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III. Armed conflict in Mexico 
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The Government of Mexico is involved in two parallel non-international 
armed conflicts, one involving the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (Cartel 
Jalisco Nueva Generación, CJNG), and the other involving the Sinaloa Cartel. 
A third non-international armed conflict in Mexico exists between the 
CJNG and the Sinaloa Cartel.1 Record high levels of violence in 2019, driven 
by drug cartels and organized crime, levelled off in 2020, albeit at a very high 
level. Overall numbers of homicides in 2020 decreased by 0.14 per cent from 
2019, with 34 523 homicides recorded by the end of 2020, or 27.01 homicides 
per 100 000 inhabitants, a decrease of 1.3 per cent compared to in 2019.2 
The Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) documented  
8405 fatalities related to political violence in 2020, down from the 9365 
fatalities of 2019.3

The powerful drug cartel CJNG has expanded aggressively throughout 
most states within Mexico and became more brazen in 2020, employing 
strategic use of violence against state criminal justice officials and publicized 
displays of firepower. In June the CJNG was implicated in the assassin
ation of a federal judge and his wife in Colima. The judge had presided over 
several cases involving top CJNG and Sinaloa Cartel leaders, including the 
extradition of the son of the CJNG leader, Rubén Oseguera González or 
‘El Menchito’, to the United States to face federal drug-trafficking charges.4 
Some judges have subsequently declined presiding over organized crime 
cases due to concerns for their personal safety.5 Also in June the CJNG 
was identified as being behind the first assassination attempt made against 
a high-ranking security official in the capital Mexico City. The 400-round 
attack on the armoured vehicle of Mexico City’s police chief Omar García 
Harfuch, who had been cracking down on organized crime and police col
lusion, wounded him and killed two bodyguards and a bystander.6 On 17 July 
the CJNG released a video showing over 20 armoured vehicles and dozens 
of uniformed gang members with assault weapons celebrating the birthday 
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of its leader, Nemesio Oseguera Cervantes or ‘El Mencho’. The videotaped 
show of force was widely spread on social media at the same time as Presi
dent Andrés Manuel López Obrador was visiting Jalisco, the home territory 
of the cartel.7 

Despite the 2019 imprisonment of its leader, Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán, 
for life in a federal United States super-maximum security prison, the 
Sinaloa Cartel has maintained a dominant role in the Mexican drug trade, 
notably the importation of precursor material from China, local production 
and smuggling of highly lucrative fentanyl into the USA.8 The incarceration 
of El Chapo resulted in increased violence as other groups and cartels sought 
to gain control of Sinaloa production and trafficking routes.9

Despite his policy of ‘hugs not bullets’ and earlier criticism of the 
militarized ‘war on drugs’, President López Obrador has increasingly 
turned to the military as cartel violence increased and security deterior
ated throughout the country. Mexico created a National Guard in 2019. 
The constitutional amendment that created the National Guard, and the 
2019 Law on the National Guard passed two months later, established it as 
a civilian public security institution supervised and subordinate to civil
ian authorities, and trained according to police doctrine.10 Having around 
100 000 members by 2020, the National Guard is, in practice, based on 
military police organizational structure and commands, controlled by a 
military operational command, and largely composed of and trained by mili
tary personnel with some federal police using military weapons. When its 
members are accused of crimes, they are held in military rather than civil
ian prisons.11 In May the president issued a decree extending armed forces 
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participation in civilian law enforcement for a further four years.12 In July 
the president put the military in control of customs at border crossings and 
ports in an effort to address mismanagement and corruption that enabled 
the smuggling of precursor chemicals used in the manufacture of synthetic 
drugs by the cartels.13 

The CJNG has become the second-most dominant Mexican cartel pres
ence in the USA after the Sinaloa Cartel, and is a major perpetrator of drug 
trafficking across the border.14 It is considered by the US Department of 
Justice to be one of the world’s five most dangerous criminal organizations 
in the world. Since 2018 the USA has placed a $10 million reward for infor
mation leading to the arrest of the CJNG leader El Mencho, and a $5 million 
reward for information leading to the arrest of other high-ranking members 
of the CJNG.15 

In addition to armed conflict, corruption scandals affected top figures in 
the political and economic elite in 2020. Emilio Lozoya Austin, the former 
chief executive officer of Mexico’s state oil company Pemex, was extradited 
from Spain in July on charges that he had received more than $4 million 
in bribes from the Brazilian construction firm Odebrecht. In his leaked 
deposition he accused three former Mexican presidents—his former boss 
Enrique Peña Nieto, Felipe Calderón and Carlos Salinas de Gortari—as well 
as numerous legislators and aides of corruption.16 Retired general Salvador 
Cienfuegos, a former secretary of defence under President Peña Nieto, was 
arrested in October in the USA on drug-trafficking and corruption charges. 
Accused of taking bribes to protect drug cartel leaders, he was released in 
November at the demand of the Mexican Government, with the promise that 
he would face justice in Mexico. The Mexican authorities exonerated him 
shortly afterwards.17 
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