Drug policy advice for drug traffickers

By Viridiana Rios

Drug traffickers, authors of their own misfortune. Following the history of many drug organizations, the Zetas and the Linea, new Mexican cartels, are digging their own graves. 
Mexican organized crime is buying wholesale animosities. As the Medellin cartel in Colombia and Sendero Luminoso in Peru did, drug traffickers are becoming gradually more unpopular. The expected result is always the same; lacking popular support, cartels become weaker and eventually destroy themselves. 
There are plenty of examples. Colombian government crackdown against the Medellín cartel intensified when public opinion turned against drug traffickers after they assassinated a candidate for president.  The frontal attack mounted by Peruvian government against the Shining Path (SP) succeeded only when it became largely supported by the population after SP terrified, burned and looted hundreds of rural communities. In both cases, organized crime was effectively decimated only after the population became their enemy. 

Mexican cartels need a political advisor, asap. 

First, it does not pay back to kill with cruelty. The logic that drug traffickers are following is incorrect. They argue that they behead, torture and dismember their victims such that their enemies "learn to respect" [sic] and to prove that "We do what we say" [sic].  Indeed, fear is a good weapon; criminals need to be feared for their businesses to be respected, even more in illegal markets where no central institution (courts, lawyers, law) enforces contracts. As they argue, betrayal must be “paid with death" [sic]. The problem however is that in the long run, to terrify their enemies, traffickers indirectly need to terrify everyone and by doing so, they attract the attention of the authorities and the media. Drug traffickers put the rope around their own necks. 
In Mexico, the  Zetas became public figures when the number of charred bodies in Nuevo Laredo increased alarmingly during 2004. Before that, nobody knew or care about them. 
Here is the lesson: Cleverness is required even for terrorizing. Terror has to be just enough to keep the enemy under control. No extra attention is needed. Killing with cruelty and, on top, write revenge billboards --as Mexican traffickers have recently made-- is the worst of the public strategies. Beheadings call too much attention and cause the average Mexican citizen to begin considering drug trafficking as a local problem, not the bad of the United States alone. 

Second mistake. Mexican drug traffickers’ strategies have become more invasive. It seems like drug traffickers have not measured the political costs of kidnapping and extortion. Indeed, in the short term, kidnap capitalizes. The spoils of kidnapping for ransom just in 2009 were of 7.6 million dollars in accordance with the Council for Law and Human Rights. Yet, in the long term, kidnapping is a political disgrace for criminals. It is highly unpopular and affects the most wealthy and powerful. Wealthy entrepreneurs are the main victims. No wonder why Canacintra, Kanak, Coparmex and CMIC -- Mexican main businessman associations-- are the strongest spokesmen and lobbyists favoring laws against kidnapping.  
Kidnapping takes the media and the government into the picture, same as torturing and beheading. Hint: The fight against drugs originated during Fox's term as an attempt to reduce kidnapping, not to reduce drugs. Fox began a public crusade against organized crime when Daniel Arizmendi, Mocha Orejas, a kidnapper who used to cut the ears of his victims and send them via mail to his victim’s families, attracted the media. Soon, Mexican authorities discovered that kidnapping and drug trafficking were a single thing: the Juarez cartel lieutenants were accomplices of kidnapping bands in Mexico City and Morelos. What follows is history. 

It is because of their poor public relations that drug traffickers have earned the hatred of the upper class, the attention of Mexican government, and the animosity of the general population. Gone are those days when drug dealers were benefactors of their communities, the Robin Hoods. 
Old and more experienced drug traffickers knew the importance of public opinion.  Osiel Cárdenas, former Gulf cartel leader, used to organize a yearly community party to celebrate the “Day of Childhood” in Mexico.  He gave food, toys and even career advice for free to all children in town. He hanged banners that said "You are the future of Mexico" or "With all my affection for the winner of tomorrow." Osiel also use to send food and water to communities suffering from natural disasters. He was loved.
Novice drug dealers lack of this approach. They have forgotten that being Robin Hood is better than being the Sheriff of Nottingham. They still need to realize that, if the drug business has been so successful in Mexico it is largely because community has allowed it to be. 
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