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“Show me where in the Mexican 

constitution it says it is a crime 

to be evangelical. Then, if you can 

show me, go ahead and put me 

in jail!”

A Protestant member of Ranch Viejo village in Hidalgo 
state. See p.6

Cover image: Family forcibly displaced from Yashtinín village, in the room they have lived in for the past three years, 
during which time the children have been barred from school. The boy in front, Bartolo Felipe, is desperate to learn to 
read. See p.11
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belief, by compelling the formerly displaced persons to 
contribute financially to religious activities organised by 
the religious majority. One state government ofÏcial told 
CSW anonymously that violating religious freedom has 
now become a business for some villages, as they know 
they can get the state government (or in some cases a 
religious denomination) to pay the onerous fines they 
illegally place on members of minority religious groups, 
as punishment for their beliefs. 

Victims continued to complain to CSW of government 
indifference and inaction on their cases. OfÏcial attention 
appeared to be sporadic and, when given, conducted on an 
ad hoc and inconsistent basis. Some communities receive 
a regular stipend of aid, while others receive aid as and 
when they publicly demand it, and still others receive 
nothing at all. In every case the aid is inadequate to cover 
the most basic costs of survival of the individuals within 
the communities, which include very elderly adults and 
very young children living in abject poverty. Most of the 
victims are forced to work in the informal job sector to 
help provide for their families and other members of the 
displaced communities. 

From an economic standpoint it is impossible to justify 
the failure of the government to address and resolve 
these situations. In one case the state allocates 12,000 
pesos (£545) per week to a community of 35 which was 
originally displaced in 2010. Four years of such payments 
add up to 2,496,000 pesos (£113,411) which would have 
been more effectively used to relocate the community, 
as they requested. Given that there are reportedly 30 
currently unresolved cases, many of which receive 
government aid in the form of housing and stipends, the 
economic burden on the state of Chiapas - one of Mexico’s 
most impoverished states - is substantial. Streamlining 
some of these funds into effectively resolving the 
situations which provoked the displacement in the first 
place, and assisting the victims to return to their homes 
or relocate when that is not possible, would be a better 
use of Chiapas’ resources.

Serious violations of religious freedom targeting 
religious minorities have occurred on a widespread basis 
in Chiapas and Hidalgo since the 1970s. Almost 40 years 
on, it is impossible to justify the government’s failure to 
address the issue in any comprehensive way. Instead, 
expulsions continue, religious tensions continue to be 
exploited for political and economic interests, and social 
instability continues to grow. Endemic corruption in the 
government and the growing presence of criminal groups 
involved in trafÏcking of humans, drugs, and protected 
biological resources, only add to this problem. 

Criminal violence is also having a chilling effect on 
religious freedom. In 2014 more Roman Catholic priests 
were murdered or disappeared in Mexico than in any other 
country in the world – this number has sharply increased 
in the two years since President Enrique Peña Nieto took 
ofÏce. The Catholic Multimedia Centre (CCM) has been 
documenting attacks on priests since 2010, and told CSW 
they believe that priests and other church leaders are 
targeted with the specific intention of intimidating the 
Roman Catholic Church on the local and national level. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CSW carried out a fact-finding visit, accompanied by 
a representative of its Mexican partner organisation 
Impulso 18, to the Federal District and to the states of 
Hidalgo and Chiapas in southern Mexico from 12 April 
to 25 April 2015. The primary objective of the visit was 
to interview victims of religious freedom violations, 
including those who have been forcibly displaced because 
of their faith, and to assess any progress in government 
action to resolve cases which CSW raised in last year’s 
assignment report.1 Another priority of the visit was 
to learn more about the impact of organised criminal 
violence on religious freedom in the country. CSW met 
local activists and organisations who represent and are 
accompanying these victims on the state and regional 
levels, as well as Protestant and Catholic church leaders, 
the Chiapas State Human Rights Commission (CEDHC), 
the Hidalgo State Human Rights Commission (CEDHH), 
the Executive Secretary of the National Human Rights 
Commission (CNDH), the director of the regional ofÏce of 
the CNDH in San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, and the 
leadership of the Chiapas State Council of Evangelical 
Churches. 

The conclusion is that freedom of religion or belief 
continues to be violated with impunity in both Hidalgo 
and Chiapas. Cases in the state of Veracruz, in the areas 
bordering Hidalgo, were also raised with CSW. The 
violations here include deprivation of basic services 
including water and electricity, deprivation of access 
to an education, arbitrary detention, forced conversion, 
physical violence, expropriation of property and forced 
displacement. In all these cases, the victims are targeted 
on the basis of their religious beliefs. 

At best, the state and municipal governments are unable 
or unwilling to protect the religious freedom of their 
citizens and to address these human rights violations. 
At worst, they are passively or actively complicit in the 
violations of religious freedom. At least one appointed 
state level government ofÏcial was accused, by name, by 
multiple communities in Hidalgo of publicly stating that 
it is his responsibility to protect the majority and that 
religious minorities must participate in and contribute 
to activities linked to religious beliefs that are not their 
own. In Chiapas, the state government failed to meet its 
own deadline to fulfil a written promise to resolve seven 
outstanding cases from previous years. In only one of the 
seven cases has the government facilitated the return of 
a forcibly displaced community, and the return is based 
on restrictions set by village leaders. These restrictions 
flagrantly violate Mexico’s constitution by continuing 
to place severe restrictions on freedom of religion or 

1  CSW, ‘Mexico: Assignment report’, 29 May 2014 www.csw.
org.uk/2014/05/29/report/2041/article.htm

www.csw.org.uk/2014/05/29/report/2041/article.htm
www.csw.org.uk/2014/05/29/report/2041/article.htm
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Again, Catholic leaders pointed to the government’s 
failure to properly investigate these cases as a key factor 
in the development of a culture of impunity. 

It is CSW’s view that the state government is unable or 
unwilling to address the ongoing and severe violations of 
religious freedom in Chiapas and Hidalgo. Many victims 
have now waited years for justice only to see their cases 
ignored or even archived by the government ofÏcials 
responsible for helping them. Given the serious nature 
of the violations, the severe physical and economic 
insecurity in which the victims are living, and the length 
of time that has passed in many of these open cases, CSW 
calls on the federal government to engage, as a matter of 
urgency, with the Chiapas and Hidalgo state governments 
to find an effective resolution to outstanding and current 
cases of religious freedom violations, and to begin to 
build a culture of tolerance and respect for fundamental 
human rights including religious freedom, at every 
level from the local villages to the governor’s ofÏce. In 
the same way, investigations into attacks on religious 
leaders must be carried out swiftly and thoroughly and 
those responsible must be brought to justice, in order to 
break down the culture of impunity and ensure that civil 
society, including religious organisations, is protected 
under the rule of law. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
To the state governments of Chiapas, Hidalgo and 

Veracruz:

Give regular training in mediation and in human •	
rights law, particularly pertaining to religious freedom to 
government ofÏcials responsible for religious affairs and 
human rights;

Provide the State Commissions for Human Rights •	
and the government ofÏcials responsible for addressing 
violations of religious freedom with sufÏcient resources 
to carry out their duties;

Ensure that government ofÏcials who have been shown •	
to be derelict in their duties to uphold religious freedom 
and to attend to cases of violations of religious freedom, 
are removed from their positions and, in the most serious 
cases, sanctioned;

Pursue legal action against all individuals and groups •	
responsible for violations of religious freedom and other 
fundamental rights, to hold them to account for their 
actions. Individuals and groups who have committed 
criminal offences should be charged and prosecuted 
according to the law;

Carry out thorough investigations and prosecute those •	
responsible for the violations committed in all the cases 
listed in this report;

Ensure and facilitate a safe and timely return for the •	
victims of forced displacement in Chiapas and Hidalgo 
and compensation for illegal loss of property, including 
provision for adequate and safe resettlement when 
return is not possible;

Ensure that the State Commissions for Human Rights •	
continues to actively engage with local non-governmental 
organisations working on the issue of religious freedom 
and with victims of religious freedom violations, to 

continue to raise the profile of the issue, give a voice to 
the victims, and contribute to a culture of tolerance and 
freedom of religion in their respective states.

To the government of Mexico:

Uphold legal guarantees for freedom of religion •	
and belief, and ensure that where other laws apply, for 
example in communities governed by the Law of Uses 
and Customs, these be practised in accordance with 
Mexico’s constitution and its international human rights 
obligations;

Initiate and permanently maintain active engagement •	
with state governments on issues of religious freedom, 
in order to address these problems systematically and 
efÏciently;

Ensure that government ofÏcials who have been shown •	
to be derelict in their duties to uphold religious freedom 
and to address cases of violations of religious freedom, 
are removed from their positions and, in the most serious 
cases, sanctioned;

Ensure that the National Human Rights Commission, •	
individual state commissions for human rights, and the 
National Council for the Prevention of Discrimination 
continue their work monitoring and investigating 
cases of religious freedom violations and religious 
discrimination;

Ensure that the National Human Rights Commission •	
investigates the failure of the government to resolve the 
approximately 30 cases of religious freedom violations 
in Chiapas documented by COOC, re-opens the cases of 
Lázaro Cardenas de Chilil and Unión Juárez, and publicly 
urges the Chiapas state government to implement all 
recommendations;

Ensure that the National Human Rights Commission •	
re-designates religious minorities as a category of 
vulnerable groups;

Ensure that thorough and transparent investigations •	
into attacks on religious leaders are carried out and 
that those responsible for attacks on church leaders are 
brought to justice. 
 
To the European Union (EU) and member states:

Regularly engage with the Mexican federal and •	
Chiapas, Hidalgo and Veracruz state governments on 
cases and issues related to violations of freedom of 
religion or belief, and encourage them to implement the 
recommendations above, in line with the Guidelines on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief;

Ensure that the EU delegation in Mexico City actively •	
monitors cases of violations of freedom of religion 
or belief, and raises those discussed in this report as a 
matter of urgency with the Mexican government;

Ensure that the EU delegation in Mexico City works •	
closely with the National Human Rights Commission, the 
National Council for the Prevention of Discrimination, 
and the Chiapas and Hidalgo State Commissions for 
Human Rights, on issues related to freedom of religion or 
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belief, and cooperates in awareness-raising and capacity-
building within government institutions;

Ensure that the EU delegation in Mexico City develops •	
and maintains ties with civil society groups working on 
the issue of freedom of religion or belief, and works with 
them in awareness-raising and capacity-building on the 
subject within Mexican civil society at the national and 
state level, with a particular focus on Chiapas, Hidalgo and 
other states where there is a high incidence of religious 
freedom violations.

To the United States (US):

Regularly engage with the Mexican government on •	
cases and issues related to violations of freedom of 
religion or belief and encourage them to implement the 
recommendations above, in line with the International 
Religious Freedom Act;

Ensure that the US embassy and consulates in Mexico •	
actively monitors cases of violations of freedom of 
religion or belief, in particular those mentioned in this 
report, feeding these back to the State Department for use 
in its reports and designation of countries of particular 
concern;

Ensure that the US embassy and consulates in Mexico •	
work closely with the National Human Rights Commission, 
the National Council for the Prevention of Discrimination, 
and the Chiapas, Hidalgo and Veracruz State Commissions 
for Human Rights on issues related to freedom of religion 
or belief, and cooperate in awareness-raising and 
capacity-building within government institutions;

Ensure that the US embassy and consulates in Mexico •	
develops and maintains ties with civil society groups 
working on the issue of freedom of religion or belief, 
and works with them in awareness-raising and capacity-
building on the subject within Mexican civil society at 
the national and state level, with a particular focus on 
Chiapas, Hidalgo and other states where there is a high 
incidence of religious freedom violations.

INTRODUCTION

“Show me where in the Mexican constitution it says it is 
a crime to be evangelical. Then, if you can show me, go 

ahead and put me in jail!”

A Protestant member of Ranch Viejo village in 
Hidalgo state

Chiapas is one of Mexico’s most diverse states in terms 
of religious belief2 and both Hidalgo and Chiapas 
boast some of the largest and most varied indigenous 
populations in the country. In theory this should be a 
point of pride. Sadly, this diversity has been manipulated 
to provoke division on the grassroots level. Chiapas has 
the highest number of violations of religious freedom in 
the country and Hidalgo is not far behind; many of these 
violations are severe. Successive state governments have 
shown themselves to be unable or unwilling to address 
religious intolerance in both states. They have ignored 
recommendations on such cases from the state and 
federal levels, including from the National Human Rights 
Commission. 

It should be noted that on a visit in 2014, CSW spoke to 
various contacts who gave specific examples of individual, 
state level civil servants in Chiapas who appeared 
to be genuinely interested in addressing and finding 
constructive solutions to ongoing religious freedom 
violations. Many of these individuals were struggling to 
fulfil their responsibilities with a ludicrously insufÏcient 
budget and extremely limited staff; they often paid for 
travel and other expenses incurred in the course of their 
work out of their own pockets. Rather than reward their 
dedication, however, at least one of these civil servants 
was removed from her position in the past year after she 
consistently raised serious religious freedom violations 
with the state government. This indicates a systemic 
problem within the state government when it comes to 
upholding religious freedom, reaching to the highest 
levels. It is reflective of a deeply entrenched political and 
bureaucratic culture that prefers to ignore the victims of 
religious freedom violations, an already marginalised and 
vulnerable population, rather than formulate an effective 
strategy to tackle the root causes of the violations. 

It should also be emphasised that the victims of 
religious freedom violations in Chiapas and Hidalgo are 
a marginalised community within a larger marginalised 
community. The majority come from indigenous villages 
where Spanish is a second language, if spoken at all, 
and from impoverished communities with low levels 
of education and access to power. Most violations of 
religious freedom are instigated on the local or municipal 
level by local authorities who abuse legal autonomy under 
the Law of Uses and Customs, granted to indigenous 
communities and meant to help preserve their culture. 

2  According to the 2010 federal census 58% of Mexicans 
living in Chiapas identified as Roman Catholic. This is 
considerably lower than any other state. In contrast, 86.8% of 
Mexicans living in Hidalgo identify as Roman Catholic.
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Typically in such cases the local authorities proclaim their 
village or municipality to be exclusive to one particular 
religion, prohibit the entry of members of other faiths, 
make participation in activities related to the ‘ofÏcial’ 
religion compulsory, and attempt to force inhabitants who 
practise other faiths to convert to the declared ‘ofÏcial’ 
religion. While in some cases religious leaders have been 
actively involved in stirring up religious tensions, these 
acts of religious intolerance are not always sanctioned 
by leaders from the ‘ofÏcial’ religion. CSW heard that 
in one case a Catholic priest had been forcibly expelled 
and the local bishop threatened, after they protested 
the mistreatment of Protestant Christians by the village 
authorities who had declared the village ‘Catholic only’. 

The cases are complex; the nebulous nature of the Law 
of Uses and Customs, combined with the government’s 
lack of will to deal with violations of religious freedom 
proactively and hold those responsible for criminal 
actions to account, leads to widespread abuse of the 
autonomy granted under the Law of Uses and Customs. 
While in some instances it appears to be clearly a case 
of a majority religious group persecuting a minority for 
reasons rooted in their cultural and religious beliefs, 
others appear to have political or economic motivations 
masked under the justification of a ‘defence of culture’ 
and the Law of Uses and Customs. It is worth noting 
that in three of the Chiapas cases outlined below, the 
communities involved are not indigenous and as such do 
not have the right to apply the Law of Uses and Customs; 
village authorities in those three cases have done so 
anyway. In the absence of any state response to defend 
and uphold religious freedom, however, the end result in 
all these cases is the same: members of minority religious 
groups are systematically targeted by the authorities for 
the arbitrary deprivation of services including water and 
electricity, arbitrary detention, acts of violence and finally 
forced displacement. 

During the course of CSW’s visit to Hidalgo and Chiapas, 
representatives of the organisation met with victims from 
more than 30 communities who had experienced serious 
violations of freedom of religion or belief. CSW was able 
to hold a more in depth interview with some of the victims 
and these cases are outlined below. While each case is 
distinct in terms of the religious groups involved and also 
in relation to the motivations of those responsible for the 
forced expulsions, they share two key elements:

1.	 In every case the victims were specifically 
targeted because of their religious beliefs.

2.	 In every case the local, municipal, state and 
federal governments have been delinquent in their 
obligations under the Mexican constitution and the 
international treaties and covenants to which it is 
party, and have failed to uphold the fundamental 
rights of Mexican citizens, including the rights to 
religious freedom, assembly, expression, bodily 
integrity and property.

Hidalgo3

Chichiltepec, Tlanchinol 
Municipality

A campaign targeting the Protestant minority in 
Chichiltepec began in April 2014 when the village 
authorities attempted to force them to sign a document 
prohibiting them from belonging to any non-Roman 
Catholic religion. The Protestants refused to do so, but 
the village leaders signed the document, which they 
claimed was binding on the community.

On 12 March 2015 Casto Hernández Hernández received a 
summons while at work, to appear at a special meeting of 
the village council to discuss community concerns. When 
he presented himself at the meeting, he was informed of 
complaints that he had been hosting non-Roman Catholic 
religious meetings in his home. The local authorities 
produced a document that stated that he renounced all 
his rights as a member of the community and that he was 
surrendering all his property to the community, including 
his land and house. When Casto Hernández Hernández 
refused to sign, they imprisoned him and his cousin, who 
had accompanied him to the meeting. The two men were 
held for 30 hours in unhygienic conditions in a cell with 
no bathroom. Casto Hernández Hernández was removed 
from the cell twice during this period to try to force him 
to sign the document.

The men were released just after midnight in the early 
hours of 14 March but told they had 18 hours to leave 
the community. They are now displaced and are staying 
in the city of Huejutla de Reyes, where Casto Hernández 
Hernández has a part time job. Around 17 other 
Protestants in the village were allowed to stay after they 
renounced their faith. Their pastor, who does not live in 
the village, is unable to enter now as the village leaders 
have prohibited any ‘outsiders’ from entering. 

The municipal and state authorities, whose responsibility 
it is to address these human rights violations, have taken 
no action to help the victims, and neither has the federal 
government. The case has been filed with the State 
Commission for Human Rights and the victims have also 
filed a criminal case; however, their lawyer was unable to 
attend key court hearings, and there is reason to believe 
she was intimidated and was not willing or able to give 

3  CSW’s visit to Hidalgo focused on the Huasteca region, 
a larger geographical and cultural region located along the 
Gulf of Mexico and which also includes parts of the states of 
Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Puebla, San Luis Potosí, Querétaro, and 
Guanajuato. The community in La Esperanza, Zontecomatlán 
municipality (see p.10) is in the Huasteca but over the border 
in Veracruz state. However, CSW conducted the interview with 
a group who had travelled to meet us in Hidalgo state.
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adequate support. CSW worked with Impulso 18 to raise 
funds to contract new legal representation for the two 
men.

A hearing with the State Commission for Human Rights on 
21 April focused on the religious intolerance instigated by 
the village delegate, Jesús Domínguez Hernández. New 
evidence was presented including a photograph showing 
the two men in detention, and a 40-minute video of the 
assembly at which Casto Hernández Hernández was 
pressured to renounce his faith. A local representative 
from the State Human Rights Commission also gave 
testimony to support Casto and Juan Placido’s case.  

Casto Hernández Hernández said, “Because of the 
delegate’s intolerance, he would not allow us to preach 
the word of God. He imprisoned me after he tried to force 
me to renounce my faith in writing but I would not do 
it.” 

In response to the complaint, village delegate Jesús 
Domínguez Hernández admitted to some of the actions 
he was accused of but claimed that he acted in ignorance 
of the law. The new evidence was also presented in the 
same week at the hearing with the Public Ministry, at which 
two new witnesses came forward to give oral testimony 
on behalf of Casto Hernández Hernández. Despite initial 
concerns about impartiality and due process by church 
leaders, lawyers representing the men were positive 
about both court hearings. However, since the hearings, 
both Casto and Juan Placido have received death threats 
and are facing intense pressure to withdraw their case 
and pursue an informal, non-legally binding resolution.

Otecoch, Huasalingo 
Municipality 

There are three Protestant families living in Otecoch, 
who converted and were baptised together in May 2009, 
and are afÏliated with the Unión de Iglesias Evangélicas 
Mexicanas. The former village delegate, Agustin Antonio 
Gerol, has led efforts to restrict their freedom of religion 
or belief and pressured them to contribute financially to 
the annual festival honouring the village patron saint. 
Despite the pressure they have continued to refuse to 
pay the contribution. 

The village authorities have prohibited them from 
speaking about their faith outside their homes, have 
threatened to confiscate their land, and prohibited them 
from holding any kind of religious activity inside the 
village. As a result the three families are forced to walk 
to another community, about an hour away, to attend 
religious services there. The group expressed fear that 
the village leaders will follow through on their threats to 
confiscate their land, which is their only source of income. 
They were doubtful that the state government would take 

any action to protect their rights. 

Los Parajes, Huejutla 
Municipality

The group of six Protestant families in Los Parajes, who 
are all afÏliated with Betel Church of the El Caminos de 
la Biblia denomination, were forcibly displaced in 2009. 
They were tied up and beaten, and their homes were 
destroyed. They had been experiencing pressure to 
convert back to Roman Catholicism since 2000. 

On 22 January 2010 they returned to Los Parajes after an 
agreement was signed by the leaders of the community 
to allow for their return; however, they were instructed by 
the Hidalgo state government sub-secretary in Huejutla 
de Reyes, Jose Antonio Vital, that because they were a 
minority they were obligated to submit themselves to the 
will of the majority. After their return and as part of the 
government agreement they were forced by local leaders 
to contribute financial gifts and physical labour to Roman 
Catholic festivals. 

Despite complying with the compulsory contributions for 
the past five years the Protestants continued to be harassed 
because of their faith: for example, their access to water 
was blocked on three occasions; and so they decided to 
stop contributing this year. The local pastor told CSW that 
the group was prepared to cooperate financially and with 
labour in any community work except that of a religious 
nature. However, the village authorities demanded that 
the head of each family pay 500 pesos (USD32 or GBP21) 
as a contribution to patron saint festivals, by 30 April. In 
addition, two of the Protestant men have been appointed 
by the village authorities to act in a leadership position 
in the Roman Catholic patron saint festival. If they refuse 
to cooperate, the village authorities have threatened to 
confiscate their land. 

The authorities also threatened to cut off the government 
assistance available to all members of the community, 
but were apparently informed by state ofÏcials that they 
were not authorised to do so. 

Rancho Viejo, Huejutla 
municipality

There are three Protestant families in Rancho Viejo, and 
five Protestant families from other villages regularly join 
them for worship because non-Catholic religious activities 
are banned in their villages. They are all members of 
the Monte de Olivos church, which is afÏliated with 
the Ministerio Cristiano de Restauración ‘Bet Tefilah’ 
denomination and which has been present in Rancho 
Viejo for around 30 years. In June 2014 a group of about 
300 men from the community tried to force a female 
member of the Protestant church to sign a legal agreement 
committing her, her sister-in-law and her mother-in-law 
to take charge of maintaining the flowers placed on the 
altar in the Roman Catholic church. Although she refused 
to sign the agreement, at the time of writing village 
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authorities are still trying to force her to comply. In the 
same month local authorities issued a decree reinforcing 
their stance that the Protestants are obligated, under the 
Law of Uses and Customs, to participate in ‘the traditions 
of the village’.4

This year the village authorities declared that all members 
of the community, including the Protestants, must 
contribute either 500 or 300 pesos (GBP21 or GBP12/
USD32 or USD19), depending on their status in the 
community, to the patron saint festivals to be held from 
7 to 12 June, and that they must all participate actively in 
the public procession behind the saint. They were given 
a deadline of 30 April for the financial contribution. The 
former village commissioner, whose surname is Pascaso, 
has led the efforts to pressure the Protestants to comply. 
The village authorities have threatened to ban the 
Protestant children from attending school, to cut off the 
families’ water and electricity, and to throw them out of 
their homes if they do not meet the authorities’ demands. 
Requests to state government ofÏcials to protect their 
religious freedom have been unsuccessful. 

According to a Protestant leader, the state sub-secretary 
for Huejutla de Reyes, Jose Antonio Vital, told them he 
could not help them since they were only three families. 
He tried to persuade them to comply with the demands 
and asked them if their ‘lives were really worth 300 pesos’. 
Another Protestant leader said that an ofÏcial at the 
Hidalgo State Human Rights Commission told the group 
that it was their duty to participate in the ‘traditional’ 
religious activities. 

The group pointed out that they continue to cooperate 
actively and to participate both financially and with 
physical labour in all non-religious community projects 
and activities. One member of the group told CSW, “We 
aren’t here to make trouble for anyone. We just want to 
say what has been happening and what is happening in 
our community. This is happening all over the Huasteca.”

Calmecate, Huejutla 
Municipality

Six families (20 adults and 13 children) attend the Nueva 
Jerusalen church, which is led by the same pastor from 
Rancho Viejo and also afÏliated with the Ministerio 
Cristiano de Restauración ‘Bet Tefilah’. The church has 
been present in Calmecate for 12 years but the village 
authorities have prohibited them from building a church, 
so they meet in the home of an elderly member. This 
year she came under intense pressure from the village 
authorities after she refused to contribute financially and 
with physical labour to the village patron saint festival 
held on 19 March. The village council threatened to assign 
her the duties of ‘chapel president’, which would involve 
overseeing all of the activities associated with the patron 
saint festival. In the end two village leaders came to her 
home and forced her to pay the obligatory contribution of 
500 pesos (GBP21 or USD32). Because she does not have 
a regular income this meant going without food for a few 

4  See Appendix A

days. They did not force her to act as chapel president, 
but told her that next year it would be her turn. 

She told CSW that the village leaders regularly named 
Protestant members of the community to Roman Catholic 
committees. “Government ofÏcials won’t get involved 
unless someone dies. The authorities don’t respect the 
law. We want freedom. What happens the day we refuse 
to pay [for the patron saint festivals]?”

Tamlcuatitla, Huejutla 
Municipality

The Protestant church has existed in Tamlcuatitla for 
approximately 24 years – it is currently not afÏliated with 
a denomination because of their former denomination’s 
failure to support them when they began to experience 
serious violations of freedom of religion or belief. 
Protestants regularly receive threats and there is a village 
prohibition on sharing their faith in public. The village 
authorities are threatening to block the Protestant women 
from receiving government benefits which all women in 
the village receive. One of the church members showed 
CSW death threats he had received via text message on 
the day of our meeting. 

The group told CSW that the problems are most severe 
around the time of religious festivals including the 
patron saint celebrations, when they are forced to 
contribute financially and with physical labour to the 
activities. However, they said, they continue to come 
under different types of pressure throughout the year. 
Since last November’s Day of the Dead celebrations the 
Protestants have been prohibited from using the public 
graveyard.5 However, they are still forced to clean the 
graveyard every two months. They told CSW they are 
praying “that no one dies”.

When asked if they had filed complaints about the 
situation they said they had not: “It’s not worth it. Not 
only do [government ofÏcials] not do anything but they 
often make the situation worse so we are left to deal with 
the situation on our own. We try to explain the laws, some 
people have listened and understood us. Our request has 
always been that the government talk to the [village] 
delegates to explain to them what their duties are and 
what they are not. Delegates should not be involved in 
religion affairs. They need training.”

5  In the 19th century the Mexican government made all 
cemeteries state property and for the use of the general public 
regardless of their religious beliefs.
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Xiquila, Huejutla Municipality

There has been a church in Xiquila for about 30 years, 
and there are currently 122 Protestants out of a total 
village population of about 3,000. They belong to the 
Nueva Jerusalen Church which is linked to the United 
Pentecostal Churches denomination. They came under 
intense pressure in 2004 to leave the village, but resisted. 
Since then the situation has been calm, although they are 
obligated to participate in the patron saint festivals with 
financial contributions and physical labour. Although 
this is contrary to their beliefs, they expressed concern 
to CSW that if they refused to do this, it would lead to 
serious problems for them again. 

Tres de Marzo, San Felipe 
Orizatlan Municipality

There are three families and a total of 27 Protestants in 
Tres de Marzo. Any Protestant activity is strictly prohibited 
so the families are forced to sneak out of the village and 
go to the municipal capital of San Felipe Orizatlan to 
worship. On 5 April 2014 some of the Protestants invited 
their cousin, who is also a pastor, to visit. He preached in 
one of their homes without incident. 

When the pastor departed on his moped, he was met by 16 
men from the village waiting for him about 250m outside 
the village. They began to interrogate him and tried to 
pull him off the moped. They cut his backpack off with 
machetes and slashed at his arms, but he used the moped 
handlebars as a shield; he believes he would otherwise 
have lost his hand. After about ten minutes some of 
the Protestants from the village arrived, demanded to 
know what was happening, and put a stop to the attack. 
However, the pastor is now banned from the village and 
was told that if he returns they will burn him alive. He 
filed a complaint with a ‘conciliatory judge’ in San Felipe 
de Orizatlan but he is not aware that any action has been 
taken. 

The pastor told CSW, “The people think they are above 
the law, it doesn’t matter what a judge says. They don’t 
respect the law. Everything there is outside the law.”

Atempa, Calnali Municipality

There are around 30 Protestants in Atempa who meet 
together to study the Bible in the home of one of the 
group members. They have not been allowed to build a 
church or to engage in any religious activity outside their 
homes. 

The local authorities have threatened the Protestants with 
expulsion if they do not participate actively in the Roman 
Catholic festivals. In December the village council named 
one of the Protestant leaders as steward of the Roman 

Catholic activities in 2015 (there are three main festivals: 
13 May, 1-2 July and 24-25 December). His duties will 
include providing the food for the festivals, for which he 
will need to slaughter and prepare two or three pigs. He 
will also be obligated to lead the procession of the saint 
while holding up the icon. The Protestant children are 
also forced to participate in Roman Catholic celebrations 
at the local state school.

CSW was told that there is a group of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in the village who are facing the same kind of problems. 

A church leader told CSW that they are prepared to 
participate and contribute to all non-religious community 
activities, but the village authorities will not accept 
this and have threatened to expel them if they do not 
comply. 

Veracruz 

La Esperanza, Zontecomatlán 
Municipality

There are around 100 Protestants in La Esperanza out of 
a total population of about 4,000. The Manantial de Vida 
church has existed in the village for eight years, but they 
have not been allowed to build a church and are forced to 
meet outside. The group has come under intense pressure 
to take an active role in Roman Catholic activities and 
has been threatened with mass expulsion if they do not 
comply. 

The village authorities are currently demanding that the 
Protestants assist with building a new Roman Catholic 
church, that they contribute financially to the patron 
saint festivals on 19 March and 24 December, and that 
they act as hosts for the festivals by providing food to the 
entire village. These duties entail a cost of approximately 
6,000-7,000 pesos (USD390-460 or GBP250-300) per 
family.

The Protestants sought help from the municipal president, 
Adrian Feliciano Martinez, but said that when he came to 
the village to settle the problem, he took the side of the 
Roman Catholics and stated that the Protestants had to 
‘fulfil their responsibilities’.

Chiapas 

The Group of Seven

In January 2015 seven communities suffering long term 
violations of freedom of religion or belief signed an 
agreement6 with the Chiapas state government in which 
the authorities committed themselves to resolve these 
seven cases, setting themselves deadlines for each case, 
with a final deadline of 6 April for full implementation of 
the agreement. This agreement was reached after a group 

6  See Appendix B
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of forcibly displaced Protestants from Buenavista Bahuitz 
held a month-long sit-in in front of the government palace 
in Tuxtla Gutierrez in November 2014.

However, to date only one of the seven communities has 
seen its situation ‘resolved’, in that they have returned 
to the community from which they were displaced, but 
under conditions that continue to severely restrict their 
freedom of religion or belief. The other groups continue 
to wait for the government to take action to fulfil its 
promises. These cases are all outlined below. 

Buenavista Bahuitz Village, Las Margaritas 
Municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

The Buenavista Bahuitz group, originally expelled from 
their village in 2012, returned under an agreement 
negotiated with the local authorities by the state 
government in March 2015. The members of the group, 
who belong to the ‘House of Prayer’ (Casa de Oración) 
Protestant church which is linked to the Living Faith (Fe 
Viviente) denomination, had been expelled from their 
village on 23 July 2012.  

Representatives from the group expressed concern 
that they signed an initial agreement7 with the state 
government which laid out the conditions of their return 
in early March, only to find upon their return that another 
agreement had been made with the village authorities. 
The final agreement8 included a fine of 10,000 pesos per 
family ($650 or £430), which the Protestants had refused 
to pay. In the end the government provided the money 
for the fine, against their wishes, and compelled their 
lawyer to hand over the money9 as if the Protestants had 
paid it themselves. 

Of even greater concern, the agreement which was signed 
by state ofÏcials compels the Protestants to contribute to 
village religious festivals, confines their worship to inside 
their homes, prohibits their use of audio equipment, and 
forbids them to share their faith. It contains a line which 
commands the Protestants to instruct their children that 
they are also forbidden from speaking about their faith. 

On top of this, the government has failed to fulfil promises 
to provide financial support to help the families restore 
their homes. During their two and a half year absence, 
the other villagers used their homes as a rubbish dump, 
and the Protestants found human waste and the remains 
of dead animals inside their homes, upon their return. 
Representatives from the group indicated that they 
thought it would cost about 7,000 pesos to make them 
habitable: aid promised by the government to do so has 
not materialised. 

The 2012 displacement was the group’s second 
expulsion; religious tensions emerged in 2008 and 
worsened after the Catholic catechist’s son converted to 
Protestantism, culminating in the first expulsion of the 

7  See Appendix C
8  See Appendix D
9  See Appendix E

Protestants in 2010. The group returned the same year 
after agreements guaranteeing religious freedom were 
endorsed by village authorities. Unfortunately, once 
they returned this agreement was not upheld by the 
village authorities. Threats and acts of violence against 
the Protestant community escalated, including arbitrary 
detention and sexual attacks, leading to the second 
forced displacement in 2012. 

Mariano Matamoros Village, Venustiano 
Carranza Municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

Hostilities targeting the Protestants, composed of 37 
families and three different Protestant denominations,10 
began in May 2012. The village authorities have made 
numerous public declarations, including placing a 
sign at the entrance to the village, stating that entry 
is prohibited to non-Catholics. Members of the group 
have experienced physical violence at the hands of 
village authorities; this included an elderly woman who 
was punched in the throat and thrown to the ground. 
Some individuals have been arbitrarily detained in 
an effort to force them to ‘re-convert’ to Catholicism. 
Members of the group also expressed concern that 
their land and homes, all private property, had been 
confiscated by the village authorities and arbitrarily 
given to others. This is not an indigenous community.

The January agreement includes commitments from 
the government that the land that had been arbitrarily 
confiscated would be returned to the rightful owners. 
It also contains a clause that states that the Protestants 
will not be compelled by the authorities to participate in 
religious activities. While no specific deadline is set, the 
government has not made any progress in implementing 
the agreement and in the interim, the village authorities 
have issued a new decree, signed and stamped by 
municipal authorities in March.11 This new decree prohibits 
the Protestants from buying or selling and sets a fine of 
5,000 pesos (£210) for anyone caught defying the ban. 
Those targeted by the ban are all small scale farmers or 
small business owners, so the impact on them is severe. 
The prohibition on buying goods is also likely to have a 
devastating impact in terms of the nutrition and health 
of the targeted group. Despite the illegal acts which 
have occurred, including illegal appropriation of private 
property, physical attacks, and arbitrary detention, no 
charges have been filed against those responsible. 

10  The three denominations are Independent Christian 
Church (Iglesia Cristiana Independiente), the Independent 
Pentecostal Church (Iglesia Pentecostal Independiente) and 
the Apostolic Church (Iglesia Apostólica),
11  See Appendix F
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Yashtinín Village, San Cristóbal de las Casas 
Municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

Forty individuals (12 families), including young children 
and very elderly men and women, have been living 
in cramped communal accommodation in a former 
homeless shelter in San Cristóbal de las Casas since 
their violent expulsion from Yashtinín, a non-indigenous 
village, in 2012. In the first year after their displacement 
the authorities continued to send vagrants to the shelter, 
putting the shelter far over capacity and adding to the 
community’s sense of insecurity. An 18-month-old girl 
from Yashtinín died in her sleep that year, likely due to 
asphyxiation related to the overcrowded conditions. 
The manager of the shelter had a habit of turning off the 
electricity supply to the building in the evenings; the lack 
of any light in very close quarters meant that the child’s 
condition went unseen by the parents until dawn, at 
which point it was too late.

Conditions have grown considerably worse in recent 
years as the municipal government regularly failed to 
pay the water and electricity bills and both services were 
cut off. Payments were recently resumed and services 
restored following public pressure from the group and 
COOC. The group has not received financial aid for food 
and other necessities from the government on a regular 
basis; when they make complaints they receive small 
dispensations. The children in the community have been 
barred from attending school as the families could not 
produce paperwork from the school in Yashtinín; no 
allowances were made for the condition under which 
the group was expelled from Yashtinín, which make it 
impossible for them to access this paperwork, and the 
government has not intervened to assist them. As a result 
the children have gone three years without being able to 
attend school. 

The group, all members of the Living Faith denomination, 
were the victims of mob violence orchestrated by village 
authorities. Catholic church leaders who attempted 
to intervene on behalf of the Protestants were also 
threatened with expulsion. Members of the group 
told CSW that some members of the community were 
threatened with fines if they did not join the mobs and 
participate in the violence. Most of the Protestant men, 
including boys, were arbitrarily detained and imprisoned 
in an attempt to force them to renounce their faith. Village 
authorities also tried to compel them to sign a document 
afÏrming their expulsion. When the group was finally 
expelled, they began the journey to San Cristóbal de las 
Casas on foot – with one young man carrying a 90-year-
old man on his back. 

The situation is complicated by reports of ongoing illegal 
activities in the area where the community is located. The 
group’s representatives told CSW that those engaged in 
the illegal activities view the Protestants as a threat to 

their influence, and are using religion and the Law of Uses 
and Customs as a pretext to expel them. They expressed 
concern for members of their family still in Yashtinín, in 
particular the elderly grandfather and aunt of the church 
leader, who have been subjected to continuing threats 
of violence. In light of ongoing security concerns, the 
January agreement with the government stipulated that 
the group would be relocated to new properties by the 
San Cristóbal de las Casas municipal government by 15 
February. The agreement also included a commitment 
that the State Secretary for Social Development would 
build the families new homes on the properties, to be 
completed 24 days after ownership of the new properties 
had been transferred to the families. Finally the state 
government also committed to granting each family 
15,000 pesos (£645 or $990) to help them establish their 
new homes by 7 April, and to providing them with social 
programmes to help them develop a source of income. 
At the time of CSW’s visit in the week of 20 April, none 
of these promises had been fulfilled and the community 
was still living in the homeless shelter and reliant on 
irregular work in the informal sector to provide for 
their families. A verbal promise by the San Cristóbal de 
las Casas president was made to the group in mid-April 
that they would have the promised land by 30 April, but 
he resigned from ofÏce the following day, calling into 
question whether the promise would be kept. 

Lázaro Cardenas Chilil Village, Huixtán 
Municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

Four Protestant families were displaced from Chilil on 
22 November 2009. This is the oldest case currently 
represented by COOC – 24 individuals were originally 
expelled, but over their four and a half years of forced 
displacement eight babies have been born. The 
government has provided the group, members of the 
Communion of Believers of Mexico Biblical Church (Iglesia 
Bíblica Comunión de Creyentes de México), with housing, 
and gives them a small weekly allocation of money for 
basic needs.

CSW was told that the expulsion was instigated by Javier 
Martinez Vargas, a former member of the Chiapas state 
congress (afÏliated with the PRI political party). Mr 
Martinez Vargas unilaterally declared the village to be 
a ‘Catholic-only’ zone. According to the group, Catholic 
church leaders were not involved in their displacement. 
The women were the first to be expelled and were forced 
to sign a document confirming their expulsion. As in 
other cases, villagers who did not agree with the attacks 
on the Protestants were compelled by village authorities 
to participate in mob violence, and threatened with fines 
if they did not do so. 

A complaint was filed immediately afterwards, on 22 
November 2009, with the CNDH, which investigated the 
case and in September 2011 published its conclusions 
and recommendations.12 The CNDH found that the 
human rights (including religious freedom) of the group 
had been violated and that the Chiapas state governor, 

12  See Appendix A
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the president of the Chiapas state legislature and 
the Municipal Assembly of Huixtán were responsible 
for these violations. The CNDH went on to detail key 
recommendations which included the free return of 
the victims to their homes in Chilil, with guarantees of 
their right to exercise their religious freedom in Huixtán. 
Unfortunately, the CNDH reportedly archived its report 
and recommendations as fulfilled and the situation as 
resolved, after receiving falsified documentation from 
local and state government ofÏcials.

The group told CSW that they had been deceived by state 
ofÏcials, whom they named, into signing documents that 
were then sent to the CNDH as ‘proof’ that the case had 
been satisfactorily resolved. They were given a small 
amount of money as ‘reparations’ (although the amount 
did not cover their loss of land and homes) and told if 
they did not accept it and sign the documents, they would 
receive nothing at all. Ironically, despite the case being 
ofÏcially filed as resolved, the government continues to 
provide the group, as victims of forced displacement, 
with housing and financial aid. No one has been brought 
to justice for the illegal acts committed against the group, 
including the attempts at forced conversion and theft of 
property. 

At this point, the group agrees that given the lack of any 
guarantees of security in Chilil, the preferable option 
would be relocation. The January agreement provided 
for this, promising 175,000 pesos ($11,408 or £7,275) 
to each family to buy a new lot of land on which to live. 
In addition, the State Secretary for Social Development 
was to build houses for the group, 24 days after they 
took ownership of the new properties, and the state 
government was to provide 15,000 pesos ($977 or £624) 
for them to help establish their new homes and generate 
an income. The entire project was to have been completed 
by 26 March. At the time of CSW’s visit in the week of 20 
April only half the group had received the funds need to 
purchase the new properties, no homes had been built, 
and no other funds or support for development projects 
had materialised. 

Rosario Bahuitz, Las Margaritas municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

Two Protestant families were forcibly displaced in 
September 2013 after four years of religious tensions in 
the village of Rosario Bahuitz. During this four-year period, 
various agreements were made with the local authorities 
which committed the Protestants to contributions to and 
participation in Roman Catholic festivals and activities. 
At one point all the members of these families, including 
the children, were beaten and imprisoned. In 2012 the 
village authorities cut off the their water and electricity 
supply and destroyed their animal pens. This led to the 
group’s expulsion. 

The January agreement committed Las Margaritas 
municipality to provide the families with land for their 
relocation, and the state government to build homes no 
later than 24 days after the transfer of the property, to 
provide 15,000 pesos ($977 or £624) to help establish 
the new homes and generate an income, and to pay 

damages for agricultural fields that were lost due to the 
displacement. At the time of CSW’s visit the municipality 
had fulfilled its commitment to provide the land for the 
families’ relocation; however the state government had 
not taken any action on its obligations to provide houses, 
funds for the resettlement and damages for the property 
lost. 

Unión Juárez, La Trinitaria municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

On 11 February 2014 village authorities cut off the 
water and electricity supply to 25 Protestant families 
in Unión Juárez and arbitrarily detained one member of 
the community who attempted to reconnect his water 
supply. According to the COOC, the state government 
was notified immediately but was slow to respond. 
Exactly two months later the village council moved to 
cut the water supply to two additional families belonging 
to the Mount Tabor Evangelical Church, because of the 
Protestants’ continued refusal to participate actively in 
Catholic ceremonies. The group has been forced to obtain 
their water from the river. This water is contaminated and 
has led to a number of serious health issues, especially 
among the children. CSW was told that the Protestant 
children are also subjected to intense bullying at school. 
The village is not indigenous.

In the January agreement the state and municipal 
governments committed themselves to ‘quickly’ restoring 
the community’s access to water and electricity, either by 
reconnecting the existing supplies, or, if the community 
leaders would not agree to this, by providing them with 
regular deliveries of water. At the time of CSW’s visit 
no action had been taken to fulfil these promises. One 
Protestant member of the village attempted to reconnect 
his water himself, which led to the village leaders issuing 
a written decree in March13 prohibiting the Protestants 
from attempting to reconnect their water or electricity 
‘while negotiations were ongoing’.

Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, Palenque municipality
Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In August 2014, 42 Protestants saw their water and 
electricity cut off and access to their farmland blocked 
by the village council. The council justified its actions 
by referencing an old agreement which stipulates that 
the inhabitants of the village must be Roman Catholics 
and members of the PRI political party. In addition to 
having their water and electricity cut off and access to 
their farmland restricted, the Protestants were subjected 
to sustained harassment and attacks. According to the 
COOC the most serious of these attacks resulted in the 
hospitalisation of Juan Alvaro. Mr Alvaro was attacked and 
badly beaten on 30 March 2014 by Felipe de Jesús Cruz 

13  See Appendix G
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Damas, the son of a village council member. Although a 
complaint was filed and Mr Cruz Damas admitted guilt, 
the government declined to prosecute, and Mr Alvaro 
received no compensation for his injuries and hospital 
bills. Similarly, the municipal council has failed to respond 
to citations issued by religious affairs ofÏcials to restore 
the Protestants’ electricity and water.

The January agreement committed the state and 
municipal governments to providing land and homes for 
the relocation of four Protestant families. At the time 
of CSW’s visit in the week of 20 April, the government 
had provided the community with documentation which 
indicated that it would buy the land; however, the families 
have not received the deeds to the properties and are 
unsure as to their status. The government has not made a 
start on constructing the new homes.  

Making the matter even more complicated, after the 
village authorities learned that the families were to be 
relocated, they issued a deadline to them to leave the 
village by 26 April, despite the fact that they currently 
have nowhere to go. The situation was raised with the 
Chiapas State Commission for Human Rights in a meeting 
with CSW, the COOC, International Christian Concern and 
the Chiapas State Council of Evangelical Churches, and 
the state government sent police to the village to help 
keep the peace. Rocks were thrown at the Protestant 
pastor’s home during a religious meeting on 25 April 
but the Protestants were not forced to leave, probably 
due to the presence of the police. However, the situation 
remains tense.  

Puebla Village, Chenalhó 
Municipality
Represented by the Diocese and accompanied by the Fray 
Bartolomé de las Casas Centre for Human Rights

According to local contacts, Puebla is home to around 15 
different faith communities and churches, and only around 
5% of the population of Puebla identifies as Catholic. 
The Catholics are split into two groups, syncretistic 
‘traditionalist’ Catholics and Roman Catholics who have 
strong ties to the diocese, and there are tensions between 
these two groups as well. 

In August 2013, 15 families (13 traditionalist Catholic 
and two Baptist) were displaced from Puebla; however, 
they returned to their homes in mid-April 2014.  Local 
contacts told CSW that while the case appears resolved 
on the surface, the situation is still volatile. The problems 
have largely been instigated by members of one family 
who are divided between the traditionalist Catholics, 
the Presbyterians and the Roman Catholics. The August 
displacement followed an alleged dispute between the 
traditionalist Catholics and the Roman Catholics over a 
church property which the Roman Catholics wanted to 

demolish in order to build a new church. Both groups 
claimed the property. The village authorities, dominated 
by Presbyterians, found that the property legally belonged 
to the traditionalist Catholic group, based on historic 
documentation in the community. Notwithstanding this 
ruling the Roman Catholics proceeded with the demolition 
of the old church, and religious tensions grew. 

The group temporarily returned to Puebla in January 
2014, apparently without incident, in order to care for 
their crops. They then made a permanent return in mid-
April 2014. The group told CSW last year that they had 
not received any financial support from the government 
during their displacement, and economic hardship was a 
key factor in their decision to return. No one was held to 
account for a physical attack on and temporary arbitrary 
detention of the local Roman Catholic priest which 
precipitated the forced displacement, and local contacts 
alleged that the government paid off some of the local 
leaders in order to ‘resolve’ the situation. They raised 
concerns that as long as the government failed to address 
the root cause of the problem, the situation in the village 
remains unstable. 

Los Llanos Village, San 
Cristóbal de las Casas 
Municipality
Represented by Alas de Águila Church and Pastor Esdras 
Alonso González

The six Protestant families who were forcibly expelled 
from Los Llanos in early 2010 are currently being 
housed in a very basic communal room on the grounds 
of the Alas de Aguila Church. This is one of the oldest 
outstanding cases in the country. The group was forcibly 
displaced following the destruction of their church and 
an ultimatum from village authorities to renounce their 
Protestant beliefs in 2009. The group of 35 individuals 
receives a weekly allocation of 12,000 pesos14 (£545) 
from the government – approximately 342 pesos (£15) 
per person – which is insufÏcient to cover the costs of 
food, let alone other expenses including those associated 
with housing, school and transport.

The CNDH investigated this case and published its 
conclusions and recommendations in November 2011. 
The CNDH found that the human rights (including 
religious freedom) of the victims had been violated, and 
recommended that they be allowed to return to their 
homes. The Chiapas state government took no action to 
implement these recommendations. 

In June 2013, without support from the government, the 
group attempted to return. This attempt was met with 
violence. The victims were held against their will, doused 
with petrol and threatened with being burnt alive. State 
ofÏcials finally intervened but only to negotiate the 

14  The government does not give the money directly to the 
community. A government representative, accompanied by a 
community representative, uses the budget to purchase basic 
goods for the group each week.
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release of the group, which, as part of the subsequent 
agreement, was prohibited from filing charges against 
their attackers. 

In January 2014, the group received verbal promises from 
state government ofÏcials that they would be relocated 
by August 2014. In October 2014 a written agreement 
was signed by state government ofÏcials promising the 
group’s relocation as well as the construction of new 
homes, payment of damages and support with income 
generating projects by the end of February 2015. At the 
time of CSW’s visit in the week of 20 April 2015, no action 
had been taken to fulfil these promises.

Violations of freedom 
of religion or belief 
linked to organised 
crime

“A priest has always been someone sacred and of great 
respect in Mexico. The criminal groups have evolved; 

they’re not afraid of anyone. They want to shut the Church 
up. When you impose fear on a community they go quiet 

and you can act with complete impunity.” 

Father Omar Sotelo

During the first two years of President Enrique Peña 
Nieto’s term in ofÏce, targeted attacks by criminal groups 
on Roman Catholic priests skyrocketed, with a total of 
ten priests killed to date. In comparison 14 priests were 
killed during the entirety of the previous president’s 
six-year term. The Catholic Multimedia Centre (CCM), 
led by Father Omar Sotelo, has been documenting the 
impact of criminal violence on religious freedom across 
the country since 2000, most recently issuing a report 
on their findings, ‘The Risk of Being a Priest in Mexico’ in 
December 2014.15

According to the CCM’s data, 520 priests are currently 
being extorted or have received death threats. In the 
majority of cases, this consists of threatening phone 
calls, text messages or personal visits, and are often 
accompanied by demands for a percentage of the money 
collected by the church. In many cases, Father Sotelo 
said, the criminal group is also preoccupied with keeping 
the priest or lay leader quiet. He pointed out that priests 
who have worked for decades in a community know who 
everyone is and what they are involved in. Many of the 
threats consisted of a warning by the criminal group to 
the religious leader that ‘a good priest is a silent priest’.
The criminal groups’ reasons for targeting priests are 
varied. Father Sotelo commented that priests have 
historically held a revered and influential position on the 

15  The report is available in Spanish on CCM’s website 
www.ccm.org.mx/jccm/index.php?option=com_
k2&view=item&id=4910:reporte-anual-2014-el-riesgo-de-
ser-sacerdote-en-m%C3%A9xico

local level and that criminal groups view that influence as 
potentially dangerous to them, especially if through their 
preaching and ministry a priest is discouraging the youth 
or other members of the local population from engaging 
in violence and illegal activities. Discouraging youth 
from joining a criminal group can put a priest into direct 
conflict with the group. Social ministry, for example with 
victims of human trafÏcking, drug and alcohol addicts and 
especially with former members of criminal groups, can 
also put priests directly in the crosshairs of the criminal 
groups. In some cases criminal groups have tried to force 
priests to perform religious rites and have killed those 
who refused to go along with this. Father Sotelo gave the 
example of Father John Ssenyando, a Ugandan-born priest 
working in Guerrero, who disappeared in April and whose 
body was recovered in October. The local criminal group, 
Los Rojos, had kidnapped Father Ssenyando in order to 
force him to perform a baptism. When he refused to do 
so on the grounds that a baptism must only be carried out 
inside the church with consecrated water, they tortured 
and murdered him. 

 On 8 April, a few days before CSW’s arrival in Mexico, the 
body of Father Francisco Javier Gutiérrez Díaz, a 60-year-
old priest, was found in Guanajuato. He had disappeared 
two days earlier and had been executed with a bullet 
to the head. Local authorities claimed that he was most 
likely the victim of a robbery; however Father Sotelo 
raised questions about that conclusion, pointing out that 
the way in which Father Gutiérrez Díaz disappeared and 
was killed suggested that it was more likely a targeted 
attack. He expressed concern that the police were quick 
to label attacks on priests as ‘common crime’, even when 
the attack is accompanied by vandalism or desecration 
of the church, and that they often failed to carry out full 
investigations. According to the CCM 80% of the cases 
involving attacks on priests go unresolved.

Conclusion
The situation in Mexico is critical. More Roman Catholic 
priests were killed in 2014 than in any other country 
in the world. At the same time religious intolerance 
continues to fester and grow, unaddressed in any 
effective or systematic way by the state or federal 
governments. Violations of religious freedom, ranging in 
severity, continue to take place on a daily basis. Victims 
are neglected while those responsible for the violations 
against them enjoy absolute impunity. It is clear that 
the situation cannot and should not be simplified into 
a case of ‘conflict’ – of Catholics versus Protestants. 
Rather, the root of the problem is that those responsible 
for upholding the rule of law and protecting the rights 
of Mexico’s citizens have absented themselves on this 
issue, allowing for the creation of an entrenched culture 
of ‘might makes right’, where individuals or groups with 
power feel warranted to dictate, using force, to others 
in their community what they may or may not believe. 

www.ccm.org.mx/jccm/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=4910:reporte-anual-2014-el-riesgo-de-ser-sacerdote-en-m%C3%A9xico
www.ccm.org.mx/jccm/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=4910:reporte-anual-2014-el-riesgo-de-ser-sacerdote-en-m%C3%A9xico
www.ccm.org.mx/jccm/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=4910:reporte-anual-2014-el-riesgo-de-ser-sacerdote-en-m%C3%A9xico
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In the same way, the government’s failure to carry out 
investigations and to bring to justice those responsible 
for targeted attacks on religious leaders is part of a much 
larger knot of corruption and impunity now rooted in 
many parts of the country. 

The cases continue to multiply. CSW’s hosts in Chiapas, 
the COOC, are currently actively working on an average 
of 30 serious cases of religious freedom violations, many 
involving forced displacement, in 15 municipalities. They 
are attempting, along with other organisations including 
Open Doors Mexico, Impulso 18 and Voice of the Martyrs-
Mexico to extend coverage to other states, like Hidalgo, 
where the incidence of severe violations of religious 
freedom is high but where there are few or no agencies 
on the ground with the capacity to respond. Similarly, the 
staff at CCM are working, with limited resources and at 
great risk to themselves, to document the ever increasing 
number of threats and attacks on Roman Catholic Church 
leaders by criminal groups and to try to formulate an 
effective response.

The work of all of these organisations is to be admired 
and should be supported, as well as that of other non-
governmental and church based organisations offering 
support to victims of religious freedom violations. 
However, the primary burden to obtain justice for victims 
of violations of fundamental human rights protected by 
the Mexican constitution should not be carried by NGOs. 
The burden should certainly not fall on the shoulders of 
the victims themselves. The Mexican constitution contains 
generous provision for the protection of its citizens’ 
religious freedom, and these rights are expanded and 
bolstered by Mexico’s decision to recognise the rights 
guaranteed in the international treaties and covenants 
to which it is party, as enforceable in its national courts. 
It is the government’s responsibility to uphold its own 
laws and its international obligations. If its ofÏcers 
shirk this responsibility, or even actively undermine 
these protections, as was alleged by many victims, they 
chip away at the very legitimacy and strength of the 
constitution they claim to defend. 
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