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Abstract

Yucatan state’s homicide level has remained low and steady for decades and criminal
violence activity is low, even while crime rates in much of the rest of the country
have increased since 2006. In this research note, we examine five main theoretical expla-
nations for Yucatan’s relative containment of violence: criminal competition, protection
networks and party alternation, vertical partisan fragmentation, interagency coordin-
ation, and social cohesion among the Indigenous population. We find that in Yucatan,
interagency coordination is a key explanatory variable, along with cooperation around
security between Partido Revolucionario Institucional and Partido Accion Nacional
governments and among federal and state authorities.

Resumen

El nivel de homicidios del estado de Yucatan se ha mantenido a la baja a lo largo de varias
décadas, junto con baja actividad del crimen organizado, ain cuando las tasas de violen-
cia aumentan en el resto del pais desde 2006. En esta nota de investigacién, examinamos
cinco explicaciones tedricas principales para la relativa contencién de la violencia en
Yucatan: competencia criminal, redes de proteccion y alternancia partidista,
fragmentacion partidista vertical, coordinacion interinstitucional y cohesidon social
entre la poblacion indigena. Encontramos que en Yucatan, la coordinacion
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interinstitucional es una variable explicativa clave, junto con la cooperacion en materia
de seguridad entre los gobiernos del PRI y el PAN y las autoridades federales y estatales.
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While drug-related criminal violence began to escalate in different parts of Mexico in the
1990s, it increased after President Felipe Calderon declared a War on Drugs in December
2006, almost immediately after assuming office.! Despite changes in party rule at the
national level, no president or party has been successful at curbing or significantly reducing
criminal violence, despite myriad promises and multiple initiatives to tackle the problem.
Experts place the number of deaths related to criminal violence at more than 250,000
since 2006. Adding to this number are the thousands who have been forcefully displaced
and who have disappeared, along with the multiplication of clandestine graves across the
country (Guillén et al., 2019). Even for Latin America, the world’s most violent region,
this number is staggering, especially for a country not currently at war. While Mexico’s
annual homicide rate is lower than that of Venezuela and Honduras, it is higher than
most countries in Latin America, including Brazil and Colombia (Statista, 2021).

Notwithstanding, criminal violence within Mexico has varied quite significantly
across space and over time (Map 1). States in the north and Pacific coast have been par-
ticularly violent, as measured by homicide rate. In contrast, the Yucatan peninsula has
exhibited relatively less violence, but even within that region, there are significant differ-
ences. The state of Quintana Roo has experienced a significant increase in homicidal vio-
lence, while Yucatan’s homicide rate has been remarkably stable and low, at roughly 2.5
per 100,000, since the beginning of the War on Drugs in 2006 (Figure 1).

In the wake of the country’s Drug War and escalating violence, scholars, as well as the
national press, have routinely touted two Mexican cities as comparatively “safe”:
Querétero and Meérida (Durin, 2019). The international and national press routinely
publish articles about Yucatan as a safe tourist destination. In 2019, CEOWORLD
Magazine ranked Mérida as the second safest city in North America and the safest city in
Latin America, based on overall levels of crime (Papadopoulos, 2019).

There are some straightforward explanations for Yucatan’s low homicide rate. The
first explanation is geographical, emphasizing the relative isolation of Yucatan,
without direct access to the rest of the Mexican territory or to Central America
(Jiménez, 2020). However, Yucatan’s location offers some advantages for drug traffick-
ing, given its coastal location and its proximity to Florida and to Central America. At the
same time, as we will explain below, Yucatan’s relative isolation has not kept organized
criminal groups (OCGs) from employing violence in Yucatan. The second argument also
focuses on geography, emphasizing the relatively few lootable resources (e.g. mining,
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forests and fertile land for drug cultivation) available in Yucatan that make the state less
lucrative for OCGs. However, neighboring Quintana Roo and Campeche also have few
lootable resources and have experienced comparatively higher levels of criminal violence
and organized crime presence. Another possible explanation focuses on policing institu-
tions, from training to the budgets for Yucatan’s police. However, according to the World
Justice Project, the level of training among Yucatan’s state police forces is below the
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national average (2019). State public security ministry budgets, as well as national gov-
ernment transfers for public security activities (Fondo, 2014), are comparable to those of
neighboring states (México Evalua, 2019).

To be robust, these straightforward reasons for Yucatan’s low homicide rate would
have to address some troubling signs of criminal violence in the state. In 2002, for
example, a state deputy from Valladolid, Panfilo Novelo Martin, was killed, along
with his son and driver, on the Mérida-Cancun highway. Novelo had been outspoken
in denouncing rising drug use in Valladolid and the possible involvement of local offi-
cials and “outsiders” (Morita, 2002). The most serious incident occurred in August
2008 when 11 decapitated corpses draped with narco messages were found near an aban-
doned hacienda on the northeastern outskirts of Mérida. An additional body was later
found in Buctzotz, 180 km east of Mérida (Ellingwood, 2008). Narco messages on the
bodies read: “Saidén, this is your mirror.” On the corpse found in Buctzotz, the
message said, “For violating the agreements, you are guilty of whatever happens, Luis
Felipe Saidén Ojeda” (Eiss, 2014; Santana, 2008). No one was unaware to whom the
messages referred: Luis Saidén, the powerful head of the State Security forces (SSP)
since 2007.

High-ranking leaders of several OCGs have been arrested in Mérida in recent years. In
February 2017, Roberto Najera Gutiérrez, “La Gallina,” from the Sinaloa Cartel, was cap-
tured in a western suburb of Mérida (Mandujano, 2017). In December 2018, Eleazar
Medina Rojas, “El Chelelo,” tied to the Gulf cartel, was arrested in the affluent northern
suburb of Montebello, for a traffic violation (Novedades, 2018). In January 2019, the
leader of a drug trafficking cartel based in Oaxaca said to control the sale of marijuana
in the south of Mérida, Herbert Armando Bautista Epitacio, was detained on homicide
charges in the northern suburb of Temozoén Norte (Yucatin Ahora, 2019).
Additionally, lower-profile leaders of OCGs have been detained in routine SSP traffic
checkpoints. In September 2012, two individuals tied to Los Zetas’ drug operations in
Cancun and Cozumel were detained: Mateo Dominguez Bouloy and José Francisco
Cardenas Gallegos (Cabrera, 2012). A 2020 report from the Unidad de Inteligencia
Financiera (UIF) noted that Yucatan is one of the 14 states where the Gulf Cartel is
engaging in financial operations; the same report documented that Los Zetas are launder-
ing money in Yucatan state (Aguilar, 2020). Lantia Intelligence, a renowned security con-
sulting agency, documented the presence of the Sinaloa Cartel, the Jalisco New
Generation Cartel, and the Gulf Cartel in Yucatan state between 2019 and 2020, empha-
sizing, however, that such criminal presence has not resulted in visible violence (Lantia,
2020).

There is also evidence of illicit activities at the port of Progreso, located just north of
Meérida on the Gulf of Mexico. In May 2020, the Secretary of Hacienda’s UIF submitted
official complaints about possible acts of corruption and money laundering in the customs
offices of three Mexican ports, among them Progreso (Angel, 2020). Guillermo César
Calderdn, a former customs official in Progreso until January 2020, is currently being
investigated by the UIF for alleged money laundering (Mosso, 2020). The UIF has
also investigated the use of sharks to transport cocaine to other Mexican states and to
the United States through Progreso (Angel, 2020). Multiple news reports have been
filed about the illegal fishing of “pepino del mar,” which may be tied to trafficking of
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the valuable sea creature that links Yucatecan fishermen to OCGs active in the north of
Mexico and Chinese businessmen (Alvarado et al., 2016). In sum, while visible violence
and the homicide rate remain low in Mérida and in the state, these newspaper accounts
and policy reports demonstrate the presence of OCGs in the state and some illicit
market activity.

Why have these incidents not led to greater levels of criminal violence? This is the
puzzle at the heart of our paper. In the first section, we introduce five theoretical
explanations from political science for why criminal violence is more prevalent in
some areas of Mexico than in others: criminal competition, protection networks
and party alternation, vertical partisan fragmentation, interagency coordination, and
social cohesion among the Indigenous population. In the second section, we
examine the applicability of these explanations to the Yucatan case. We conclude
with a call for future research that focuses on other types of violence present in the
state not directly related to criminal violence but potentially relevant for a comprehen-
sive understanding of violence in Yucatan.

Prevailing Explanations for the Containment and Explosion
of Criminal Violence

There is a growing political science literature on criminal violence that has provided com-
pelling explanations behind the geographic variation in criminal activity across Mexico,
several of which are relevant for understanding the relative containment of violence in
Yucatan.

A consistent finding across studies on organized crime—ifrom economists, sociolo-
gists, and political scientists alike—refers to the association between criminal competi-
tion and violence. Higher levels of competition over a given territory result in higher
homicide rates (Atuesta and Ponce, 2017), extortion (Magaloni et al., 2020), attacks
against political authorities (Trejo and Ley, 2020), violent expressions of criminal gov-
ernance (Arias, 2017), among other violent outcomes. This largely results from OCGs’
goal to monopolize criminal markets to maximize their profits. In the particular case of
the drug trade industry, trafficking routes are indivisible goods for which rival cartels
cannot share control (Calderén et al., 2015; Lessing, 2017; Trejo and Ley, 2020). The
competition over such valuable resources is necessarily reflected through the use of vio-
lence (Schelling, 1971). Given the illegal nature of organized crime, criminal organiza-
tions use violence to resolve disputes for turf, as well as to drive out competitors
(Duran-Martinez, 2017).

However, as emphasized by recent works within Political Science, protection net-
works are an essential element in any analysis of organized crime. As noted by Trejo
and Ley (2020), organized crime cannot spend a single day without protection.
Moreover, any changes within protection networks generate instability and induce
vulnerability within criminal markets, ultimately leading to increases in criminal vio-
lence (Snyder and Durdan Martinez, 2009). This is true regardless of the level of crim-
inal competition. In a monopolistic market, a new incoming protector induces at least
momentarily some degree of uncertainty, which can lead to the proliferation of new
private mechanisms of armed protection—private armies—and an eventual arms
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race, as other criminal organizations replicate said model to increase their own pro-
tection (Trejo and Ley, 2020). In a competitive market, new protectors or their recon-
figuration opens opportunities for turf wars, as competitors attempt to conquer new
and unprotected territory. In particular, party alternation in the gubernatorial seat
can affect prevailing protection arrangements profoundly, as newly elected party offi-
cials make changes in key security positions and competing organized crime groups
attempt to gain protection among incoming officers (Trejo and Ley, 2020). Therefore,
an analysis of the containment or explosion of violence by organized crime also
requires an understanding of the dynamics of local protection networks and their
potential (in)stability.

Governors are not the only relevant actors in the explanation of criminal activity.
From different perspectives, Duran-Martinez (2017) and Trejo and Ley (2020)
emphasize the role of intergovernmental relationships. In particular, party alignment
between federal and local governments can help explain the success or failure in the
implementation of security policies within a federal context like Mexico. A growing
literature has shown the detrimental effects of militarization for the containment of
criminal violence (Atuesta, 2017; Espinosa and Rubin, 2015; Flores-Macias, 2018).
However, as Trejo and Ley (2020) show, military interventions can be largely inef-
fective when national and subnational authorities fail to cooperate. According to
these authors, when electoral incentives and partisan conflict influence the logic of
militarized strategies, local opposition authorities are left unprotected and this
opens opportunities for organized crime to fight over local control. In contrast, coord-
ination among copartisan or legislative allies results in the relative containment of
criminal violence.

Duran-Martinez (2017) expands on the role of state actors, beyond intergovernmental
relationships, and refers to interagency relationships—especially within the security
sector—and the importance of assessing time horizons across enforcement agencies.
The author’s argument focuses on state cohesion, which, she contends, can be useful
for both effective enforcement and effective protection. According to Duran-Martinez,
when enforcement agencies do not work in a coordinated fashion—perhaps due to con-
flicting views on security strategies between military and police forces—the state lacks
cohesive capacity to fight crime and/or provide predictable protection. Also, when
there is high rotation in key security positions, time horizons are affected and may
increase conflicts between agencies and government authorities. In these cases, the
state becomes less cohesive and the resulting rise in conflict ultimately reduces the effect-
iveness of the security apparatus.

Finally, social cohesion can be crucial for the containment of violence. The studies on
urban crime (Sampson et al., 1999), civil war (Arjona, 2016), and organized crime (Ley
et al., 2019) have revealed the importance of collective organization to resist violence. In
this regard, Indigenous ethnic institutions in some Mexican states have been relatively suc-
cessful at providing public goods (Diaz-Cayeros et al., 2014), including the containment
of criminal violence (Romero and Mendoza, 2015). Specifically, scholars have found that
Indigenous peoples’ ethnic organizations can provide alternative justice and policing
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institutions. When these ethnic institutions are scaled up regionally, Indigenous communities
can successfully resist organized crime groups’ attempts to establish criminal governance
regimes (Ley et al., 2019).

Given these relevant prevailing explanations for the understanding of criminal vio-
lence, there are several questions to consider in the case of Yucatan. To what extent
has the history of state party alternation affected potential protection arrangements for
OCGs in Yucatan? Who are the relevant security actors in the state and how have they
coordinated across enforcement agencies, as well as with elected party authorities?
Have the Yucatec Maya played a role in the relative containment of violence?

What Explains—or Does not Explain—the (Relative)
Containment of Criminal Violence in Yucatan?

Yucatan is one of the three federal states that make up the Yucatan peninsula, along with
Quintana Roo and Campeche. Its population is approximately 2 million people, with
roughly half of the population living in the capital city of Mérida. In recent years,
Mérida has become a service-oriented economy, as well as a hub for higher education
and health care. There is some tourism, although it is relatively modest compared to
Cancun and Playa del Carmen in Quintana Roo.

The Social Cohesion Argument

As we have noted, Yucatan and Mérida have been different from much of the rest of the
country in terms of homicide rate. Historically, however, the state has not been exempt
from violence, most notably a devastating Caste War beginning in 1847, in which
about half of the population died or fled the state.

One of the many consequences of the Caste War was to divide Maya into two separate
groups: the pacified Maya who stayed in western and central Yucatan and laid down their
arms; and those who fled to eastern Yucatan and to autonomous communities in Quintana
Roo and continued to resist. Unlike Indigenous peoples throughout Mexico who have
proudly taken up the use of the term Indian to describe themselves and their struggles,
Yucatec Maya have not (Mattiace, 2009).

Today, Yucatan has the largest Indigenous population in the country in percentage
terms at 50%.> However, unlike Oaxaca or Chiapas, other states with large Indigenous
populations, Maya communities in Yucatan do not, in general, govern themselves
through local ethnic institutions, possibly due to the devastating consequences of the
Caste War. In Yucatan, ethnic identity has not become politicized and Yucatec Maya
are the least formally organized of Mexican Indigenous peoples, particularly given
their large numbers (Mattiace, 2009).

Overall, the Yucatec Maya lack a history of social mobilization as well as trad-
itional Indigenous institutions and communal practices that have been shown to
empower communities to resist organized crime. Therefore, the relative containment
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of violence in Yucatan cannot be explained by its large Indigenous population and
local organizational practices. We now turn to arguments that focus on the political
causes of violence and examine their explanatory power in the case of Yucatan.

Party Alternation, Intergovernmental Relationships, and Criminal Competition

Yucatan was under the rule of Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) until 2001.
Throughout the 1990s, criminal presence was limited to sporadic activity by the Gulf
and Juarez cartels, mainly concentrated in the capital city of Mérida. In 2001, Patricio
Patron Laviada, from the Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), won the state gubernatorial
seat. Patron began his political career in his late 20s in Accion Nacional and served as
mayor of Mérida, from 1995 to 1998. Like other newly elected PAN governors in
other states,® Patron hired new staff in key security positions as soon as he assumed
power, including the head of the state police. Luis Saidén, who had served as Public
Security Secretary under PRI governor Victor Cervera Pacheco (1995-2001), was
replaced with Javier Medina Torre, a former veterinarian with no previous experience
in public administration or security-related tasks (Alegre, 2002). Unlike other states
that experienced alternation during the same period; however, there were no major con-
frontations between the two criminal groups present in Yucatan at the time. This contrasts
with other states that experienced alternation during the same period, such as Michoacan
(in 2002), where the Zetas openly fought against the Sinaloa Cartel, soon after a new
party came to power, and inter-cartel violence exploded (Trejo and Ley, 2020). In fact,
throughout Patron’s gubernatorial term, Yucatan’s homicide rate remained at an
average of 2.25 per 100,000 inhabitants. In 2002 when the state government faced
new criminal activity (Morita, 2002a), violence was contained nonetheless. Threats by
organized crime against local authorities became publicly known in late 2006 and
early 2007 (Morita, 2006, 2007a, 2007b), as President Calderén began the War on
Drugs, and the Beltran Leyva Organization entered Yucatan state (Coscia and Rios,
2012). Patron Laviada then even hired private security from abroad (Morita, 2007b).
New coordinated operations with the federal government, as well as with the neighboring
police forces in Quintana Roo and Campeche, were implemented (Campos, 2007; Morita,
2006). Such coordinated efforts resonate with Durdn-Martinez (2017) argument that
emphasizes the cohesion of interagency relationships for the effectiveness of anti-crime
interventions.

A new party came into office, however, just as Calderén’s militarized strategy against
organized crime was on the rise, along with increasing violence. Ivonne Ortega Pacheco
(PRI) won the governorship by an unexpectedly wide seven-point margin of victory.
Ortega’s term in office, from August 2007 to September 2012, coincided entirely with
Felipe Calderon’s administration. Despite local party alternation and rising criminal
activity across the country, violence remained stable throughout Ortega’s administration.
As noted in Figure 1, the homicide rate per 100,000 remained low, with its highest peak at
2.7 in 2011. This statistic continued to show stability through the subsequent PRI admin-
istration under Rolando Zapata.
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As a new criminal actor, the Sinaloa Cartel, stepped into Yucatan in 2007 (Coscia and
Rios, 2012), Governor Ortega also faced challenges by organized crime. As noted, in
2008, 12 decapitated corpses were found draped with narco messages for the Public
Security Secretary, Luis Saidén, who had resumed his previous position as SSP head.
How and why did such violent events not multiply as in other states, amid the War on
Drugs? Following Duran-Martinez (2017) and Trejo and Ley (2020), we argue that
close and cooperative intergovernmental relations, both vertical and horizontal, contrib-
uted to the containment of criminal violence in the state.

In their analysis of the influence of vertical party alignment on violence in Mexico,
Trejo and Ley (2020) emphasize that, unlike the Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD), the PRI did not contest Calderon’s electoral victory in 2006 and was a legislative
ally for his economic agenda. As a result, the relationship between the PAN federal gov-
ernment and PRI governors was characterized by cooperation, whereas conflict and con-
frontation permeated the relationship between the president and PRD local authorities.
Such divergent treatment of the opposition, Trejo and Ley (2020) argue, had profound
consequences for the coordinated and effective implementation of security policies.
Violence increased significantly in PRD states; it was relatively contained in states
under PRI rule; and it diminished in those governed by the PAN.

Consistent with this argument, Calderén did not question Ortega’s victory in the 2007
state election. He quickly congratulated her the day after the election, despite it being a
hard blow to the PAN. Yucatan was the first state election the party lost under Calderén’s
watch, after the wide support he received from the state in the contested 2006 election.
Although Ortega and Calderon had fundamental disagreements regarding the federal gov-
ernment’s approach to crime (Hernandez, 2009), they were able to work together on key
security challenges, including the case of the 12 decapitated corpses in 2008. In fact,
municipal, state, and federal security forces closely collaborated. The same night of
the decapitations, for example, Ortega Pacheco was called to Mexico City to meet
with the National Defense Secretary, Guillermo Galvan, and other high-level security
officials (Proceso, 2008). Despite the narco messages that directly accused Saidén of
negotiating with organized crime, Calderdn reiterated his full support for the Ortega
administration and did not question Saidén’s reputation (Reforma, 2008). Saidén corre-
sponded with his full support and coordination with the federal Armed Forces to
combat drug trafficking in the state. By the summer of 2012, over 2000 Mexican military
troops were stationed in Yucatan (Pachin, 2013, 80). This is not an argument about the
efficacy of militarization, which numerous works have shown to stimulate criminal vio-
lence. Instead, this episode confirms, as other scholars have argued, that coordination
across levels of government is crucial for the containment of violence. Saidén himself
has consistently stressed the importance of coordinating with police and military forces
at all levels of state security (Yucatan Times, 2020).

This is a case that lends support to the arguments of both Duran-Martinez (2017) and
Trejo and Ley (2020). First, the decapitation of 12 corpses is a clear example of the visible
violence that Duran-Martinez (2017) argues is intended to show power and inspire fear;
its use by OCGs depends on state—criminal interaction. In this case, the close interagency
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collaboration contributed to state cohesion, ensuring the capacity and resources available
to fight crime. Second, Calder6n’s decision to ignore the accusations against Saidén also
signaled low vertical fragmentation, despite ideological disagreements, which empow-
ered Yucatan’s government. This cohesion disincentivized OCGs to continue to intensify
violence, both in terms of frequency and visibility.

Luis Saidén’s presence and permanence as head of Yucatan’s SSP has been a crucial
element in the containment of violence. He is a key figure in the execution of the state
government’s security policy and has now served under four different gubernatorial
administrations. His résumé and longevity are noteworthy. In 1984, Saidén served as
Chief of Security for then interim governor Victor Cervera Pacheco (PRI, 1984-1988).
During Cervera’s second term as governor (1995-2001), Saidén was Secretary of
Safety and Motor Vehicles. In 2003-2004, Saidén moved to Cancun to take the job of
Director of Public Security, Transit, and Fire. In 2007, he returned to Mérida as Head
of Public Security in Yucatan state under Governor Ortega Pacheco (PRI) and continued
in that post during Rolando Zapata’s (PRI, 2012-2018) gubernatorial term. In 2018,
Mauricio Vila Dorsal (PAN) reconfirmed Saidén, where he remains until at least 2024.

Following Duran-Martinez (2017) and her argument on long-term time horizons as an
additional element of state cohesion, we contend that Saiden’s continued time in office
has expanded the time horizons of security agencies and OCGs alike, while at the
same time providing some sense of stability to their interactions and, therefore, reducing
conflict within the state and between the state and OCGs.

We have no direct evidence that OCGs active in Yucatan have been protected by
Saidén. However, there are some troubling signs of Saidén’s proximity to OCGs.
Saidén served in both Cervera administrations (1984-1988 and 1995-2001) and
Cervera reportedly had a close relationship with Rosalinda Diaz Garcia, wife of Ismael
“El Mayo” Zambada, who formerly led the Juirez cartel (Morita, 2002).* In 1999
during his second term in office, Cervera met with then governor of Quintana Roo,
Mario Villanueva (1993-1999), the day Villanueva fled office as a fugitive, 2 weeks
before his gubernatorial term ended (along with his immunity). Villanueva was
charged with crimes related to drug trafficking, and later served time in both Mexico
and the United States. Cervera was never charged with any wrongdoing in the
Villanueva case, but it did raise suspicions (Gardufio and Pérez, 1999). The most
serious accusations against Saidén came while he served as Director of Public Security
in Cancun from 2003 to 2004. Saidén was alleged to have been involved in the narco
executions of 13 people, among them 3 elements of the Agencia Federal de
Investigaciones (AFI) in “Caso Canctin.” He was ultimately absolved in 2007 and
cleared of all charges (Santana, 2008).

Long-term relationships across security agencies enable the coordinated implementa-
tion of consistent policies across administrations. In this regard, Yucatan has had a single
coordinated organizational structure (mando unico) for a decade, under the command of
Saidén. The state police control security in the state’s 106 municipalities (Jiménez, 2020).
In Mérida, where Mario Arturo Romero has been Mérida’s Chief of Police since 2012—
serving under five different mayors—state and municipal police forces meet daily. Along
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with Saiden’s continuity, Romero’s permanence has also been a source of stability and
cohesion despite vertical partisan fragmentation in Mérida—between PAN mayors and
PRI governor, Rolando Zapata (2012-2018)—the recent party alternation at the state
level, and the incursion of new criminal actors in Yucatan.

Based on the above analysis, Table 1 summarizes the processes of party alternation,
partisan fragmentation, and intergovernmental relations in Yucatan. Unlike other
states, consecutive party alternation in Yucatin—from PRI to PAN in 2001 and from
PAN to PRI in 2007—did not result in major spikes of violence. For instance, in
Nuevo Leon, the first party alternation—from PRI to PAN in 1997—is associated with
a significant increase in criminal violence (Trejo and Ley, 2020) and it continued to
increase in the subsequent period of gubernatorial alternation—from PAN to PRI in
2003 (Ley and Guzman, 2019). We argue that beyond the relatively limited presence
of organized crime historically in Yucatan, violent criminal activity in the state was
largely contained as a result of limited vertical partisan fragmentation, as well as a cohe-
sive security apparatus and close interagency relations. In this regard, the continued pres-
ence of Luis Saidén as head of Yucatan’s public security has been a crucial element in the
containment of violence, providing stability to the interactions between federal and local
security forces, as well as between and among the state and OCGs.

Concluding Remarks

Organized crime-related violence in Yucatan has remained at comparatively low levels.
While Yucatan’s geographic location may not be as attractive as other states, OCGs have
nonetheless exerted public and visible violence, which, unlike in other states, has not
escalated. In this paper, we examine possible explanations behind such containment of
violence. Although there is a large Indigenous population in Yucatan, local Indigenous
communities lack social cohesion as well as shared history of mobilization that can
enable them to resist organized crime, as has been the case in other Indigenous regions
of Mexico. We argue instead that violence in Yucatan has been contained due to the
close intergovernmental relationships across levels of government—federal and state—
as well as across security agencies. The role of Luis Saidén is particularly relevant.
His continuous presence and work as the head of public security across different admin-
istrations, has resulted in stable interactions between government officials, as well as
between the state and OCGs. Dependence on one single actor, while violence in neigh-
boring states is rising, may put this delicate equilibrium at risk. Changes to Yucatan’s
security apparatus could dramatically change the trends of violence that the state has
experienced so far.

The considerably low homicide rate in Yucatan, along with the containment of mas-
sacres, such as the one that occurred in 2008, confirm that criminal violence is not a major
problem in the state. We are not suggesting, however, that there is little violence in
general. Two specific types of violence are notable in the Yucatan case: police torture
and violence against women.
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According to World Justice Project, as of 2016, Yucatan stands among the states with
medium-high levels of police torture (2019).> While in other parts of Mexico, police use torture
mainly to extract a confession, human rights organizations in Yucatan suggest that torture under
police custody is used as a punishment for crimes committed and not to extract confessions
(Elementa, 2019). Violence against women in Yucatan is also notable and on the rise.
According to the 2016 National Survey on the Dynamics of Household Relationships
(ENDIREH), Yucatan ranks sixth in the proportion of women reporting overall violence and
seventh with the highest level of intimate partner violence (INEGI 2016).°

In this paper, we are unable to analyze the causes and logic behind the presence and
increase of police and gender violence in Yucatan or their connection to the conditions
that sustain criminal violence in this state. However, we believe that recognizing these
parallel forms of violent practices is crucial for an objective assessment of violence in
Yucatan. For years, governmental officials have touted Mérida as a City of Peace and
Yucatan as a safe state. Both police and gender violence have risen in the past years
and it is crucial for future research to pay attention to their evolution.

Future research on violence in Yucatan would also benefit from a thorough compari-
son with other states. As we have shown in this research note, multiple criminal organi-
zations are present in Yucatan, yet this presence has not resulted in visible violence.
Comparing Yucatan to states with similar degrees of political alternation, partisan frag-
mentation, and economic profile, for example, would allow scholars to weigh the relative
importance of our explanatory variables and to assess their role in the containment or
expansion of violence in the face of criminal competition. Given the space limitations
of a research note, as well as COVID-19 era restrictions, we focused our attention on a
single case study. We look forward to future work that inserts Yucatan more fully into
the Mexican national panorama regarding research on security and violence.
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Notes

1. Trejo and Ley (2020) argue that homicide rates related to criminal violence increased in the
1990s as democratization expanded at the sub-national level.

2. The most recent data places Yucatan with the largest percentage of Indigenous peoples in the
country (50.2%), followed by Oaxaca (43.7%) and Chiapas (32.7%) [CNDI (2016)]. As
noted, Yucatecans avoid using the word Indigenous or Indian to describe themselves.

3. Trejo and Ley (2020) show that newly elected opposition governors in the mid-1990s and early
2000s appointed new officials to key security positions, which profoundly altered local protec-
tion networks.

4. In the early 2000s, Zambada worked with “El Chapo” in the Sinaloa Cartel.

. See also Indignacion (2014).

(92

6. Additionally, Mérida is now a significant hub for money laundering, a crime tied to criminal
organization and violence that is largely invisible (““Yucatan, centro de lavado”, 2018).
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