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On a Tuesday morning in March, with rifles slung over their shoulders, some 1,500 men filed into the Mexican town
of Tierra Colorada, which sits on the highway from Mexico City down to the Pacific coast. They seized at gunpoint
12 police officers and a local security official, whom they believed responsible for the murder of their commander.
They set up roadblocks, and when a car of Acapulco-bound beachgoers refused to stop, they opened fire and injured

a passenger.

This was not the work of a drug cartel. The men were members of a self-defense group, one of a growing number of
vigilante organizations aiming to restore order to Mexican communities. “We have besieged the municipality,” said a

spokesperson for the group, “because here criminals operate with impunity in broad daylight.”

Mexico has suffered staggering levels of violence and crime during the country’s seven-year-long war against the
cartels. The fighting has killed 90,000 people so far, a death toll larger, as of this writing, than that of the civil war in
Syria. Homicide rates have tripled since 2007. In an effort to stem the carnage, Mexican President Enrique Pefia
Nieto announced last December that the federal government, having struggled to defeat the cartels using corrupt local
police and an inadequate military, would create an elite national police force of 10,000 officers by the end of this

year.

Many Mexicans are unwilling to wait. In communities across the country, groups of men have donned masks, picked
up rifles and machetes, and begun patrolling their neighborhoods and farmland. As in the Tierra Colorada incident,

their behavior is not always pretty. Several months ago, another such group in the state of Guerrero detained 54
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people for over six weeks, accusing them of crimes ranging from stealing cattle to murder. After a series of unofficial

trials, they handed 20 of them over to local prosecutors and let the rest go free.

In other communities, detainees have been beaten, forced into labor, or even lynched. Members of these fuerzas
autodefensas (self-defense forces) say that they have no choice but to take matters into their own hands: criminals
and gangs have become more brazen and violent than ever, and the police and the government are either absent,

corrupt, or themselves working with the criminals.
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