformation diploma.

 - We facilitated an analysis with parish-

ioners belonging to the Independencia 

parish.

INTERNAL TRAINING
 - In December, we participated in a 

workshop on Peacebuilding facilitated 

by the International Catalan Institute 

for Peace (ICIP) that took place in San 

Cristobal de Las Casas

NETWORKING
 - With a minimum monthly frequency, 

we attend plenary meetings and com-

missions of the Peace Organization in 

Chiapas, Slamalil Kinal. In November, 

said platform convened a meeting of 

civil organizations, journalists and aca-

demics that had the participation of 80 

people and whose purpose was to share 

analysis and strategic reflections for the 

construction of peace.

 - On a bimonthly basis, we attend oper-

ational meetings of the People’s Move-

ment for Peace and Justice (MPPJ).

 - In September, October and November, 

we participated in a meeting with rep-

resentatives of the pastoral areas that 

are part of the Monitoring Commission 

of the Congress of Mother Earth, a com-

ponent of the social pastoral care of the 

diocese of San Cristobal de Las Casas.

 - We participated in the preparation and 

implementation of a Civil Observation 

Mission coordinated by the Mexico-Eu-

ropean Union Platform for Peace and 

Human Rights, which visited several 

states in Mexico.

 - In January, we participated in a meet-

ing of partners who collaborate with the 

German cooperation project Welthaus.

 - In January, we participated in virtual 

meetings of the partners of the Global 

Platform for the Prevention of Armed 

Conflicts (GPPAC).

 - In January, we participated in a security 

analysis space in San Cristobal de Las Ca-

sas, which was attended by several civil 

organizations with a presence in this city 

n


