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SANTRAUKA

Nevyriausybiniy organizacijy (NVO) istorija Meksikoje — tai sudétingas ir jvairiapusis
pasakojimas apie kolonijines labdaros struktiiras, autoritarinius pilietinés visuomenés apribojimus,
demokratinj atviruma ir $iuolaikinj institucinj nestabiluma. Siandien Meksikoje uZregistruota daugiau
nei 46 tukstanCiai pilietinés visuomenés organizacijy (PVO), tod¢l NVO sudaro svarbig
humanitarinés, teisinés ir politinés veiklos, vykdomos vykstant Meksikos karui su narkotikais, dalj.
Oficialiai konfliktas prasidé¢jo 2006 m., igyvendinus vidaus saugumo strategija, kai Meksikos
vyriausybé ir tarptautinés organizuoto nusikalstamumo grupés (ONG) sukélé placiai paplitusj smurta,
jskaitant masines zmogzudystes ir dingimus, priverstinj gyventojy perkélimag ir gily socialinj bei
politin} nestabilumga.

Atsizvelgiant | tai, kad mokslinése diskusijose dazniausiai daugiausia démesio skiriama
konflikto geopolitiniams, strateginiams ir baudZiamosios teisenos aspektams, Siame bakalauro darbe
nagrin¢jamas NVO vaidmuo konflikto kontekste. Atliekant tyrima, analizuojama, kokiu mastu NVO
teikia humanitaring pagalbg ir uZsiima teisine bei politine advokacija. Atliekama kokybiné socialiniy
ir politiniy salygy, formuojanciy konflikto aplinka, analize, atsizvelgiat | valstybés skatinamus
saugumo diskursus ir tapatybes, taip pat — ] normatyving ir institucing sistemg reglamentuojancia
NVO veiklg. Ypatingas démesys skiriamas federaliniam jstatymui dél pilietinés visuomenés
organizacijy veiklos skatinimo, federaliniam civiliniam kodeksui ir pajamy mokesc¢io jstatymui.
Tyrimas parodé, kad NVO pasirodo ne kaip neutralis veikéjai, bet kaip aktyviis dalyviai,
formuojantys vyraujancius diskursus, normas ir praktikas, susijusias su saugumu, atskaitomybe,

aukomis ir pilietinés visuomenés dalyvavimu Meksikos kare su narkotikais.

Raktiniai ZodzZiai: nevyriausybiné organizacija, nevyriausybiniy organizacijy vaidmuo, Meksikos

narkotiky karas, teisinis ir politinis advokacija, kritinis konstruktyvizmas



ABSTRACT

The history of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Mexico is one that comprises a
nuanced and convoluted account of colonial charity structures, authoritarian restrictions on civil
society, democratic opening, and contemporary institutional instability. With approximately 46,611
registered civil society organizations (CSOs) today, NGOs in Mexico constitute a significant
component of the humanitarian, legal and political activity taking place within the ongoing Mexican
War on Drugs. Officially initiated in 2006 through the implementation of the Internal Security
Strategy, the conflict between the Mexican government and transnational organized crime groups
(OCGs) has generated widespread violence, including mass homicides and disappearances, forced
displacement, and profound socio-political instability.

Given that scholarly discourse often centers on the geopolitical, strategic, and criminal-justice
dimensions of the conflict, this thesis examines the role of NGOs within the conflict. In doing so, the
research examines the extent to which NGOs act as providers of humanitarian support and legal and
political advocacy. This employs a qualitative analysis of the socio-political conditions shaping the
conflict landscape, considering the security discourses and identities promoted by the state, and the
normative and institutional framework governing NGO operation, with particular attention to the
Federal Law on the Promotion of Activities Carried Out by Civil Society Organizations, the Federal
Civil Code, and the Income Tax Law. The research finds that NGOs emerge not as neutral actors, but
as active agents in shaping the dominant discourses, norms, and practices surrounding security,

accountability, victimhood, and civil society participation during the Mexican War on Drugs.

Keywords: nongovernmental organization, role of NGOs, Mexican War on Drugs, legal and political

advocacy, critical constructivism
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INTRODUCTION

Preface

The Mexican War on Drugs refers to the prolonged ‘internal” armed conflict between the Mexican
state authorities and transnational organized crime groups (OCGs, also known as cartels or organized
crime syndicates). Having had lasted for over a decade, this conflict has generated intense and
widespread violence, including more than 200,000 deaths, approximately 60,000 disappearances, and
the discovery of numerous clandestine mass graves, among other atrocities.! The military escalation
in Mexico began in 2006, when President Felipe Calderon initiated a policy of national militarization
aimed at combatting the cartels directly and dismantling their operations. But far from containing the
violence, much of these efforts have protracted the conflict which continues to have significant
implications for Mexican society. These effects range from local and international trafficking of
illegal drugs, arms and human beings, to increased targeting of rival gangs, state forces, journalists,
political figures and members of the general public. It has, as a result, become a constant and recurring
point of concern in Mexican culture and politics and an “ominous blot” on the nation’s international
reputation.?

Nongovernmental organizations have remained active throughout the broader pattern of
violence and instability produced by the Mexican War on Drugs, as they do in most contemporary
conflicts around the globe. In particular, NGOs in Mexico have played a significant role in monitoring
and documenting human rights abuses, litigating on behalf of victims and their family members, and
influencing local policy and its implementation through advocacy, pressure on local authorities, and
the promotion of legislative reforms.3 Thanks to their humanitarian functions, NGOs are often viewed
as autonomous agents of humanitarian and legal support,* which has ascribed them a third-party
identity associated with apolitical civic virtues. Authors such as Mette Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and J. C.
Sharman have supported this view, asserting that NGOs are increasingly perceived as independent
civil society actors due to their growing practice in the application and enforcement of international
law and fight against corruption.’” Nevertheless, in a critical piece regarding “Civil Society in
Mexico”, Alberto J. Olvera suggests that CSOs are inherently political as they remain regulated by

both the overt and latent mechanisms of the state.® In the sense that, the identity and work of NGOs

1. Ana Gabriela Rojo Fierro, “La guerra contra el narcotrafico en México (un conflicto armado no internacional no
reconocido?” Foro Internacional 60, no. 4 (2020): 1415-1462.

2. John Pritchard, “Drug war in Mexico” EBSCO (2019).

3. “Disappearances in Mexico,” University of Minnesota Human Rights Program, (n.d.).

4. Ginette Léa Gautreau, “The Third Mexico: Civil Society Advocacy for Alternative Policies in the Mexican Drug
War” (Master’s thesis, University of Ottawa, 2014)

5. Mette Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, and J. C. Sharman, Vigilantes beyond Borders: NGOs as Enforcers of International Law
(Princeton University Press, 2022). JSTOR.

6. Alberto J. Olvera, “Civil society in Mexico: From theory to practice” in Civil Society in the Global South, ed. Palash
Kamruzzaman (Routledge, 2018), 242-246. Taylor & Francis.
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within the Mexican War on Drugs remains relational to the dominant political discourses, even when
such organizations lack direct decision-making authority. This can be further understood by the
example that the current operation of NGOs in Mexico largely overshadows the visibility of
alternative civil society groupings, despite the numerous movements of resistance to mining and
infrastructure megaprojects, as well as the different initiatives carried out by the working-class,
peasant and indigenous sectors that reject and resist the violence generated by organized crime.’
Moreover, NGO involvement within the policymaking process arguably contradicts the same
principle of apolitical action. Hence, this highlights the need to critically assess the role of NGOs, not
only for their involvement in humanitarian and support missions, but also for their potential role in
influencing public policy and amplifying certain political discourses. It is with this in mind that this
paper seeks to investigate the question of how NGOs operate during the Mexican War on Drugs.
Novelty and relevance of the topic

Different sectors of civil society, including academics, have argued that Mexico’s War on
Drugs qualifies as a “real war” given the intensity and prolonged nature of the conflict,® though this
interpretation remains contested by federal authorities. In this regard, since 2017, Mexican security
legislation has continued to frame military deployment within the category of “internal security,”
without adopting the legal terminology of non-international armed conflict.® To this, Ana Gabriela
Rojo Fierro proposes that one possible explanation for the federal position is that the label of a full-
blown internal armed conflict creates legal obligations regarding international humanitarian norms
which the Mexican authorities may prefer to avoid. Moreover, the War on Drugs falls under the
category of “new wars,” which are predominantly civil and economic in nature, as opposed to
traditional wars which are commonly understood as explicitly political (and economic).!”

Semantic debates aside, the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) ranked the
Mexican War on Drugs as the second most violent armed conflict in the world in 2017, surpassed
only by the civil war in Syria.!! Then, in its 2024-Armed Conflict Survey, the IISS further presented
the conflict as quickly transforming, expanding, and diversifying across the hemisphere. Yet limited
attention from both the international community and media has been given to the situation.'? The role
of NGOs within the particular context of the Mexican War on Drugs is thus a relevant question to

consider, as Mexico is not only one of the most populous countries of the Americas but one with

7. Olvera, “Civil society in Mexico,” 242-246.

8. Rojo Fierro, “La guerra contra el narcotrafico en México,” 1415-1462.

9. Mexico, Ley de Seguridad Interior, arts. 4 and 26, December 21, 2017.

10. Rojo Fierro, “La guerra contra el narcotrafico en México,” 1415-1462.

11. International Institute for Strategic Studies, “Armed Conflict Survey 2017: Introduction,” Armed Conflict Survey
2017 (International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2017), 5-12.

12. International Institute for Strategic Studies, “The Expansion and Diversification of Mexican Cartels: Dynamic New
Actors and Markets,” Armed Conflict Survey 2024: Americas Spotlight (2024), 34-37.
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historical patterns of strenuous regulations on civil society. Such a case study may provide new
insights into how NGOs distinguish their activities from the traditional mechanisms of the state,
which could lead to novel understandings on the objective functions of NGOs, their application of
democratic principles, and real potential to promote sustainable growth and internal resilience within
a high-stakes environment. Furthermore, issues such as poverty, organized crime, and the
displacements that often result in illegal migration have far-reaching repercussions that affect
populations worldwide.

Research problem

It has been observed that there is a lack of research regarding how NGOs operate within the
particular context of the Mexican War on Drugs — the main problem.
Research question

This study addresses the following question: What is the role of NGOs within the Mexican
War on Drugs? To answer this, the paper will evaluate the extent to which civil society organizations
(NGOs) function as actors in humanitarian support and legislative and political advocacy.
Research objectives

The first objective is to identify the sociopolitical conditions shaping the Mexican War on
Drugs; the second is to examine the normative-legal framework governing NGO action in Mexico;
and the third is to analyze NGO responses in light of these conditions.
Theoretical approach

Broadly informed by the theoretical insights associated with intellectuals such as Alexander
Wendt, Antonio Gramsci and Michel Foucault, this paper incorporates a hybrid critical
constructivist approach. Critical constructivism centers on the ways in which discourse,
institutional norms, social practices, identity, and power dynamics shape political realities. It
challenges the notions that nongovernmental institutions are neutral actors, as well as the assumption
that the configuration of power is determined solely by material conditions. In accordance, this
research treats NGOs not merely as humanitarian or support actors, but as inherently political actors
embedded within broader political systems and active constructors of meaning. This theoretical
framework is particularly applicable to the Mexican War on Drugs, where state institutions, civil
society, and security discourses interact in complex and uneven ways.
Object of the research

The object of this research is the role of NGOs during the ongoing War on Drugs in Mexico.
Analytical attention will be placed on how NGOs navigate, influence, and respond to the dynamics

of transnational organized crime, socio-political structures, and contemporary legal frameworks. The



subject of the study encompasses the potential forms of NGO operation: humanitarian support and
legal and political advocacy.
Research methods

This paper employs a qualitative research approach. The aim is to understand the practices,
perceptions, meanings and discourses surrounding non-governmental organizations operating within
the context of the Mexican War on Drugs, as these are phenomena that cannot be adequately captured
through quantitative measurement. The research takes the form of an individual case study, focusing
on Mexico as a singular, contextually rich case through which broader insights on NGO behavior in
conflict settings can be drawn. Discourse and content analysis are used as the primary methods of
data examination, which involve a critical review of NGO reports and articles, legislative documents,
policy briefs, court ruling summaries, public statements, and media coverage to assess how civil
society organizations conduct interactions with the government and wider society during the Mexican
War on Drugs. Through this approach, the research seeks to examine the potential narratives,
practices, meanings, and underlying power relations that shape NGO activity within a conflict
that is ongoing and spans the boundaries between criminal violence and prolonged warfare.
Research source base

This research relies on a combination of primary and secondary sources. Primary materials
include official codified documents, reports, court session summaries, and institutional databases
(INEGI vital statistics, the Political Constitution of the United States of Mexico, the Official Gazette
of the Federation, the Center for Constitutional Studies of the Supreme Court of Justice of the Nation,
the Supreme Court of Justice of the Nation, and El Universal newspaper) and publicly available
annual and thematic reports from NGOs (Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and the
Washington Office on Latin America, International Committee of the Red Cross). Secondary sources
consist of peer-reviewed articles, electronic books and book chapters, and policy analyses published
between 2006 and 2025. No classified documents were analyzed in this research due to the high-
stakes nature of the War on Drugs and the associated ethical and security risks. Likewise, immersive
research methods such as direct interviews were not employed, as the critical constructivist
framework adopted in this work prioritizes the qualitative analysis of institutional discourse,
normative frameworks, and the political positioning of NGOs. Correspondingly, the research draws
primarily upon document and discourse-based sources.

Structure of the paper

The paper is divided into six sections: the introduction presents the research question and
justifies the focus on the roles of NGOs—humanitarian and political and legal advocacy; the first
chapter offers an overview of the Mexican “War on Drugs”, from the Calderén (2006) to the
Sheinbaum administration (2024—ongoing), establishing the context of prolonged militarization,
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security discourse and escalating violence; the second chapter assesses the normative-legal
framework for NGOs, examining the relevant laws, institutional mechanisms, and governmental
bodies that govern and shape the existence and operation of NGOs within contemporary Mexico; the
third and central chapter analyses the responses of NGOs, incorporating concrete examples of their
humanitarian and legal and political advocacy roles separated by operational function; the
conclusions synthesize findings; and the recommendations identify remaining challenges, propose
possible courses of action and close the study.
Limitations

The official INEGI portal (www.inegi.org.mx) (www.inegi.org.mx) repeatedly failed to load
from the researcher’s location (Lithuania) due to geolocation or network filtering. To retrieve the
mortality tables, the researcher therefore used a reputable commercial VPN service to route the
connection through Mexican servers. Secondly, figures from INEGI may not represent the ground
reality, especially as pertains to homicides, as under-registration and the skewing of figures may occur
in regions under cartel control. Lastly, the Mexican War on Drugs constitutes a prolonged and rapidly
evolving context, and the conflict dynamics section of this study was finalized in early 2025. Violence
and instability generated by the antagonistic interactions between the Mexican government and OGCs
have resulted in ongoing developments, including changes in homicide and disappearances. In
addition, security policies under the current Sheinbaum administration continue to evolve, meaning

that some findings may require updating in subsequent research.



1. OVERVIEW OF THE MEXICAN WAR ON DRUGS

1.1 The Conflict Precursors

The Mexican War on Drugs can be understood as an ongoing armed conflict between the
Mexican state authorities and transnational OCGs. Over the past couple of decades, it has produced
a myriad of humanitarian issues, including thousands of disappearances, exterminations and forced
displacements, all which have not only intensified patterns of violence and insecurity in the region
but also driven a mass migration. David Teiner argues that this can be traced to two main factors: the
first is the country’s geographical location, as Mexico is positioned directly within the land-transit
route used to smuggle goods (narcotics, wildlife, rare-earth minerals, etc.) and people from South and
Central America (and Mexico) to the United Sates. Two parallel mountain ranges traverse the country
from north to south, the Sierra Madre Occidental in the west and Sierra Madre Oriental in the east,
exacerbating the challenges of policy implementation and weak rule of law outside of the official seat
of government and commercial capital, Mexico City, which sits on a valley between the two mountain
ranges. The regions outside of the metropolis in this sense fall subject to the most severe forms of
social, economic and political exclusion, and produce a sort of breeding ground and recruitment base
for organized crime syndicates.

The second factor is the pervasive culture of corruption among Mexican government officials
and agents of law enforcement. As David Teiner expands, prior to the dramatic surge in bellicosity
of the 2000s, relations between the cartels and state officials had been characterized by various illicit
arrangements. These provided a relatively stable coexistence between the Mexican government and
organized crime syndicates, leading to the penetration of crime networks into state institutions as
cartels grew in size. After the PRI, which had been in power for seventy-one years, lost the presidency
in 2000, the informal arrangements between the state authorities and organized crime syndicates
collapsed. The most powerful crime organizations therefore took to confront the state directly;
organized crime militarized, evolved, and steadily reached unprecedent levels.'3

Along with this, Federico Aznar Fernandez-Montesinos points out that the position of the
United States as a primary market for narcotics is fundamental for understanding the evolution of
organized criminal activity in the Mexican War on Drugs. Well, it should be noted that the 2004
revocation of the ban on the sale of assault rifles and other high-powered weapons to the public in the
United States positively correlates with the flow of weapons to Mexico. Thus, Fernandez-Montesinos
reiterates that the classic ‘“War on Drugs’ paradigm—i.e., the belief that the demand for drugs can be

eliminated by suppressing supply—ignores basic economic criteria (in the sense that supply rises to

13. David Teiner, “Cartel-Related Violence in Mexico as Narco-Terrorism or Criminal Insurgency,” Perspectives on
Terrorism 14, no. 4 (2020): 83-98.
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meet demand) and has significant political costs. In other words, the conception that the War on Drugs
constitutes a conflict caused by supplier states such as Mexico or is a conflict taking place against
supplier states ignores the active role of non-Mexican consumers and usually also implies that Mexico
is some sort of failed or rogue state. Perhaps this explains, at least in part, why the government of
Mexico steadfastly opposes the “internal armed conflict” and “non-international armed conflict”

labels. !
1.2 The Conflict Dynamics

Having said that, the prolonged and lethal nature of Mexico’s War on Drugs surpasses even
those recorded in traditional wars. Upon the commencement of his six-year term in 2006, President
Felipe Calderon Hinojosa (hereinafter referred to as Calderon) encountered precisely this reality. As
a response, his administration adopted a militarized national security paradigm, aimed at directly
combating OCGs. As a militarized strategy, this involved the deployment of the armed forces (the
army, the navy, and the federal police), where they were supposed to provide, above all, temporary
assistance to the civilian police engaged in anti-trafficking and intelligence operations.'> In 2008,
Calderon also signed the United States-launched Merida Initiative, a security cooperation deal agreed
upon by the United States and Mexico to address the rising violence and corruption fueled by
transnational organized crime. The Merida Initiative incorporated a multi-year financial package as
well as multiple activities and programs targeting “the fight” against drugs.!® It was evident by the
end of Calderon’s term in 2012 that the involvement of the Mexican armed forces had acquired a
permanent character in various states, de facto replacing civilian forces rather than simply supporting
or supplementing them.!” On the “Drug War in Mexico,” John Pritchard stated that:

The scale of Calderdn’s operation and defiant use of Mexican military force was the boldest

attempt ever made by the Mexican federal government to crackdown on the drug cartels,

which had operated with relative impunity for decades. Unlike drug enforcement operations
conducted by previous administrations, Calderdn insisted that one of the major goals of his
presidency would be not simply to disrupt or minimize drug trafficking in Mexico, but to fully

and permanently dismantle each cartel. By the end of his first year in office, over 45,000

Mexican troops had been deployed in the government’s war with the cartels.!®

14. Federico Aznar Fernandez-Montesinos, “México y la guerra contra el narcotrafico,” Documento de Analisis IEEE

36/2025, Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos, Spanish Ministry of Defence, 2025.

15. Marcos Pablo Moloeznik and Maria Eugenia Suarez de Garay, “The militarization process of the public security in
Mexico (2006-2010)”, Frontera Norte 24, no. 48 (2012):121-144.

16. U.S. Embassy and Consulates in Mexico, “The Mérida Initiative,” (brief), September 7, 2021.

17. Redaccion El Universal, “HRW: Lecciones de un sexenio perdido. La militarizacion de la seguridad publica,” El

Universal, October 2, 2018.

18. Pritchard, “Drug war”.

11



An evaluation that correlated the Presupuesto de Egresos de la Federacion (Budget of Federal
Expenditure, PEF) to the number of homicides per year provided by the Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica y Geografia (National Institute of Statistics and Geography, INEGI) revealed that
increased security spending in both relative and absolute terms had corresponded to a greater
percentage increase in homicides during this period. The highest number of homicides committed in
a single year decreased in the northern states of Chihuahua, Nuevo Ledn, and Baja California. Albeit
in the remaining states, except Michoacan, the highest homicide rates transpired in 2012. This
suggested that Calderdn’s militarized practice made most of the country more insecure, as Mexico
experienced essentially an increase in its homicide rate during the period 2006-2012. Statistical
analyses further showed that the Secretaria de la Defensa (Ministry of Defense) and the Judiciary
remained in first and second place, respectively, as the entities of security expenditures that received
the most funding throughout the period 2001-2012, while the Secretaria de Seguridad Publica
(Ministry of Public Security) and the Secretaria de Gobernacion (Ministry of the Interior) saw the
biggest increments in their share of the PEF.!?

This was criticized not only by nongovernmental organizations or human rights activists but
also by elected officials. In a case filed unanimously by representatives of the Congress of the State
of Mexico, the Human Rights Commission of the State of Mexico and the National Human Rights
Commission, the Mexican Supreme Court of Justice ruled that the State of Mexico’s Internal Security
Law had been unconstitutional. The judges noted that the margin of discretion for the use of arms had
been arbitrary or without clear legal limits when it needed to have conformed to the ‘indispensable’
international standards in Human Rights and the Mexican Constitution.?® Actors of civil society
‘characteristically’ expressed their concerns from the outset. For instance, in its 2007 international
report on “the state of the world’s human rights”, Amnesty International detailed that in Mexico:

Arbitrary detention, ill-treatment, torture and violations of due process rights of criminal
suspects remained common. Courts continued to overlook reports of such abuses. Access to
legal counsel was often denied in the early stages of detention and state-appointed lawyers
frequently failed to guarantee the right to effective defense.
The report went on to inform on impunity for past abuses, the use of excessive force in public
security, and the particular risks facing human rights defenders and journalists investigating broader
organized crime networks and the transgressions associated with these. Among other things, it was

also listed that the Mexican authorities had refused to comply with the recommendation of the

19. Gerardo Reyes Guzman, Carlos Moslares Garcia, Paola Hernandez Victoria, “Estrategia Nacional de Seguridad
[National Security Strategy],” Anuario Latinoamericano: Ciencias Politicas y Relaciones Internacionales 2 (2015):
105-26.

20. Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, Center for Constitutional Studies, Excerpt of the Action of
Unconstitutionality 25/2016 (Mexico: SCIN, n.d.), March 27, 2017.
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National Human Rights Commission to pursue a criminal investigation on the federal and state
police, who had been found to have acted illegally in their application of excessive force in public
security mechanisms.?!

It followed that Calderon’s successor, President Enrique Pefia Nieto (commonly referred to
as Pefa Nieto) opted to dissolve the Ministry of Public Security once he assumed office in December
0f2012. The decision was supplemented by moving the federal police and civilian intelligence to the
Ministry of the Interior, implementing open-market reforms, and a promise to deploy a newly created
Gendarmerie in counter-narcotics operations. Despite this, what Pefia Nieto did was far from truly
reversing the militarization of public security given that in 2017 he implemented the Ley de
Seguridad Interior (Interior Security Law; note that the Law is no longer in effect). This policy
authorized the executive branch to order the involvement of the military in the local law enforcement
of “high-crime areas”. It also gave the military greater autonomy to identify threats, lead operations,
and gather intelligence.?? At around the same period, the central region of the country, which had
historically had relatively more immunity to organized crime activity, began to experience amassed
levels of violence. The number of homicides in the northern region climbed back up, reversing the
decline in violence that had begun to take effect in 2013. The 2017 overall surge in criminality and
violence appeared to be connected to the increased competition for territory among criminal
organizations which had splintered and diversified into two new rackets as well: fuel theft and train
robbery.?? The national vital statistics published by the INEGI in 2017 affirmed that the number of
homicides had increased by 7,520 since the previous year—2016.2* This undoubtedly set a gruesome
stage for Andres Manual Lopez Obrador (commonly known as AMLO), who was elected as president
in July of 2018.

As Maureen Meyer from the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) tells us in an
analytical report concerning rule of law in Mexico, it seems that AMLO was diverging away from
the previous administrations’ combative discourse since he was promoting an antiviolence stance of
“abrazos, no balazos” (hugs, not bullets). AMLO also enacted multiple social programmes aimed at
addressing poverty, which acts as a key contributor to gang recruitment and complicity. Though, it
soon became evident that AMLO fell short of truly reversing the militarization of public security or
at least failed at reforming the undertakings of the criminal justice institutions. The Guardia Nacional
(National Guard) that his administration proposed as a civilian force under civilian leadership in

November of 2018 (as well the constitutional reforms required to do so) comprised high percentages

21. Amnesty International, Amnesty International Report 2007: The State of the World’s Human Rights, Index no. POL
10/001/2007 (2007): 181-183.

22. Mexico, Ley de Seguridad Interior, December 21, 2017.

23. Mary Speck, “Great Expectations and Grim Realities in AMLO’s Mexico.” PRISM 8, no. 1 (2019): 68-81.

24, Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, Defunciones por homicidios, 2000-2024,” (data set).
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of persons that used to be in the army, the navy, and the federal police. Having officially assumed all
federal policing functions by December of 2019, AMLO’s members of the National Guard were
involved in a wide range of activities, including the dismantling of OCGs, daily inspections of
backpacks on the metro in Mexico City, and migration enforcement on the northern and southern
borders. Maureen Meyer stated verbatim:

The deployment of Mexican soldiers [via the National Guard] across the country to patrol

streets and crack down on organized crime has also failed to reduce crime and violence. In

fact, research shows that the decision to deploy the military to confront organized criminal

groups is a primary factor behind the increase in violence in Mexico since 2007.%°

Based on the official records of the INEGI, Mexico saw a total of 8,867 deaths by homicide
in 2007. Correspondingly, this was the year that the militarized national security strategy under
Calderon was launched. The year with the highest number of homicides that Mexico has experienced
so far has been 2020, with a total of 36,773 homicides recorded. In 2024, when the current President,
Claudia Sheinbaum, replaced AMLO in office, there was a total of 33,550 homicides recorded.?®

The International Crisis Group (ICG) communicates that Sheinbaum’s administration has
generally maintained a discourse evocative of the former. It is best exemplified by the ongoing
recitation of the “hugs, not bullets” slogan, though the security strategy in practice remains similarly
confrontational. The main distinction in Sheinbaum’s approach is the new emphasis on criminal
investigations, as she has been “investing in civilian intelligence and policing, rolling out legal
reforms to assign those responsibilities to the [Ministry] of Public Security and Civilian Protection
[in Spanish, Secretaria de Seguridad y Proteccion Ciudadana, SSPC]”. Furthermore, the SSPC is
working on building a civilian force capable of conducting nationwide investigations and intelligence
operations. As of 2025, there are up to 10,000 agents that have been designated the authority to
investigate crimes alongside prosecutors, as well as an elite police group formed by 800 officers.
The International Crisis Group goes on to underline that the first six months of the current

administration only saw a 1% drop in the total number of homicides relative to the same period at the
end of AMLO’s term. Additionally, throughout much of 2025, two breakaway factions of one of the
largest crime syndicates, the Sinaloa Cartel, have reportedly been engaged in fierce internecine
warfare. The cartels appear to be disappearing the remains of their victims in order to skew the official
statistics and evade extra attention from the state as well. This has brought to question the potential
rise of a perturbing phenomenon whereby the number of people reported as disappeared rises in

tandem with a fall in homicide rates.?’ In this sense, whether the current administration’s reforms will

25. Maureen Meyer, “One Year After National Guard’s Creation, Mexico is Far from Demilitarizing Public Security,”
Washington Office on Latin America, 2020.

26. INEGI, Defunciones por homicidios.

27. International Crisis Group, “CrisisWatch Database: Mexico”.
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be sustainable or effective is a question that must be answered in the process. Given the incapacity of
past administrations to curb violence or contain the regeneration of OCGs, Sheinbaum’s initiative to
develop the civilian forces seems like a tentative step in the right direction and one that NGOs have
long endorsed, while there is no denying that the Mexican War on Drugs has generated unprecedented
levels of violence, death, and overall insecurity.?® Plus, the broader organized crime network has
demonstrated the ability to successfully evolve and cling to State structures, which it simultaneously
weakens and delegitimizes given that both are linked through corruption.?’ It has been precisely in
this backdrop of protracted militarization, escalating violence, and weakening state institutions that
NGOs have assumed what have increasingly come to be regarded as legitimate functions. The
research question of the role of NGOs during the Mexican War on Drugs thus presents the second
point of analysis that will be elaborated in the following chapter: the normative-legal framework

governing NGO activity in the context of the conflict.

28. International Crisis Group, “Crime Pieces: Effects of Mexico’s War on Drugs Explained,” International Crisis
Group, 2025.
29. Fernandez-Montesinos, “México y la guerra”, 2025.
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2. THE NORMATIVE-LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR NGOS

This section does not provide a comprehensive examination of the Mexican normative and
legal framework, but rather, it highlights specific legislations reflecting how the Mexican government
uses normative apparatuses to regulate NGO operation within the contemporary legal landscape. That
being said, persons within the Mexican territory that may decide to organize themselves towards a
legal purpose or common benefit are afforded free association rights pursuant to the Mexican
Constitution and international Human Rights agreements. Nevertheless, only formalized sectors of
organized civil society are afforded particular rights and prerogatives which will be discussed as

follows.
2.1 The Federal Civil Code

The first legislation regarding state-civil relations is the Codigo Civil Federal (Federal Civil
Code, CCF), enacted in 1928 and subsequently reformed to the 2025 version that is effective today.
Within Titulo Decimo Primero - De las Asociaciones y de las Sociedades (Title Eleven - Concerning
Associations and Societies), the Federal Civil Code provides the formal structure for the legal
recognition, constitution, obligations and restrictions of civil associations (ACs) and societies.
Preliminary Article 2670 defines a civil association—the classification under which NGOs generally
fall-as a permanent union of individuals organized for a common lawful interest detached from
commercial or profit-seeking motives, whereas Article 2688 defines a civil society as a permanent
union of partners oriented predominantly towards economic but not commercially speculative
purposes. The legal obligations of civil associations are listed in Article 2671, which states that civil
associations must be constituted by a written contract, and Article 2673, which mandates that the
organizational statutes be enrolled at the Public Registry. In terms of the internal authority, Article
2674 vests supreme power in the General Assembly of the civil association, of whose directors may
enforce the faculties provided to them by the statutes of the civil association and the Federal Civil
Code itself, while Article 2683 grants civil association members the right to monitor the allocation of
resources intended for common objectives, interpretatively extending to the review of the use of
organizational funds and accounting records. Lastly, Articles 2684, 2685, and 2686 build on the
preliminary limitations—i.e., to pursue only lawful and nonprofit objectives—by establishing grounds

for organizational dissolution and prohibiting the transfer of organizational membership.3°

30 . Estados Unidos Mexicanos, Codigo Civil Federal, arts. 2670-2688, Justia México.
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2.2 The Income Tax Law

The Federal Civil Code is supplemented by the Ley del Impuesto sobre la Renta (Income Tax
Law), which entered into effect in 2014 (substituting the 2002 law) and was last reformed in 2024.
As a federal statute, the Income Tax Law establishes the normative framework of income taxation
and formulates fiscal obligations; these pertain to annual tax declarations, specifications regarding
sources of formal/taxable income, and income-deduction requirements. Within Titulo III - Del
Régimen de las Personas Morales con Fines no Lucrativos (Title III - Concerning Non-Profit Legal
Entities), Article 79 identifies the categories of legal entities exempt from taxation, provided that they
comply with authorized action and register with the Servicio de Administracion Tributaria (Tax
Administration Service, SAT), among other fiscal conditions established under the Law. These
provisions extend noncontribution (of income tax) status to a broad range of legal entities, given that
non-profit civil associations, as well as certain commercial, religious, and political associations and
societies fit this category in their own right. Articles 80 and 82 further specify that civil associations
must fulfill SAT obligations, which include registration with the Registro Federal de las
Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil (Federal Registry of Civil Society Organizations) and
obtainment of a Clave Unica de Identificacion (Unique Identification Key, CLUNI); accounting and
reporting to the state; refraining from distributing income among members; and obtaining Authorized
Donee status in order to legally receive tax-deductible donations.>!
2.3 The Promotion Law

Central to the broader normative framework is the Ley Federal de Fomento a las Actividades
Realizadas por Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil (Federal Law on the Promotion of Activities
Carried Out by Civil Society Organizations, or Promotion Law), which is arguably the most
significant legislation governing NGO operation. Grounded in principles of mutual responsibility and
transparency, it was enacted in 2004 and articulates the mechanisms intended to recognize and
promote the rights and obligations of civil society organizations (CSOs), defines the operational
activities considered to be legitimate by the state, and establishes which authorities are responsible
for its enforcement. Correspondingly, the Promotion Law characterizes a CSO as a registered, legal
nongovernmental entity or public association focused on the provision of social welfare, and that does
not pursue profit nor religious, political-electoral or partisan proselytism. It distinguishes between
domestic/national and international CSOs, with the former having nationally integrated
administrative structures and the latter being subject to international legal frameworks, including but
not limited to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The operational activities defined as

legitimate within this framework include the initiative to promote and develop public interests, human

31. Estados Unidos Mexicanos, Ley del Impuesto sobre la Renta, arts. 79-82, Justia México.
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rights, civic participation, gender equality, indigenous peoples and communities, social groups with
different abilities, sports, public health and sanitation, environmental protection, and legal assistance.
Plus, it establishes the Federal Registry of Civil Society Organizations as the official mechanism for
formal state-recognition, while coordinating authority is delegated to the Commission for the
Promotion of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations, through representation from the Ministry
of Social Development, the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Finance and Public Credit, and
the Ministry of Foreign Relations.

Notably, these legislations make no specific mention of NGOs as a distinct legal classification,
but rather extend their application to organizational models meeting the established criteria, which,
by definition, includes certain national and international NGOs. Such normative frameworks,
especially the narrower model established by the Promotion Law, empower NGOs operating within
the Mexican War on Drugs to exist and work legally. However, state-incentivized-and-supported
operation within the fields of humanitarian support and legal and policy advocacy remains subjected
to what the government identifies as legitimate at a given time. One prominent example of this can
be detected in Article 82 of the Income Tax Law, where civil activities are selectively provisioned
with respect to eligibility for Authorized Donee status, there is no explicit mention of human rights
or sports-based civil associations, and civil associations operating within the ambit of indigenous and
Afro-Mexican community development were not overtly incorporated until the 2024 reform. State
authorization, in this sense, is significant not only because it grants legal identity to NGOs, but also
because it enables access to the fiscal mechanisms (i.e., state funding, grants, and tax exemptions)
that influence the operational and material capacity of NGOs. This underscores the underlying power
dynamics that are present in the relationship between state institutions and civil society, seeing that
through their legal and policy advocacy, NGOs influence the same normative framework used to
govern their operation and existence.*?

Following this line of thought, it is important to also consider the policy adoption process of
the Promotion Law, as it highlights the political advocacy role NGOs play in shaping the normative
and legal environment within which they operate. Well, the Promotion Law was the product of a
collaborative, decade-long effort of various civil society organizations to advance CSO activity in
Mexico. The Centro Mexicano para la Filantropia (Mexican Center for Philanthropy, also known as
CEMEFTI), the Convergencia de Organismos Civiles (Convergence of Civic Organizations), the Foro
de Apoyo Mutuo (Mutual Support Forum), and the Fundacion Miguel Aleman (Miguel Aleman
Foundation) drafted the bill in 1994, and subsequently advocated for it before Congress until it was

adopted at the federal level in 2004. CSOs also held numerous meetings, consultations, and open

32. Estados Unidos Mexicanos, Ley Federal de Fomento a las Actividades Realizadas por Organizaciones de la
Sociedad Civil, arts. 2, 5, 7-14, Justia México.
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forums that enabled constructive dialogue with the public, academic, and private sectors.
Significantly, these developments coincided with the broader democratic transition in Mexico, which
effectively brought an end to more than seventy years of the PRI regime.?® With that said, the
Promotion Law addresses a vast array of potential NGO functions, which helps to promote and
legitimize the institutional basis for collaboration between the Mexican state and civil society
organizations. This has proved particularly important during the Mexican War on Drugs, as NGOs
emerge not merely as auxiliary provisioners of humanitarian support, but also as principal actors in
compiling and documenting evidence of human rights abuses, legally advocating on behalf of victims,
advocating for criminal justice system reforms, and challenging state narratives surrounding security

practice and internal governance.

33. Consuelo Castro, “Federal Law for the Promotion of Civil Society Organizations in Mexico,” The International
Journal of Not-for-Profit Law 7, no. 2 (2005).
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3. THE ROLE OF NGOS DURING THE WAR ON DRUGS

Civil society organizations have a longstanding presence in Mexico, with modern human
rights collectives and advocacy groups emerging prominently in the twentieth century amid the
country’s democratic transition and recurring state crises.>* From a critical constructivist perspective,
NGOs are conceptualized not as static or fixed entities, but as socially constructed actors whose
identities and legitimacy are constantly being produced through interactions with dominant norms,
discourses, and institutional practices.?® Rather than operating form the periphery of power structures,
NGOs are embedded within it, and may concurrently reproduce, bargain, or contest prevailing norms
through their practices and fields of commitment. Their legitimacy in both domestic and international
arenas is therefore not intrinsic, but constructed through processes of social conditioning, including
compliance with, or strategic engagement of established normative frameworks. At the same time,
NGOs are shaped by material and ideational factors, including funding pathways and patron/donor
expectations, which function as socio-political forces that help define what forms of NGO action are
perceived as legitimate. In this effect, NGOs occupy a position that is two-fold: civil society actors
grounded in non-state initiative and political actors whose authority arises through their
embeddedness in broader structures of power, discourse and meaning.

Within the particular context of the Mexican War on Drugs, NGOs have continued to play an
indispensable role, assuming critical and often overlapping functions. At the time of writing this
thesis, there were 46,611 CSOs registered at the Mexican Federal Registry of Civil Society
Organizations. They each have a Unique Registration Key that is assigned to them by the same
registry in order to fulfil taxation and funding mechanisms.’® However, a 2022 report on Mexico’s
civil society sustainability index revealed that in 2023, there were 47,880 CSOs registered, of which
95% constituted as civil associations and 21% as Authorized Donees; this proportion had remained
constant over four years.3” This section therefore examines the role of NGOs more closely by focusing
on their organizational responses to the sociopolitical dynamics of the ongoing conflict and the
contemporary normative-legal framework governing their activity. The activities of international
nongovernmental organizations in this conflict have differed slightly from that of local initiatives, as
the Mexican government has at times intensified its crackdowns on civil society but refrained from

affecting all sectors equally. This may be due to the reality that corrupt political leaders often benefit
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from keeping the focus on an external enemy rather than dealing with their society's internal, more
pressing issues. Hence, it would be justifiable to consider how threats to journalists and human rights
defenders increasingly show state surveillance measures and targeted violence. Albeit the general
situation seems to reflect that NGOs, especially the foreign-born actors, are allowed (or tolerated) to
operate selectively, particularly in non-confrontational humanitarian sectors.*® Various international
organism and nongovernmental organizations have nevertheless kept surveilling the state of affairs,
calling out on various occasions the need for rule of law and a reformed Mexican criminal justice
system. In the following paragraphs we will analyze the work of both international and national
NGOs.
3.1 Humanitarian Support

The intensification of violence and instability during the Mexican War on Drugs has brought
about significant humanitarian pressures that NGOs help to mitigate through their humanitarian and
support functions, particularly to the effect of providing psychosocial support, shelter, forensic
coordination, and documentation of human rights abuses. One prominent example of NGO work
within the humanitarian sector amid the ongoing armed conflict is the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC), which is the only international organization that has been granted regular access
to the places of detention run by the armed forces during anti-crime operations. According to the
ICRC’s annual report, in 2017, its team started paying regular visits to detainees and supported the
efforts of the law enforcement authorities to improve prison conditions and ease overcrowding. In
this capacity, the ICRC shared its findings with the pertinent authorities who drew on the
organization’s technical assistance to improve the conditions of federal penitentiaries and other
facilities holding individuals detained not only in connection with organized crime but also illegal
northward migration. The ICRC also organized briefings and workshops where the armed and police
forces benefited from technical instruction and guidance on how to incorporate International
Humanitarian Law (IHL) and pertinent internationally recognized standards for operations and
training. Furthermore, the ICRC indicated that the Mexican authorities had consulted their expertise
when drafting and enacting the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearances
Committed by Individuals, and the National System for the Search for Persons in 2017.3°

Another example of the humanitarian responses carried out by the ICRC can be seen where
they have collaborated with members of organized crime syndicates that are willing to provide
information about forcedly disappeared persons in Mexico. In order to fulfil their main humanitarian

purpose of finding the disappeared, the ICRC educates victims about the mechanisms and juridical

38. Michael Layton, “Mexican President Targets U.S. Philanthropy, but It’s Mexican Civil Society That Could Take the
Hit,” Johnson Center for Philanthropy, 2020.
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tools employable for the defense of their own human rights, preventing self-disempowerment, and
their right to perosnally engage in these processes; refraining from participating in the accountability
process in order to preserve the neutral, impartial, and independent (of the Mexican government)
nature of their operations within the ongoing conflict; and upholding their historical reputation of
confidential mediator of communication while still acknowledging citizens’ demands for justice.*

It should be noted that even if this approach normalizes the socially perceived character of the
ICRC’s victim-centered response, it simultaneously acts as an indirect reinforcer of the established
prosecution process by the Mexican state, as the auxiliary practice of compiling and documenting
information bypasses legal obligations that would otherwise subject the investigative process to
protocols within the criminal justice framework, i.e., having to detain collaborating witnesses because
they are part of the organized crime network. Moreover, the compilation and documentation of details
that are exclusively related to victims and their whereabouts, as well as the association of trust
constructed through legal abstention generally empowers the work of alternative Mexican civil
society groupings, such as grassroots resistance movements and the community-based search
collectives.

On the particular role of the Madres Buscadoras (the Search Mothers), Edith Olivares Ferreto,
executive director of Amnesty International Mexico states that:

In Mexico it is the women [and mothers] themselves who lead the search: with their own

hands, using picks and shovels, they locate and excavate the mass graves. And they do this

under conditions of great risk, venturing into dangerous areas and even crossing borders to

continue the search for their loved ones.
In the same brief, Amnesty International (2025) goes on to explain that the women who search for
their loved ones (the Search Mothers) among the more than 128,000 disappeared persons in Mexico
additionally face a growing level of targeted violence which has so far claimed the lives of at least
sixteen of these women. Furthermore, one out of every two women searchers have suffered
stigmatization and revictimization by the authorities or even from their own families and
communities. The reason why so many women reportedly persist then seems to be that they have
found that public institutions lack commitment and action in the search for missing persons, as a
result of which they themselves feel inclined to personally remedy the situation by means of carrying
out the bulk of the work, even in searches organized by the local and federal authorities. Indeed, this

grassroots approach fulfills humanitarian duties (locating and returning the disappeared to their
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families), and in doing so, has become one of the most visible and effective faces of civil society
activity during Mexico’s War on Drugs.*!

Although these efforts are regularly framed as exclusively humanitarian responses, when
viewed against the welfare umbrella of state functions, they concurrently challenge official Mexican
state narratives regarding security and accountability, revealing how state institutions have struggled
to mitigate the far-reaching consequences of the ongoing armed conflict. Moreover, the initiative of
women to lead searches or take matters into their own hands despite the existence if government
institutions dedicated to such objectives reflects underlying crises of control, governance, and unmet
representation by the Mexican state. In this regard, the Comision Nacional de Busqueda (National
Search Commission, CNB) may be officially recognized as the primary state institutions responsible
for formally delineating, executing, and coordinating search operations for disappeared persons,
supporting families of the disappeared, and developing strategies to facilitate the inter-institutional
search and localization (Gobierno de México, n.d.). But it is evident that grassroots movements civil
society movements and NGOs regarded to be doing the job of government institutions.

From a critical constructive perspective, the ICRC’s ‘more’ structured organizational practice
of maintaining confidentiality regarding collaborating witnesses, as well as the decision to engage
with and develop conditions of detention rather than publicly reprimanding Mexican state authorities,
has contributed to the construction of one of the most widely recognized and legitimate humanitarian
identities within the NGO and broader civil society sector. This is particularly significant given the
Mexican state’s historical suspicion of NGOs. These dynamics illuminates how civil society actors
are embedded within, rather than external to, broader political structures, as their influence is
exercised not only through direct policy advocacy but also through the empowerment of other actors,
such as the search collectives of mothers, who have themselves contributed to policy change.
Likewise, the ICRC’s training of law enforcement personnel reflects a form of institutional
recognition of state authority, in so far as it reinforces the legitimacy of official security narratives
and criminal justice institutions. In doing so, the ICRC may also be seen as participating in the
reproduction of dominant state discourses and practices, particularly those presenting detention and
institutionalization as necessary components of public security policy.

3.2 Political Advocacy

Within the wider scope of societal issues produced during the Mexican War on Drugs, the
problems and institutional failures that persons who use illicit drugs confront (exposure to organized
crime and high-risk substance use, as well as the deficit in medical attention to their psychological,

physical, and social wellbeing) have prompted the advocacy of CSOs in the field of substance and
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harm reduction in Mexico. International organisms and NGOs such as the Red Mexicana de
Reduccion de Darios (Mexican Harm Reduction Network, REDUMEX), Prevencasa (roughly,
Prevention House), Integracion Social Verter (Social Integration Verter), and Programa Compaiieros
(Companions Program) have been particularly active in this field, as they have continuously promoted
a “sensible [policy] alternative” to the conservative and prohibitionist discourse of the state as regards
drug policy. At the same time, the goal of NGOs to influence the legalization of illicit substances has
channeled financial support and other resources to on-the-ground activities of the cause, including
the implementation and development of harm reduction programs, such as drug testing, overdose
prevention, syringe exchange, concrete proposals for community interventions, assistance for persons
who use drugs, and information campaigns.*?

These efforts undeniably intersect with humanitarian psychosocial relief functions.
Nevertheless, the initiative to implement and develop information campaigns and harm reduction
programs, among others, simultaneously challenges Mexico’s longstanding framework for drug
control by principle of assuming the eventual right to use substances and promoting that users be
recognized as legitimate political subjects entitled to choice of lifestyle and access to healthcare. In
other words, NGO-led reduction policy advocacy operates contrary to dominant state discourses,
which essentially stigmatize and criminalize substance users as sick subjects and deviant or inherently
criminal individuals within the country’s wider securitized and fundamentally prohibitionist drug
policy paradigm.** This oppositional dynamic was diminished to an extent by the 2009 legislative
reforms that introduced the Ley de Narcomenudeo (Small-Scale Drug Trafficking Reform Law),
which partially decriminalized possession of limited quantitates of narcotics while also mandating
medical treatment for repeat offenders.***3 Yet the broader legal-normative framework encompassing
drug policy remains highly restrictive toward harm reduction policy approaches. 46

Moving on, in a report of the “Events of 2009, the Human Rights Watch (HRW) stated that:

Mexican soldiers continue to commit egregious abuses while engaged in law enforcement

activities. The number of alleged army abuses presented before Mexico's National Human

Rights Commission increased six-fold between 2006 and 2008 and reached 559 in the first

six months of 2009.
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This statement was political because HRW condemned the heavy reliance of the state on the armed
forces, advocating instead for the reform of the police and the imperative for Mexico to meet its
obligations under international law, such as including the presumption of innocence provided in the
Mexican constitution and international human rights accords, pursuing fully independent
investigations of army abuses, and the effective protection of women and girls against domestic and
sexual abuse, among others. The report also included a segment on the “key international actors”,
namely the United States, which had failed to ensure that the Mexican government actually met all
four of the human rights conditions required to deliver the first portion of the financial aid the U.S.
had promised under the 2007 Mérida Initiative.*” Furthermore, in 2017, both the Human Rights Watch
and Amnesty International called for the president of Mexico to veto the Internal Security Law,
arguing that better policing was needed instead of more militarized law enforcement. And between
the coordinated campaigns of both NGOs, pressure was also redirected to the United Nations for more
international oversight, while an overall stigmatization of the human rights abuses under Pefia Nieto’s
administration was launched.*®*> Amnesty International also gathered global petitions to advocate
against the further militarization of Mexico, and through the documentation of over a hundred cases
of human rights violations, aided and informed the work of the Ayotzinapa Truth Commission.>
From a critical constructivist lens, this demonstrates, in the most direct sense, how NGOs
operating during the War on Drugs exercise their inherent quality as political actors, particularly
through engagement in the policy adoption process. Although NGOs remain marginal to the official
seats of power, they are still capable of influencing political discourse and bringing their interests into
the public agenda, thereby contributing to the design of governing systems and institutional
mechanisms. This occurs largely as a result of socialization, as NGOs interact with individuals and
communities that internalize their perceived legitimacy through the political advocacy they provide
to those who may feel unrepresented by government institutions. This does not necessarily mean that
NGOs always promote the views of their own members or consciously seek to acquire greater power;
however, it does suggest that they function as reproducers or challengers of established policy
paradigms, whether consciously or unconsciously. In this sense, the examples considered in this
subsection help identify the ways in which NGOs empower individuals, particularly victims within

the conflict, who may feel disenfranchised, ultimately affecting broader configurations of power.
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3.3 Legal Advocacy

The third and final role of NGOs operating within the Mexican War on Drugs is reflected in
their engagement in legal advocacy and procedural participation in the broader judicial mechanisms
of Mexico. That is, in many instances, NGOs have functioned as legal representatives of victims or
litigators in cases concerning forced disappearances, state accountability, and broader human rights
violations. Among the prominent organizations active in this field are Idheas Litigio Estratégico en
Derechos Humanos (Idheas Strategic Human Rights Litigation, or simply IDHEAS), Centro de
Derechos Humanos Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez (Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez Human Rights Center,
or Center PRODH), and Centro de Derechos Humanos de la Montania Tlachinollan (Tlachinollan
Mountain Human Rights Center, or Tlachinollan CDHM). The remainder of this section will therefore
present examples of court cases in which NGOs engaged in legal advocacy, not determine whether
such cases ultimately “won”, but rather to emphasize one of the principle operational roles NGOs
assume within the ongoing conflict: advocating from the non-governmental and nonprofit sector on
behalf of individuals and communities affected by violence and instability associated with the
Mexican War on Drugs.

For this, we will consider the legal case regarding the 2014 disappearance of a group of 43
students belonging to the Escuela Normal Rural Raul Isidro Burgos de Ayotzinapa (Rural Normal
School Ratl Isidro Burgos of Ayotzinapa) in the state of Guerrero (hereinafter referred to as the
Ayotzinapa Case), the litigated incidents occurred when said group of students went to the city of
Iguala, located in the same state, to attend the annual commemoration of the student repressions that
transpired on October 2, 1968. As part of the commemoration ritual, the victims had intended to
“seize” the city buses—an act that was known practice and tacitly approved by companies and
authorities. However, on this occasion, the Iguala Municipal Police responded atypically by opening
fire on the public and detaining the 43 students in question. The aggressions intensified throughout
the night and it was later discovered that members of the Guerreros Unidos, an OGC, were present
and had also contributed to these. Six persons were executed at the scene; though, in total, more than
180 persons were declared as having suffered direct inflictions of human rights violations and
approximately 700 others as indirect victims, including the relatives of the aggrieved.>!

In response to the unresolved pursuit of justice for the disappeared students and their families,
the Center PRODH and the Tlachinollan CDHM provided legal accompaniment during amparo
(constitutional rights protection) proceedings challenging irregularities in the conduct of the federal
investigation led by the Procuraduria General de la Republica (Office of the Attorney General of the
Republic, PGR), now replaced by the Fiscalia General de la Republica (Attorney General’s Office
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of the Republic, FGR). The legal action was filed before the Primer Tribunal Colegiado del Décimo
Noveno Circuito (First Collegiate Tribunal of the Nineteenth Circuit) and brought the alleged
misconduct on the part of the PGR to the forefront, citing the mishandling of evidence, procedural
negligence, and evidence indicating the implementation of torture during the original federal
investigation.’” These constitutional proceedings culminated in 2018 with a federal judicial ruling
invalidating aspects of the original investigation conducted by the PGR and ordering the creation of
an Investigative Commission for Truth and Access to Justice in the Ayotzinapa Case (Ayotzinapa
Truth Commission), composed of family members of the disappeared students, the CNDH, and the
Public Ministry of the Federation. Furthermore, in subsequent proceedings before the SCIN, the court
required the PGR to officially recognize the victim status of the students and their families; to cease
using its own experts in the formulation of opinions about the accused; and to obtain medical-
psychological reports from an independent institution, in accordance with the Istanbul Protocol, so as
to examine the various declarants and investigate the acts of torture that were alleged. The Ayotzinapa
Truth Commission was presented as a federal mechanism intended to remedy and correct the
deficiencies identified in the original investigation.3->*

Coming back to the role of NGOS, in this particular case, the Center PRODH and the
Tlachinollan CDHM acted as legal representatives of victims’ families, co-litigators in constitutional
proceedings, and monitors of federal prosecutorial conduct. They did this by pursuing amparo
litigation, filing criminal complaints before federal prosecutors, and effecting a judicial review of
investigative failures, thereby engaging directly with the established mechanisms of institutional
accountability. This demonstrated how NGOs participate in institutional mechanisms, not only as
humanitarian actors or political advocates seeking to influence policy and reform, but also as legal
actors operating within established judicial and prosecutorial frameworks. While the political act of
challenging state actions nevertheless reflects underlying power dynamics, which manifest as
accountability struggles, legal advocacy, and contestation of justice mechanisms within the context
of the Mexican War on Drugs.

A similar example could be considered to further support this line of reasoning. Though, the
primary difference in this example would be that IDHEAS, along with the Comision Mexicana de
Defensa y Promocion de los Derechos Humanos (Mexican Commission for the Defense and
Promotion of Human Rights, CMDPDH) and the Familias Unidas en la Busqueda y Localizacion de
Personas Desaparecidas (Families United in the Search and Location of Missing Persons, FAMUN)

accompanied the family of Victor Manuel Guajardo Rivas (hereinafter referred to as Victor Guajardo)

52. Centro Prodh, “Historica sentencia del Poder Judicial de la Federacion en el caso Ayotzinapa,” 2018.

53. Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, Recurso de Reclamacion 2133/2018 Relacionado con los Recursos de
Reclamacion 2130/2018, 2131/2018 y 2132/2018, PDF document, 2018.

54. Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, “Comunicado de Prensa No. 117/2018,” October 2, 2018.
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before the United Nations Human Rights Committee (CCPR), whose authority to receive individual
complaints was formally recognized by Mexico in 2002 through the ratification of the Optional
Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR-OP1).>® It follows that
Victor Guajardo was disappeared by the former Grupo de Armas y Tacticas Especiales (Special
Weapons And Tactics Group, GATE) of the state of Coahuila—now replaced by the Fuerza Coahuila
(Coahuila Force). The GATE illegally apprehended Victor Guajardo from his home, under the
presumption that he was part of the widely known OCG, Los Zetas; he was also tortured before being
taken away and had not been returned at the time of the legal proceedings. IDHEAS and company
brought Victor Guajardo’s case before the CCPR in November of 2015 because both the PGR and
the National Human Rights Commission had proved inattentive to the victims’ demands for justice
via writ of amparo.>®

The CCPR correspondingly approved the communication and provided a view in November
0f2019, where in which the state’s request to examine the admissibility of the complaint was rejected
and was declared that the case constituted an enforced disappearance, representative of a continued
violation of several rights owed to Victor Guajardo pursuant to Mexico’s accession to the CCPR-
OP1. Among these were “the right to life, the right to not be subjected to torture or cruel, inhumane
or degrading treatment or punishment, the right to liberty and security of person, and the right to
recognition as a person before the law.” 37 The Victor Guajardo case therefore strengthens the concept
that NGOs have also operated as legal advocates during the War on Drugs, while simultaneously
highlighting the underlying struggle for control between actors of civil society and the state. This was
effectively evidenced by the fact that IDHEAS resorted to international accountability mechanisms
when the Mexican government and the National Human Rights Commission failed to adequately
uphold the rule of law. In other words, NGOs have been able to build institutional legitimacy and
gain social capital, as they carry out practices that latently challenge state discourses and expose the

contingent nature of authority within the context of the Mexican War on Drugs.

55. “Ratification Status for Mexico,” United Nations Human Rights Treaty Body Database, n.d.

56. “Victor Manuel Guajardo Rivas,” Idheas, May 9, 206.

57. Comité de Derechos Humanos, Dictamen aprobado por el Comité al tenor del articulo 5,

parrafo 4, del Protocolo Facultativo, respecto de la comunicacion num. 2766/2016, CCPR/C/127/D/2766/2016
(Geneva: United Nations, November 29, 2019). Comité de Derechos Humanos de las Naciones Unidas.
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CONCLUSIONS

This paper studied the topic of how nongovernmental organizations operate during the context
of the Mexican War on Drugs. It employed a qualitative research approach with content and discourse
analyses, guided by the framework of critical constructivist theory. This methodology emphasized
underlying power dynamics, as well as the social mechanisms used to construct legitimacy and exert
control in the high-stakes context of the conflict, including discourse, norms, regulations, and social
practices. The research carried out three objectives: to ascertain the sociopolitical conditions shaping
the Mexican War on Drugs; examine the normative and legal framework governing NGO action in
Mexico during the War on Drugs; and analyze NGO responses in light of these conditions — the core
objective.

That said, the Mexican War on Drugs has been a label used to refer to the ongoing armed
conflict between the Mexican state and transnational organized crime groups (also known as crime
syndicates or simply, cartels). It is generally regarded that the conflict began in 2007, when former
president Felipe Calderon launched the militarized national security strategy, directly targeting
organized criminal activity. This security paradigm was reproduced by subsequent administrations
who, despite at times promoting discourses of non-violence, remained engaged in active combat and
therefore helped to escalate the war against OCGs. What has come as a result has been identified as
a significant process of intensifying and widespread violence, institutional instability, incoherent state
discourses, and collective disturbance-not to mention the erosion of Mexico’s international
reputation. While in terms of broader meaning, it is considered that this topic is relevant due to the
phenomenon whereby organized crime evolves rapidly and is indiscriminate to legal and political
borders. Plus, the mass migration generated from prolonged insecurity and enforced displacements
warrants the concern of society as a global and increasingly interconnected unit.

Regarding the normative-legal framework governing potential NGO activity in Mexico, the
examination has revealed that NGOs are not recognized as an explicit legal category within the
Mexican legislative system. Nevertheless, there is indeed a legitimate space for organized civil
society and civil associations, which are the interpretative identities that NGOs occupy and help to
shape through their organizational practices and engagement with broader Mexican society. This
occurs, particularly, under the regulation of the Federal Civil Code, the Income Tax Law, and the
Promotion Law, which establish a unified system of legal mechanisms for NGO activity, including
public registration, requirements for internal structure, and conditions for state-funding and
authorized donee status. In this sense, organized civil society (and by extension NGOs) has been
understood not as a completely independent or apolitical sphere, but rather as part of wider political

structures that continuously interact with and reconfigure themselves, shaping meaning and discourse
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in ways that mirror and reproduce (or challenge) dynamics of control and power during the Mexican
War on Drugs.

In this light of these findings, the research arrived at its core objective, which was to analyze
the role of NGOs during the Mexican War on Drugs. Within this process, it was discovered and is
thus concluded that NGOs have emerged as indispensable and highly operational actors in the context
of the armed conflict, filling humanitarian voids left by deficiencies in statal institutions and
challenging dominant security and internal governance narratives. This has occurred through the
NGO functions of influencing policy reform and, in many cases, assuming undertakings that
government actors have failed to complete despite representing the official authority for such tasks.
Correspondingly, these insights were conceived in the discussion of examples that were included
elsewhere in this study. These examples include: humanitarian support through aid to criminal justice
institutions and penitentiaries, investigation and documentation of victims’ whereabouts through
collaboration with members of organized crime groups and investigative field work such as
community-led searches, psycho-social support to substance users, promotion of harm reduction
policies, promotion of policies aimed at strengthening civil society, promotion of policies pursuing
accountability and justice for victims, legal representation of victims, consultations and training on
human rights practices and international norms, and campaigns against human rights violations on
part of the state and federal authorities. Having said that, the nongovernmental organizations
operating during the War on Drugs have been viewed not merely as subjects of regulation or auxiliary
actors, but as politically embedded agents capable of effecting policy reform, legislative development,

and institutional design.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this study, it would be recommended that the Mexican government
expound on the legal parameters classifying NGOs and their activities, as this could assist in
clarifying the operational ambiguity of NGOs, which seems to sometimes elicit perceptions of
state interference and unwillingness to collaborate on part of the Government. In this regard, it
would also be encouraged that NGOs be officially recognized as active and meaningful
participants within the wider mechanisms of internal governance and security, especially as
pertains to the fields of human rights promotion, victim advocacy, and institutional oversight
during the Mexican War on Drugs.

It is considered that alternative civil society groupings could likely benefit from further visibility
and promotion of their activities on part of the Mexican state. This is because much of the field
operations (e.g., investigation and documentation) carried out during the War on Drugs have
happened under the leadership of grassroots movements, such as the community-led search
collectives. Yet disproportionate attention seems to be devoted towards the operations of more
conventionally structured NGOs, including both domestic and international organizations.
Stronger protection for civil society, as well as the development of mechanisms dedicated to the
inclusion of alternative forms of civil organization, would help diversify the non-governmental
and nonprofit sectors, ultimately contributing to the broader processes of democratization and
internal capacity building in Mexico.

The third and final recommendation this paper provides is addressed towards future researchers.
Considering that much of the data compiled for this study constituted reports retrieved from the
online portals of human rights organizations, it would be advisable for more scholarly work to be
conducted on the subject at hand. As stated previously, the nature of organized crime is one that
is constantly evolving and diversifying across continents. Therefore, it is conceivable that this
would further implicate the role of civil society institutions and NGOs, warranting more academic

investment in the subject in order to construct a more informed, collaborative, and plural society.
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