IMPUNITY: A PRELUDE TO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Over the past decade, more than 400 women have been kidnapped, raped and violently murdered in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. Violence against women, which is linked to corruption, impunity and organised crime, is the result of inequality and intolerance.

By Laura Becerra Pozos

It appears that Mexico is destined to occupy a first place. Not, however, for its progress, but rather, for its dramatic levels of social inequality, corruption, impunity and violation of human rights, particularly those of women and children. Today, it is not possible to speak of this problem without making reference to the case of the already 415 women and girls that have been kidnapped, raped and violently murdered in the state of Chihuahua.

To begin with, it would be useful to contextualise this already long and painful chapter of violence and death. In a recent study of human rights in Mexico, in the chapter relating to women, it was recognised that ‘the polarisation of life conditions of women from different social strata and areas of the country shows that persistent inequality is a structural obstacle in respect to human rights in Mexico. 

‘Many women live in poverty, physically, socially and culturally isolated, with short life expectancies, no access to education, health, remunerated work nor a support infrastructure for their domestic work (in the form of potable water, electricity, fuel), while others have successfully managed to be incorporated into the mainstream development of the country’.

It adds, ‘The culture of a dominant gender and its slow transformation, as well as the persistence of institutions (domestic life, church, school system, media, unions) and power  structures  in  the  reproduction  and  promotion  of   gender  inequalities  and   the 

maintenance of traditional stereotypes, constitute the most difficult structural obstacle to overcome with regard to equality between the sexes and respect for the human rights of women.’ (Diagnosis of the Human Rights situation in Mexico. United Nations High Commission for Human Rights in Mexico, 2003, pp 142 and 143)

In celebration of the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women on 25 November (in November 1999, Latin American women achieved the establishment of this day by the United Nations Organisation), the Mexican government recognised that 47 out of 100 women in the country, aged 15 and above, that share a home with their partner, suffer from some form of emotional, economic, physical or sexual violence at the hands of their partner. 

Similarly, INEGI (National Institute for Geography and Statistics) has indicated that 56 out of every 100 women between the ages of 15 and 19 suffer from some form of violence by their husband or partner, while one in every two women who work suffers some kind of aggression at the hands of their partner.

The prevalence of domestic physical violence is particularly alarming. The Secretary for Social Development of the federal government recently published a document stating that annually in Mexico, 5,200 women between the ages of 15 and 49 die of violent causes: this means that 14 women die each day and two of every three die in their homes. 

Worse still, 97% of these cases remain unsolved as of every 100 cases reported, 50 are investigated, barely eight result in an arrest and trial, and only three of these end in a prison sentence. The question therefore remains, what is to be done regarding the 1.4 million Mexican women that suffer from domestic violence, and the 1.2 million that are of a sexual nature?

In its report the Secretary of Social Development recognised that, together with the act of violence the health costs in Mexico amount to almost 1% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The material losses suffered by people as a result of violence reach almost 50 million pesos, to which can be added the ‘losses’ associated with maintaining a security system that amounts to 4.9% of the GDP (La Jornada, 18 October 2004).

And beyond the issue of domestic violence is the case of the women of Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, the biggest state in Mexico, which shares the longest border with the United States. For the past 10 years, mothers and families have suffered the horror of finding their daughters, sisters, girlfriends and wives, dead after having been subjected to torture and rape. From 1993 to date, 415 women have lost their lives under such deplorable circumstances, without justice being done.                                                                                                                                       

Just this last 24 November, a group of mothers met President Vicente Fox. Although they had a meeting with him as well as some of his staff, during which their complaints were heard, many of the women interviewed stated that they failed to receive a firm commitment on his behalf to take more conclusive measures.

Even when it seems clear that the long chain of murders cannot be attributed to common criminals, there has been a reluctance to recognise those really responsible for perpetrating the feminicide that goes beyond the borders of the country. For Laurie Freeman, Mexican representative in the Washington Office for Latinamerican Affairs (WOLA), ‘what unites these tragic stories is not necessarily a common murderer, rather a similar life and an unresolved death. The victims were born into poverty, worked in order to improve their lives and, after being brutally murdered, are denied justice’. (Reforma, Supplement Enfoque, 21 November 2004)

Freeman tries to answer the question regarding who is responsible for the drama that appears to extend to other states and countries, and points clearly to the issue of impunity, particularly that related to the phenomenon of drug-trafficking that ‘unites’ Mexico and the United States, its northern neighbour and important drug consumer. 

The alleged culprits that have been punished and even killed in order that they accept responsibility for the crimes with which they have been charged, are mere scapegoats, while those really responsible are protected. ‘Drug-trafficking has completely corrupted the police and judicial institutions so that these, instead of investigating the murder of women, prefer to turn a blind eye.’ It is regrettable that drug-related corruption has permeated the entire judicial system of Chihuahua.

As a result, the issue of impunity needs to be viewed as a bi-national problem and the United States should share the responsibility with Mexico to seek out justice for those that have been murdered.

Freeman adds that after revising the files related to the feminicides, Maria Lopez Urbina, the public prosecutor specially commissioned by President Fox, detected that 130 state officials allegedly committed some form of omission, negligence or abuse of authority. Amongst other irregularities and unanswered questions are issues such as: crime scenes not being properly protected, witnesses not questioned, forensic examinations done with little quality control and many victims remaining unidentified. At the end of last year, two public officials were forced to resign as a result of not handing over any results or clues over a period of two years.

Citizen and women’s civil organisations are convinced that the state and federal authorities have not assumed responsibility for these cases and appear to be reluctant to get to the bottom of them, or punish the real criminals.                                                                                                                                       

It is important to insist on the fact that violence against women, which occurs inside and outside the family environment, and that is linked to corruption, impunity and organised crime, in violation of human rights, is the result of inequality and intolerance. As a result, it is a national social problem of top priority that demands an explanation from all Mexicans, wherever they may be, and above all, from the authorities and public officials responsible for guaranteeing the rule of law.

‘Guaranteeing the respect, protection and exercising of the human rights of women, including their right to a life without violence, holistic health and the exercising of their sexual and reproductive rights, promote the capacity to exercise citizenship.’ (Network for Sexual and Reproductive Rights in Mexico) – Third World Network Features No. 2788/05, March 2005
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