
1

Be a voice for the voiceless
www.csw.org.uk

MEXICO: Assignment report
6-15 March 2017

FOR PUBLIC USE



“We have tried to explain the law 

to him [the community leader of 

Rancho Nuevo],  

but he says that he doesn’t respect 

any law, and that he can do 

whatever he wants because he has 

the authority to do it.’’  
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Cover image: a street scene in Mexico

Photo: CSW



3

Contents

Executive summary					     4

Reccomendations 					     5

Introduction						      6

OfÏcial responses to FoRB violations			   7

Chiapas							       7

Oaxaca							       11

Hidalgo							       13

Violations of FoRB linked to organised crime			  14

Conclusion						      14

Glossary							      15

Appendices						      16



4

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

From 6 to 15 March 2017, CSW carried out a fact-finding 
visit to Mexico City and the states of Chiapas, Oaxaca and 
Hidalgo, accompanied by a representative of Impulso 18, 
its partner organisation in Mexico. The main objective of 
the visit were as follows:

•	 Interview victims of a variety of violations of freedom 
of religion or belief (FoRB)

•	 Evaluate any progress on previous unresolved 
cases where this human right has been violated, as 
documented in CSW’s 2015 assignment report1

•	 Train religious leaders and those belonging to various 
religions and denominations on FoRB, the protection 
of this human right as laid out in Mexican law and the 
constitution, and on documentation of violations of 
this right. 

CSW also met local activists and organisations who 
are accompanying these victims on the state and local 
levels, Protestant and Roman Catholic church leaders, 
the Chiapas State Human Rights Commission (CEDHC), 
the Executive Secretary of the National Human Rights 
Commission (CNDH), the leadership of the Chiapas State 
Council of Evangelical Churches, as well as government 
ofÏcials at both state and federal level. 

It was clear throughout the assignment that violations of 
FoRB continue to be carried out in the states of Chiapas, 
Oaxaca and Hidalgo; and that impunity is the key obstacle 
in moving towards any form of resolution to this problem. 

The violations include: 

•	 Cutting off basic services such as water and electricity

•	 Deprivation of access to an education 

•	 Deprivation of access to medical care

•	 Arbitrary detention

•	 Forced conversion

•	 Physical violence

•	 Damage and expropriation of property and forced 
displacement.

All state and federal governments have a designated ofÏce 
to deal with religious affairs, and it is the responsibility of 
these ofÏces, particularly on the state level, to address 
violations of religious freedom and actively mediate a 
solution to religious conflicts. However, the ofÏcials are 
distinctly under-resourced and lack training in human 
rights including religious freedom. Because the religious 
affairs ofÏce is a political appointment, responding to the 

1  Christian Solidarity Worldwide, Mexico: Assignment Report, 
18 May 2015 www.csw.org.uk/2015/05/18/report/2592/
article.htm

governor of the relevant state – rather than an integrated 
ofÏce within the permanent civil service – the activities 
of the ofÏce are often heavily influenced by political 
interests, compounding the problem. 

It was clear that some state government ofÏcials were not 
willing to categorise religious freedom violations as such, 
but had instead passed them off as other issues. This is 
the case with the expulsion of Mr Núñez Pérez and his 
family from La Chachalaca community in Oaxaca in March 
2016, outlined in this report. This demonstrates that 
some religious affairs ofÏcials at the state level view their 
responsibility as primarily to contain cases of religious 
freedom violations or make them ‘disappear’, bringing 
numbers down, rather than to ensure that religious 
freedom is protected. 

At best, 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. 
More than two years ago there was an agreement between 
seven communities suffering long term violations of 
FoRB and the Chiapas state government, in which the 
authorities committed themselves to resolve these seven 
cases: since then, only one of the communities has had 
their situation resolved. 

One of these cases, the community of Mariano 
Matamoros, demonstrates how local authorities have 
put their own interests above human rights and FoRB. 
The local authorities refuse to follow through on the 
agreement they made in 2016, to restore the families’ 
water and sewage services and re-incorporate them into 
the community assembly, unless the state government 
approves the local authorities’ request for resources and 
some new construction work. 

In over half the cases CSW met with in March 2017, which 
are included in this report, government ofÏcials have 
broken promises or agreements, have addressed only 
parts of the case, or have not responded at all. In the 
case of La Chachalaca community, Oaxaca, ofÏcials have 
actively taken the side of the leaders of La Chachalaca, 
wanting to “avoid any more problems.” 

It is impossible to justify the government’s failure to 
address and resolve serious violations of religious 
freedom targeting religious minorities, considering that 
they have occurred on a widespread basis in Chiapas, 
Oaxaca and Hidalgo since the 1970s. Endemic corruption 
in the government, and the continued growth of criminal 
groups involved in trafÏcking of humans, drugs, and 
protected biological resources, only add to this problem.

Criminal violence also continues to have a devastating 
effect on religious freedom. In 2016 three priests and 
four catechists were murdered, contributing to the total 
of 15 Roman Catholic priests who have been killed since 
President Enrique Peña Nieto took ofÏce in December 
2012. The government’s failure to investigate these cases 
properly is a key factor in the development of a culture of 
systematic impunity. 

As a matter of urgency, CSW calls on the federal 
government to engage with the Chiapas, Oaxaca and 

http://www.csw.org.uk/2015/05/18/report/2592/article.htm
http://www.csw.org.uk/2015/05/18/report/2592/article.htm
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cases in Chiapas; and other promises in ofÏcial 
agreements, such as religious freedom for all in the 
2016 Chichiltepec, Hidalgo agreement.

To the government of Mexico

•	 Ensure that the new sanctions put into place with the 
recent reforms to the Mexican penal code, passed on 
2 March 2017, are applied in cases of discrimination 
based on religion; and that state ofÏcials tasked with 
upholding FoRB are aware of and understand the new 
legal requirements

•	 Uphold legal guarantees for FoRB, 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 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 
all cases included in this report, and publicly urges 
the state governments of Chiapas, Oaxaca and 
Hidalgo to implement all recommendations

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

•	 Carry out thorough and transparent investigations 
into attacks on religious leaders and bring those 
responsible for attacks on church leaders to justice

•	 Invest in events promoting inter-religious 
understanding, tolerance and reconciliation, and 
in capacity-building at the local level on FoRB and 
related rights.

To the European Union (EU) and member states

•	 Regularly engage with the federal government and 
Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo state governments on 
cases and issues related to violations of FoRB, and 
encourage them to implement the recommendations 
above, in line with the EU Guidelines on the promotion 
and protection of freedom of religion or belief

Hidalgo state governments to find effective resolutions 
to numerous outstanding and current cases of religious 
freedom; and to begin to build a culture of tolerance and 
respect for fundamental human rights including religious 
freedom, at every level from local villages to central 
government. Similarly, it is crucial that investigations into 
violations of religious freedom are carried out rapidly 
and that the perpetrators are punished, in order to put 
an end to 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 Oaxaca

•	 Ensure that all violations of freedom of religion or 
belief (FoRB) are recognised and registered as such 

•	 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 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, Oaxaca 
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 continue to actively engage with local non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) working on 
religious freedom and with survivors of religious 
freedom violations, to continue to raise the profile of 
the issue, give a voice to the survivors, and contribute 
to a culture of tolerance and freedom of religion in 
their respective states

•	 Ensure the timely return to the local school of the 11 
children from the community of El Encanto, Chiapas, 
while also guaranteeing that every family in this 
community has access to all basic services

•	 Despite the long delay, keep the promises made in 
the January 2015 agreement involving six unresolved 
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•	 Ensure that the EU delegation in Mexico City actively 
monitors cases of violations of FoRB, and raises those 
discussed in this report as a matter of urgency with 
the federal 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 FoRB; 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 FoRB, and works with them 
on awareness-raising and capacity-building on the 
subject within Mexican civil society at the national 
and state level, with a particular focus on Chiapas, 
Oaxaca, Hidalgo and other states where there is a 
high incidence of religious freedom violations.

To the government of the United States (US)

•	 Regularly engage with the federal government on 
cases and issues related to violations of FoRB 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 monitor cases of violations of 
FoRB, 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, 
Oaxaca and Hidalgo State Commissions for Human 
Rights on issues related to FoRB, and cooperate 
in awareness-raising and capacity-building within  
government institutions

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

•	 Create and maintain funding opportunities for 
projects that promote FoRB.

INTRODUCTION

We have tried to explain the law to him [the community 
leader of Rancho Nuevo], but he says that he doesn’t respect 
any law, and that he can do whatever he wants because he 
has the authority to do it.’ 

– Representative of the Rancho Nuevo group 

Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo are all home to some of 
the largest and most varied indigenous populations in 
Mexico.2 While this should be a positive thing, in reality 
this diversity has been used to provoke division. Chiapas 
has the highest number of documented violations of 
FoRB in the country and Oaxaca and Hidalgo are not far 
behind; many of these violations are severe. Year after 
year state governments show themselves to be unable 
or unwilling to recognise or deal with the violations. It is 
clear that they have ignored recommendations on such 
cases from the state and federal levels, including from 
the National Human Rights Commission. 

The reluctance of the government at both state and 
federal levels to proactively defend religious freedom 
is, in some parts of the country, compounded by the Law 
of Uses and Customs, which gives significant autonomy 
to indigenous communities. This law is supposed to be 
exercised in line with human rights guarantees laid out 
in the Mexican constitution, but in practice this is not 
enforced. Many local leaders in indigenous communities 
mandate community uniformity in religious belief and 
practice, compelling members of the community to 
participate in the religious activities of the majority or 
face punishment. It is worth noting that in three cases 
included in this report, the communities involved are not 
indigenous and as such do not have the right to apply the 
Law of Uses and Customs; local authorities have done  
so anyway.

In many FoRB violations the pattern is as follows. The 
local authorities proclaim their village or municipality 
to be exclusive to one particular religion, prohibit the 
entry of members of other faiths and make participation 
in activities related to the ‘ofÏcial’ religion compulsory. 
When a community member or group converts to a 
different religion, and/or decides to stop contributing 
financially and cooperating with the festivals of the 
’ofÏcial’ religion,3 they are punished accordingly. The 
community leaders, which can include both political and 
religious leaders,4 as well as other community members, 
form an assembly and decide to cut off basic services 
(including water and electricity) to this member/group. 
They often bar the children of this member/group from 
attending school, and prohibit them from accessing 
medical and other community services. Violations range 
in severity, but in the absence of government intervention 
and because of a failure to hold the perpetrators to 

2  Out of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities, 418 are governed by 
the Law of Uses and Customs.
3  It is important to note that in almost all cases these groups 
continue contributing to every other type of community 
festival and activity and are only resistant to contributing to 
religious festivals, which may not coincide with their beliefs.
4  A glossary of terms used can be found on p.15 of this 
report.
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account, they all too often escalate to the point of 
destruction of property, arbitrary detention, violence and 
forced displacement.

It should also be emphasised that the victims of religious 
freedom violations in Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo are 
marginalised communities within larger marginalised 
communities. 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 little access to power. Most violations 
are instigated on the local or municipal level by local 
authorities who abuse their autonomy under the Law of 
Uses and Customs, intended to help preserve the culture 
of indigenous communities. 

During CSW’s visit to Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo, staff 
members met victims from more than 15 communities 
who had experienced serious violations of FoRB. CSW 
managed to hold more detailed interviews with some of 
these victims and their cases are outlined below. While 
each case is distinct, as with the cases described in the 
2015 report, they share two important 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 Mexico 
is party, and have failed to uphold the fundamental 
rights of Mexican citizens, including the rights to 
freedom of religion, assembly and expression, and to 
bodily integrity and property.

The agenda for CSW’s visit was organised in cooperation 
with Impulso 18, a Mexican NGO which promotes FoRB 
for all; and the Coordination of Christian Organisations 
(COOC), which provides support to Protestant victims of 
FoRB violations, including those who have been forcibly 
displaced. CSW also met representatives from the 
Catholic Multimedia Centre (CCM) which is documenting 
the numerous threats against and attacks on Roman 
Catholic church leaders by criminal groups, and is 
working to formulate an effective response, despite 
limited resources and the great risks this work carries.

Official responses to FoRB violations

During the March 2017 assignment to Mexico, CSW met 
the state governments of Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo. 
The Chiapas state religious affairs ofÏce was keen to 
categorise FoRB violations as other types of problems, 
such as land issues. The state religious affairs ofÏces 
in Oaxaca and Hidalgo both agreed that there is a real 
need for training on Mexican law: those in the Oaxaca 
ofÏce stated that this would be specifically useful for 
those at the municipal level, who potentially lack this 
understanding. The Oaxaca state government ofÏcials 
also commented that due to communication limitations 
in rural areas of Oaxaca, there is a real need for resources 
to enable them to travel to reach the victims and deal 
with the situation immediately. It was encouraging that 
an ofÏcial from the Hidalgo state religious affairs ofÏce 
took up our invitation and briefly attended our training. 

In Chiapas, CSW also met the president of the Commission 
of Religious Affairs within Chiapas State Congress, María 
Concepción Rodríguez Pérez, who was very receptive 
to the need to focus on freedom of religion or belief in 
Chiapas. She commented that resources are the main 
obstacle in progressing in this area, as other issues are 
prioritised over FoRB. 

During a very short meeting with the federal government 
OfÏce of Religious Affairs in Mexico City, government 
ofÏcials reiterated the urgent need for the dissemination 
of the human rights provisions of the Mexican constitution, 
especially within the context of the Law of Uses and 
Customs. It is important to also mention that Lic. Arturo 
Manuel Díaz León, the general director of Religious 
Associations at federal level, stated in 2017 that “There 
are serious problems of religious intolerance in Mexico.”5  

 

CSW also met the Chiapas state Human Rights 
Commission. who also focused on the need for the 
promotion of human rights throughout the country. The 
National Human Rights Commission, based in Mexico 
City, were particularly keen to progress in this area, but 
explained that their biggest obstacle is a shortage in 
information as many cases do not arrive at the national 
ofÏce. This demonstrates the need for cases to be sent 
not only to the state ofÏces, but also this national ofÏce. 
It also highlights the need for training for victims of FoRB 
violations, to explain in which cases they can and cannot 
access support from the National Commission.  

While ofÏcials from most of these ofÏces appeared 
concerned and reasonably well informed about religious 
freedom violations, (state) government ofÏcials are 
clearly far from fulfilling their responsibility to address 
these violations within their respective states. It 
seems that an increase in resources dedicated to these 
problems, training in Mexican and International law for 
government ofÏcials, and, most importantly, a move away 
from a culture of impunity, would help these ofÏcials to 
carry out their duties.

CHIAPAS

In January 2015 seven communities suffering long term 
violations of FoRB signed an agreement6 with the Chiapas 
state government in which the authorities committed 
themselves to resolving these cases, setting deadlines 
for each case, with a final deadline of 6 April 2015 for full 
implementation of the agreement. This agreement was 
reached after a group 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. These cases are outlined below. Over two years 
since the final deadline, only one case has been resolved. 

5  La Jornada, ‘Existe en México «grave» intolerancia 
religiosa: Gobernación’, 28 February 2017
 www.jornada.unam.mx/ultimas/2017/02/28/existe-en-
mexico-grave-intolerancia-religiosa-gobernacion
6  See Appendix A.

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/ultimas/2017/02/28/existe-en-mexico-grave-intolerancia-religiosa-gobernacion
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/ultimas/2017/02/28/existe-en-mexico-grave-intolerancia-religiosa-gobernacion
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Buenavista Bahuitz village, Las Margaritas Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

The Buenavista Bahuitz group consists of 12 families 
belonging to the House of Prayer Protestant Church 
(Iglesia Casa de Oracion), which is linked to the Living 
Faith denomination (Iglesia Fe Viviente). They were 
expelled from their village for the second time on 23 July 
2012. They returned under an agreement negotiated with 
the local authorities by the state government in March 
2015.7 Upon their return they discovered that another 
agreement had been made with the village authorities. 
The final agreement8 included a fine of 10,000 pesos 
per family (approximately USD530 or GBP410)9, which 
the families 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 money as if the 
Protestants had paid it themselves.

The new agreement, signed by state ofÏcials, lays out 
many restrictions on FoRB. It obligates the Protestants 
to contribute to village religious festivals, confines their 
worship to inside their homes, prohibits their use of 
audio equipment, forbids them from sharing their faith, 
and states that only two Protestants from outside the 
community are permitted to visit them at any one time, 
and must inform the local authorities of their presence. 
The Protestants are urged to instruct their children that 
they are also forbidden from discussing their faith.

Since returning to their village in 2015, two more residents 
of Buenavista Bahuitz have converted to Protestantism. 
These new converts do not congregate or worship out of 
fear that they will also be expelled.

Mariano Matamoros village, Venustiano Carranza 
Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM- Mexico

Since May 2012 Protestants from three different 
denominations10 from this non-indigenous community 
have experienced hostility from the village authorities, 
including physical violence, arbitrary detention in an 
effort to force the families to ‘re-convert’ to Roman 
Catholicism, and confiscation of 83 hectares of land. 

Among other things, the January 2015 agreement 
included commitments from the government that the 
arbitrarily confiscated land would be returned to the 
rightful owners. However, the government made no 
progress in implementing the agreement. In March 

7  See Appendix B.
8  See Appendix C.
9  Exchange rates are approximate and relate to the first 
quarter of 2017.
10  The three denominations are the Independent Christian 
Church (Iglesia Cristiana Independiente), the Independent 
Pentecostal Church (Iglesia Pentecostal Independiente) and 
the Apostolic Church (Iglesia Apostólica).

2015 the village authorities issued a new decree which 
prohibited the Protestants from buying or selling 
anything in the village, and imposed a fine of 5,000 pesos 
(approximately USD260 or GBP200) on anyone caught 
defying the ban.11

At the end of 2016 the families spoke to the state 
government, who stated that the local authorities had 
agreed to re-establish the water and drainage services to 
the families and re-incorporate them into the community 
assembly. They would also be given permission to buy 
and sell within the community once more; the issue 
of the return of confiscated land was not addressed, 
however. Subsequently the local authorities stated that 
they would not proceed with this agreement as the state 
government had refused to provide them with the money 
or the pavement they had requested. 

In April 2016 the state government publicly declared 
that an agreement had been reached in which the 
village authorities would withdraw their demands that 
the Protestants pay fines and other mandatory financial 
contributions, and would accept them in the community, 
on the condition that they not make excessive noise or 
use loudspeakers.12 However, the state government has 
not enforced this agreement. As of March 2017 over 20 
out of 37 Protestant families are still residing in Mariano 
Matamoros. They are unable to work, are denied access to 
water and drainage services, and are unable to buy or sell 
products in their own village, forcing them to travel to 
another village to do so. They are denied access to land in 
the community, and so have to walk for around two hours 
to reach land which they have rented in order to be able 
to grow corn and other crops to make a living.  Despite 
all the illegal acts which have taken place since 2012, no 
charges have been filed against those responsible.

Yashtinín Village, San Cristóbal de las Casas Municipality 

Represented by COOC/CdlM-Mexico

The 12 Protestant families from Yashtinín, 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. Most of the men, including 
boys, were arbitrarily detained and imprisoned in an 
attempt to force them to renounce their faith. Village 
authorities also attempted to force the group to sign a 
document afÏrming their expulsion.

The January 2015 agreement stated that the municipal 
authorities would relocate the group to new properties 
by 15 February 2015, and that the State Secretary for 
Social Development would build new homes for the 
families on these properties, with a deadline of 24 days 
after this ownership had been transferred. Additionally 
the state government committed to giving each family 
a grant of 15,000 pesos (approximately USD790 or 
GBP620) within three months (by 7 April 2015), to help 
them establish their new homes; and to providing them 
with social programmes to help them develop a source 

11  See Appendix D.
12  See Appendix E.
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of income. A verbal promise by the San Cristóbal de las 
Casas municipal president was made to the group in mid-
April that they would have the promised land by 30 April 
2015, but he resigned from ofÏce the following day.

In February 2016, when an elderly man who was expelled 
from Yashtinín Community passed away, the local 
authorities refused the family’s request to bury him in 
the community. At the time of CSW’s visit in March 2017, 
the community was still living in the shelter and reliant 
on irregular work in the informal sector to provide for 
their families. Some of the children have not been able 
to attend school: in order to catch up on the studies 
they have missed they would have to enrol in expensive 
courses, which the families are unable to afford.

The group have continued to look for land around 6 
hectares in size. The state government has estimated 
that this land will cost 4 million pesos (approximately 
USD211,300 or GBP164,100) in addition to the cost of 
basic construction of new homes. However, the state 
government recently stated that they are looking for a 
cheaper option that still meets their needs in terms of 
land, houses and other smaller costs. These families have 
now lived for so long in the city and new generations 
have been born there, that the chances that they will 
ever return home are low. The situation seems to have 
become one of permanent displacement, with a long-
term impact on preservation of culture and community. 
Had the government addressed the situation early on, this 
might have been avoided and their community as well as 
cultural and ethnic ties might have been maintained. 

Lazaro Cardenas Chilil Village, Huixtan Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

The Protestant families from Lazaro Cardenas Chilil 
village, who are members of the Communion of Believers 
of Mexico Biblical Church (Iglesia Bíblica Comunión de 
Creyentes de Mexico), were displaced from Chilil on 22 
November 2009. CSW was informed that the expulsion 
was instigated by a former member of the Chiapas state 
congress, Javier Martinez Vargas, who declared the village 
a ‘Roman Catholic-only’ zone.

A complaint was filed with the CNDH immediately 
afterwards, on 22 November 2009, which investigated 
the case and in September 2011 published its 
conclusions and recommendations.13 The CNDH found 
that the human rights (including religious freedom) of 
the group had been violated and that the Chiapas state 
governor, 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 including 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.

13  Document available on request.

The Protestant 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 that if they did not accept it and sign 
the documents, they would receive nothing at all. Still 
no one has been brought to justice for the illegal acts 
committed against the group, including the attempts at 
forced conversion and the theft of property.

Four displaced families are currently residing in a refuge 
in Monte Sion and two in a refuge in San Cristobal, along 
with another family who has recently joined them due 
to fear that they would experience the same treatment 
following their conversion to Protestantism. The state 
government promised that they would build new houses 
for the families, which still has not happened.

From the time of the expulsion and until late 2016, these 
families had been receiving financial support from the 
state government towards the cost of the refuge and 
weekly support for other basic needs. In March 2017 this 
support was suspended without any notification.

Rosario Bahuitz, Las Margaritas Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In September 2013 two Protestant families were forcibly 
displaced following hostilities by the local authorities. 
The authorities had previously beaten and imprisoned 
all the members of these families, including the children, 
and had cut off their water and electricity supply and 
destroyed their animal pens.

The January 2015 agreement committed the municipal 
government of Las Margaritas to providing land for their 
relocation,14 and the state government to building homes 
within 24 days of the transfer of property, as well as 
paying 15,000 pesos (approximately USD790 or GBP620) 
to help establish these new homes and generate an 
income, and paying damages for agricultural fields that 
were lost as a result of the expulsion.

In 2015 the municipality fulfilled its commitment to 
provide the land for relocation. However, two years later, 
the state government has failed to take any action on its 
obligations to build houses for these families, to provide 
economic support to help them generate an income, or to 
pay damages for the lost fields.

14  Relocation is necessary in some cases, but is not a 
satisfactory resolution as it reinforces the religious intolerance 
in the original village and runs the risk of creating a new 
community based on religious beliefs.
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Unión Juárez, La Trinitaria Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

On 11 February 2014 village authorities cut off the water 
and electricity to 25 Protestant families in Unión Juárez, 
and arbitrarily detained one member of the community 
who attempted to reconnect his water supply. 

In the January 2015 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. 

By April 2015 no action had been taken to fulfil these 
promises and so one Protestant man attempted to 
reconnect his water himself. His actions led to the village 
leaders issuing a written decree in March 2015.15 In 
April 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 was contaminated and led to a number 
of serious health issues, especially among the children.

In April 2016 the case was settled when the government 
paid a fine to the community authorities of 350,000 pesos 
(approximately USD18,500 or GBP14,400) to re-establish 
the services for the affected families. It is important to 
note that as this fine was illegal, the fact that the state 
paid it arguably sets a precedent which could be used to 
justify future acts of discrimination. 

Cuahutémoc Cardenas, Palenque Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In 2014, 42 Protestants suffered sustained harassment 
and physical attacks from the village council. In August 
2014 the council also cut off their water and electricity 
and blocked access to their farmland. The council justified 
its actions by referencing an old agreement stipulating 
that the inhabitants of the village must be Roman Catholic 
and members of the PRI political party.

The January 2015 agreement committed the state and 
municipal governments to providing land and homes 
for the relocation of four of the Protestant families 
within 90 days. Months after this deadline had passed, 
in August 2015, the municipal government of Palenque 
provided plots of land and houses to the four families. 
The Protestants have also received the property deeds 
necessary to be able to advance with the process of 
constructing new homes. However, the government 
has not made any progress with the construction of  
these houses.

15  See Appendix F.

At the time of CSW’s visit in March 2017, the group has no 
light or electricity in their homes. During Roman Catholic 
festivals in Cuahutémoc Cardenas, Protestants told CSW 
that they are verbally or physically assaulted and their 
homes are often attacked.

La Piedad, Las Margaritas Municipality

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In 2013, 24 Protestant families were displaced from La 
Piedad, Las Margaritas – a village neighbouring Buenavista 
Bahuitz (see above) – for refusing to contribute towards 
the traditional Roman Catholic festivals. In January 2015, 
17 of these families returned to La Piedad following an 
agreement which stated that the families could return, on 
the condition that they contribute to and cooperate with 
the Catholic festivals. CSW was told that only the state 
government has a copy of this agreement, and that it was 
never made public. At the time of CSW’s visit in March 
2017, Protestant visitors are forbidden from entering this 
community. These families are still forced to contribute 
to the Roman Catholic festivals.

The cases below were recorded on CSW’s visit to Chiapas in 
March 2017 and are not part of the 2015 agreement.

El Encanto, Las Margaritas Muncipality, Chiapas

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In November 2016, 12 Protestant families were forced 
to sign an agreement stipulating that if they did not 
participate in the local Roman Catholic festivals, they 
would be stripped of all their community rights. Although 
11 of the 12 refused to sign this agreement, one 
Protestant man decided to sign before quickly changing 
his mind, and was then detained. He was imprisoned 
for 72 hours in very cold conditions and fell ill, nearly 
contracting pneumonia. All individuals were given a 
fine of 5,000 pesos (approximately USD260 or GBP200) 
for their failure to sign the document. The authorities16 
also cut off their water supply and barred them from 
accessing medical care. The 11 children belonging to 
these families were barred from attending school and 
were told that they could only resume attending if they 
renounced their faith. In April 2017, after over three 
months of not attending school, it became clear that the 
only way to ensure that these children did not lose their 
education would be if they enrolled in a school outside 
of the community. 

During the March 2017 visit CSW was informed by COOC 
that families from other denominations and religious 
groups, including Jehovah’s Witnesses and those from 
the ‘Christ Saves’ (Cristo Salva) denomination, were 
forced to sign this document.

The El Encanto group has spoken to the municipal 
government regarding their urgent situation but has 
received no reply. The municipal authorities claimed 

16  The authorities in El Encanto are led by C.C. Javier Alvarez 
Gomez (municipal/local ofÏcial), C. Edmundo Alvarez Gomez 
(local Commissioner of Las Margaritas) and Jorge Lopez Perez 
(President of the Committee of the Roman Catholic Church.
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that the presence of wells in the community signified 
that the group does have access to water. However, CSW 
was told that the Protestants do not have access to the 
wells, which are in any case almost dry. On 26 November 
2016 this group also wrote a letter to the Chiapas state 
government;17 again, the group has received no reply. 

San José community (Barrio de San Jose), Teopisca 
Municipality, Chiapas

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

In April 2016 the local authorities of Barrio de San José 
cut off the water to five homes and the drainage system 
to another home belonging to Protestants, when these 
families refused to pay 200 pesos (approximately USD10 
or GBP8). They told the families that this would “only 
be solved” if they cooperated with the local Roman 
Catholic festival. Around 80 other Protestant families 
were forced to cooperate or face having their basic 
services cut off, or having to pay a fine of 4,000 pesos 
(approximately USD210 or GBP160). Following a meeting 
of representatives of the neighbourhood in May 2016, a 
decision was made to cut the water of 15 more Protestant 
families in the community. This group is currently without 
access to water.

Bolantón, Comitán Municipality, Chiapas

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

All Protestants in the community of Bolantón attend 
the Solo Cristo Salva (Only God saves) Church. Tensions 
began in this community following the conversion of 
José Gabriel García García to Protestantism in 2016. In 
an assembly following his conversion, he explained that 
he no longer felt comfortable contributing towards the 
Roman Catholic festivals in the community. Shortly after 
the 2016 assembly, the local authorities cut off the water 
to his home and to another four Protestant families. 

On 15 May 2016 the authorities of Bolantón violently 
entered his home while his wife and children were 
present and destroyed his bathroom.18 The authorities 
also cut off the electricity supply to his mother’s house. 
On 25 May 2016 Mr García García sent a complaint to the 
Public Ministry19 but did not receive a response. 

On 24 January 2017 the local authorities again entered 
the home of Mr García and this time also the home of 
his father, Oscar García Moreno, which is next door. They 
threw stones and other objects at the men, forcing them 
to flee and spend the night away from their homes in 
order to protect themselves. They returned the following 
day, having notified the authorities.

During CSW’s March 2017 visit, representatives from 
Bolantón informed CSW that the authorities are asking 
Mr García for a sum of 20,000 pesos (approximately 
USD1,060 or GBP820 ), in order for the harassment to 
end and for his water services to be restored. He is yet to 

17  See Appendix G.
18  As Mr Garcia had previously been a part of the Assembly 
of Representatives in the community, he had received 
resources to construct a new bathroom in his house. 
19  See Appendix H.

pay this money. As a result, Mr García and his mother, who 
lives next door, currently have no access to water. The 
other families only had their water supply restored when 
they paid a fine of 5,000 pesos (approximately USD250 
or GBP200).  

OAXACA

La Chachalaca community, Santiago Camotlán 
Municipality, Villa Alta, Oaxaca

Represented by COOC/VdlM-Mexico

Lauro Núñez Pérez from La Chachalaca converted to 
Protestantism while living in Mexico City, before returning 
to La Chachalaca in 2015 when his father died. Between 
July 2015 and March 2016, under orders from municipal 
police ofÏcers, Mr Núñez Pérez was imprisoned on three 
occasions for refusing to abandon his Protestant faith and 
for travelling to the neighbouring city of Ayotzintepec to 
congregate with other Protestant Christians, rather than 
attend the local Roman Catholic church. In August 2015 
the authorities prohibited the three of Mr Núñez Pérez’s 
children who are of school age, from enrolling at the 
local school. Amalia Torres García, Mr Núñez Pérez’s wife, 
was not permitted to receive support from government 
programmes as she had done previously.20 Mr Núñez 
Pérez was also prohibited from working.

Mr Núñez Pérez was arrested for the final time when 
visiting his mother, who had fallen ill, in her home in 
March 2016. The windows and the doors of her house 
were broken and her water and electricity services were 
cut off. Mr Núñez Pérez was imprisoned for 55 hours 
before being told by the State Representative from the 
Department of Religious Affairs, Víctor Manuel Ramos 
Aguilar, that he and his family would be expelled from 
their community. They were forced to take refuge in the 
community of Ayotzintepec, where they are currently 
residing. They have not been permitted to return and are 
concerned that they will not even be able to visit if Mr 
Núñez Pérez’s mother’s condition worsens.

Following the expulsion of this family, community 
members acting on behalf of the local authorities began 
threatening Mr Núñez Pérez that if he continued talking 
to the Oaxaca State Ombudsman21 and other supporting 
bodies, his mother would be evicted. Worryingly, although 
representatives from the state Department of Religious 

20  Religious minorities are often excluded by local leaders 
from benefiting from government benefits they are entitled 
to, as a way of excluding them from the community and in 
some cases in an attempt to persuade the victims to contribute 
to the activities associated with the majority religion. In this 
case, it seems as though these government programmes were 
stopped in an attempt to persuade this family to renounce 
their faith and to stop them carrying out activities associated 
with the minority religion.
21  In Oaxaca the state human rights commission is called the 
Defensoria or Ombudsman.
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Affairs were made aware of his situation after his first 
arrest, not only have they not offered support to this 
family, they have actively taken the side of the leaders of 
La Chachalaca – wanting to “avoid any more problems.”22 
They also refused to recognise the violent expulsion 
and aggression faced by Mr Núñez Pérez and his family 
as a FoRB violation. Following his first arrest, the Human 
Rights Commission of Oaxaca filed a complaint against 
the community authorities.

Panixtlahuaca community, San Juan Quiahije 
Municipality, Oaxaca

There has been a Pentecostal church, the Sinai Church, 
in Panixtlahuaca community since the early 1990s. This 
community is governed by the Law of Uses and Customs. 
In May 1993 an assembly was formed within the 
community to inform members from the Sinai Church that 
if they continued meeting, they would be expelled from 
the community. In 2005 and 2011 members of this church 
sent a document to the municipal authorities specifying 
which activities and festivals they were prepared to 
contribute to and which they were not, namely those 
associated with the Roman Catholic church. However, the 
municipal authorities responded stating that this was not 
possible. The group has continued to be pressured by the 
local authorities to contribute 100 pesos (approximately 
USD5 or GBP4) per person towards each Roman  
Catholic festival. 

Although some members of the Sinai Church resisted 
paying these contributions when first asked, they have 
been denied ofÏcial documentation needed for other 
community services until they pay. In October 2016, 
when these members raised this with the community 
authorities, they were not only told that they have 
no choice but to contribute, but also that two of the 
Protestant men had been designated the job of cleaning 
and looking after the Roman Catholic Church during ten 
Catholic festivals to be held in the community throughout 
2018. Worryingly, members of the church believe that 
this is just the beginning of increased forced participation 
in the local Roman Catholic church. 

San Juan Ozolotepec, Oaxaca

Tensions between the municipal authorities of San Juan 
Ozolotepec and this group have been ongoing since the 
Independent Pentecostal Christian Church began growing 
in this community, following the conversion of Reverend 
Leopoldo Alonso and his family in 2002. In a community 
assembly organised shortly after their conversion, the 
authorities stated that the Protestants would have to 
leave the community if they did not renounce their faith. 
The group refused; following this meeting, the authorities 
told teachers not to receive Protestant children into 
their schools and doctors not to provide them and their 

22  Quote from Víctor Manuel Ramos Aguilar, a State 
Representative from the Department of Religious Affairs.

families with medical care. Fortunately, they did not carry 
out this order.

In 2013 Pedro Cruz González, the mayor of San Juan 
Ozolotepec municipality, chained and barred the entrance 
to the Independent Pentecostal Christian Church and 
subsequently ordered its demolition. This was followed 
by his calls for lynching of the local Protestants and his 
leadership of a mob in November 2013 that arbitrarily 
imprisoned and tortured four men from the church, 
including the pastor, for several days before the state 
government intervened to release them. Immediately 
following his imprisonment and torture, the pastor of 
the church, Reverend Alonso Silva and five Protestant 
families were forced to leave their community. Since 
2013 he has resided in Oaxaca City. In 2013 Reverend 
Alonso Silva received threats that he should stop writing 
about his ordeal on social media. 

In March 2014 the Oaxaca state Ombudsman’s OfÏce 
found that serious religious freedom violations had been 
committed in the municipality of San Juan Ozolotepec, 
and recommended that reparations be made to the 
victims.23 Unfortunately the municipality ignored the 
Ombudsman’s recommendations, leading to further 
problems later in the year.

In May 2014 around 50 Protestant families in San Juan 
Ozolotepec saw their rights, including the right to vote, 
stripped by the municipal council under the leadership 
of Mayor Pedro Cruz González. The move was publicly 
condemned by municipal administrator, Carlos Holder, 
who recommended that elections be postponed until the 
irregular situation was resolved and all rights restored. 
Despite press coverage at the state level no government 
action was taken. The municipal administrator 
specifically cited the failure to implement the Oaxaca 
state Ombudsman’s recommendations as having led to 
the situation.24

At the time of CSW’s March 2017 visit, these families are 
prohibited from using the local cemetery when church 
members pass away. When a member of the group died 
in 2009, the authorities closed the community cemetery 
to ensure that the burial could not take place there. 
Since 2008 the group have been prohibited from buying 
anything in the community, forcing them to travel four 
hours to buy basic goods. In March 2017 Protestants 
in the community told Reverend Silva that their water 
services had been cut off earlier in the month. 

23  For a copy of the findings and recommendations of 
the Ombudsman see www.derechoshumanosoaxaca.org/
recomendacionescontenedor.php?idreco=469 (Spanish)
24  Diario Oaxaca, ‘San Juan Ozolotepec no está listo para 
elecciones; priva conflicto religioso y político’, 14 May 2014 
http://diarioaxaca.com/capital/7-capital/65725-san-juan-
ozolotepec-no-esta-listo-para-elecciones-priva-conflicto-
religioso-y-politico (Spanish)

http://www.derechoshumanosoaxaca.org/recomendacionescontenedor.php?idreco=469
http://www.derechoshumanosoaxaca.org/recomendacionescontenedor.php?idreco=469
http://diarioaxaca.com/capital/7-capital/65725-san-juan-ozolotepec-no-esta-listo-para-elecciones-priva-conflicto-religioso-y-politico
http://diarioaxaca.com/capital/7-capital/65725-san-juan-ozolotepec-no-esta-listo-para-elecciones-priva-conflicto-religioso-y-politico
http://diarioaxaca.com/capital/7-capital/65725-san-juan-ozolotepec-no-esta-listo-para-elecciones-priva-conflicto-religioso-y-politico
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HIDALGO

Chichiltepec, Tlanchinol Municipality, Hidalgo

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.

In March 2015 the local authorities produced a document 
stating that Casto Hernández Hernández renounced 
all his rights as a member of the community and that 
he surrendered all of his property to the community, 
following complaints that he had been hosting a non-
Roman Catholic religious meeting in his home. When Mr 
Hernández Hernández refused to sign the document, they 
imprisoned him and his cousin for 30 hours and removed 
him from his cell twice in attempts to force him to sign 
the document. Following the release of Mr Hernández 
Hernández and his cousin, they were told they had 18 
hours to leave the community.

CSW worked with Impulso 18 to raise funds to contract 
new legal representation for the two men, and the case 
was filed with the State Commission for Human Rights; 
the men also filed a criminal case. A hearing with the 
State Commission for Human Rights in April 2015 focused 
on the religious intolerance instigated by the village 
delegate, Jesús Domínguez Hernández. In response to 
this complaint Mr Domínguez Hernández admitted to 
some of the actions he was accused of, but claimed that 
he acted in ignorance of the law.

In February 2016 Chichiltepec Village ofÏcials finally 
signed an agreement which paved the way for the two 
displaced men to return to their homes with guarantees 
of full religious freedom for all, in a process overseen 
by the Public Ministry in Hidalgo State. The men told 
CSW that one of the reasons this decision was delayed 
was because they had been pressured by government 
ofÏcials to drop the case. The agreement – drafted by the 
lawyers afÏliated with Impulso 18 and endorsed by the 
Public Ministry – guarantees total FoRB in the village of 
Chichiltepec and the right of Mr Hernández Hernández 
and his cousin Juan Placido right to return, with their full 
religious rights recognised. 

However, CSW’s 2017 visit revealed that the 2016 
agreement has not been respected. To avoid further 
problems, Juan Placido resorted to contributing towards 
Roman Catholic festivals. Additionally, although Casto 
Hernández Hernández is able to visit his community 
and meet with Protestants, the local authorities have 
refused to recognise his contributions, meaning 
he is ultimately excluded from the community. In 
early 2017 he was told by the local Commissariat 
not to touch the land he previously worked on as 
the local authorities “do not want any problems”.  

This means that if Mr Hernández Hernández returned 
to his community, he would have no means of making a 
living. He has therefore been forced to continue residing 

in a neighbouring community. As the government has not 
taken steps to enforce the agreement, he is worried that 
if he did return, he would be treated in the same way as 
he was in March 2015. 

Rancho Nuevo, Huejutla Municipality, Hidalgo 

This group of ten families belonging to the ‘Christ is 
Coming’ (Cristo Viene) Church have faced problems 
since the beginning of 2016, when the village delegate 
organised a meeting to punish the group for not 
participating in Roman Catholic festivals, even though 
they had been consistent in their contributions to secular 
community activities. During a community assembly 
in May 2016, the President of Transport within the 
community, Fermín Hernández Hernández, ordered 
that each Protestant sign a document declaring their 
faithfulness to the Roman Catholic church. The Protestants 
refused to sign the document, and were then excluded 
from the community, depriving them of their rights as 
community members. For example, in October 2016, a 
Protestant couple were reported to have been initially 
prohibited from burying their deceased premature baby 
in the community graveyard. One of the Protestants said, 
“We have tried to explain the law to him [the community 
delegate/leader], but he says that he doesn’t respect any 
law, and that he can do whatever he wants because he 
has the authority to do it.”

In May 2016 the group presented a complaint to the 
previous State Governor of Hidalgo (Lic. Francisco  
Olvera Ruiz).25 

As of CSW’s March 2017 visit, the group is still excluded 
from the community. They are prohibited from receiving 
visitors from outside the community, and the local 
authorities are reportedly doing everything possible 
to prohibit them from benefiting from government  
social programmes.

Tacuatitla, Hidalgo and Coamila, Hidalgo

Protestants from both Coamila Community and Tacuatitla 
community, which border Rancho Nuevo (see above), 
have experienced similar problems to those in Rancho 
Nuevo. 

In Tacuatitla, Protestant families have been removed 
from the community list and therefore excluded from 
all social activities and their opinions ignored when it 
comes to community-level decisions. In April 2017 they 
were also threatened with having their water supply cut 
off. The group made a complaint to the Hidalgo Human 
Rights Commission.

The six Protestant families in Coamila have been 
threatened by community leaders with the removal of 
benefits such as government social programmes as well 
as the right to attend school. While these threats have 

25  See Appendix I.
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not been carried out, due to the situation in both Rancho 
Nuevo and Tacuatitla, the Protestants in Coamila are 
worried that their situation could rapidly deteriorate. 

VIOLATIONS OF FORB LINKED TO ORGANISED CRIME

Mexico has become a country where there are no 
safety guarantees for the peaceful exercise of the 
priestly ministry, and just like other professions, 
including journalists, the ministers of the Church 
are a target because of their pastoral activities in 
favour of the wellbeing of their fellow human beings.   

- Lawyer and human rights expert Guillermo Gazanini 
Espinoza

Between December 2012, when President Enrique 
Peña Nieto took ofÏce, and the end of 2016, 15 Roman 
Catholic priests were murdered. In comparison, a total of 
14 priests were killed during the entirety of the previous 
president’s six-year term. The Roman Catholic Multimedia 
Centre (CCM), directed by Father Omar Sotelo, has been 
documenting the impact of criminal violence on religious 
freedom across the country since 2000. In March 2017 
Father Sotelo received the National Journalism Award 
in the category of Human Rights for his December 2016 
investigative report The Tragedy and Crucible of the 
Priesthood in Mexico: Ten Years of Persecution.

During CSW’s 2017 visit, Father Sotelo commented 
that three priests26 and four catechists were murdered 
last year, making 2016 the eighth consecutive year that 
the Roman Catholic Church has ranked Mexico as the 
most dangerous country in the world for priests. On 
26 March 2017, another priest was killed in the state 
of Nayarit. A statement from the Mexican Bishops’ 
Conference indicated that criminal groups are believed to  
be responsible. 

According to the CCM’s data, 520 priests are currently 
being extorted. They state that one of the key reasons for 
the extortions involves criminal groups forcing priests 
to pay protection money. There are multiple reasons 
for priests being targeted. Father Sotelo has cited the 
influential position priests have traditionally held in their 
communities. He commented that criminal groups view 
the priests’ influence as potentially dangerous to them, 
particularly when the priests speak out about trafÏcking 
and other criminal activity, or discourage young people 
from joining a criminal 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 crossfire of 

26  The CCM’s 2016 report states that ‘They didn’t just 
murder these three priests physically and brutally, but 
they tried, using international institutions and municipal 
government media platforms in Vercruz and Michoacan, to 
defame the reputations of these priests, with calculated and 
well equipped slandering.’

these groups.

In the vast majority of these cases, the modus operandi 
has been: threats, extortion, kidnapping, torture and 
murder. The tragic numbers demonstrate that these 
crimes cannot be categorised alongside common crime. 
Father Sotelo reports that none of the state prosecutors 
nor the Attorney General have provided a clear or efÏcient 
response to this phenomenon. He commented that on the 
contrary, their investigations are full of irregularities and 
holes. Additionally, the state and federal governments 
have not recognised cases of Roman Catholic bishops 
who have received death threats for discussing criminal 
violence. It is very concerning that in one 2014 case, a 
local government ofÏcial in Guerrero, namely Saúl Beltrán 
Orozco who belongs to the PRI political party and who has 
been accused of links to the Tequilera organized criminal 
group,27 is the key suspect in the murder of Father José 
Ascensión Acuña.  

CONCLUSION

CSW’s visit in March 2017 re-confirmed Mexico’s critical 
situation for human rights, including FoRB. 2016 marked 
the eighth consecutive year that the Roman Catholic 
Church has ranked Mexico as the most dangerous country 
in the world for priests; and various violations of religious 
freedom, ranging in severity, continue to take place 
throughout the country. These violations continue to 
develop in a variety of forms in many states throughout 
the country. However, FoRB issues are not addressed in 
any effective or systematic way. Those who have suffered 
FoRB violations continue to be neglected, while those 
carrying out the violations act with complete impunity. 

It is important not to categorise this issue as simply a 
Roman Catholic versus Protestant conflict. This is not only 
due to the fact that this is not always the case,28 but also 
because it detracts from the complicated and systematic 
nature of this issue.

Additionally, it is crucial to reinforce that it is not that the 
country is lacking laws concerning FoRB; the constitution 
contains generous provision for the protection of its 
citizens’ religious freedom, provisions which are further 
promoted 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. The 
recent changes to Mexico’s penal code, passed in March 
2017 and involving stronger sanctions for violations 
of religion or belief,29 again demonstrate that lack of 
appropriate legislation is not the problem. Instead, as 
those who are responsible for upholding these laws and 
the constitution have absented themselves on the issue, 

27  PRI, Institutional Revolutionary Party.

28  This is demonstrated by the case of Puebla community, 

outlined in CSW’s 2015 assignment report. 

29  On 2 March 2017 the Mexican House of Representatives 

passed a series of reforms to the Federal Penal Code. Within 

them it classifies discrimination for religious reasons as a 
crime, and establishes that violations of freedom of religion or 

belief are liable for punishment by a prison sentence between 

one and three years, 150-300 days of community service, or a 

fine.

http://www.ccm.org.mx/jccm/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=5065
http://www.csw.org.uk/2015/05/18/report/2592/article.htm


a space has been left for an entrenched culture, where 
individuals or groups with power feel warranted to 
dictate, using force, what others in their community may 
or may not believe. 

It is CSW’s belief that focusing on such a clear-cut issue 
such as religious freedom violations in states such as 
Chiapas, Oaxaca and Hidalgo, would be an effective way 
in to deal with the pervading culture of impunity which 
envelops the entire country and which constitutes the 
biggest obstacle to overcoming key human rights issues. 
This is particularly because tackling this issue could 
have clearly defined outcomes and therefore lead to 
an enhanced understanding and respect for rule of law 
across the country. 

There is a pressing need to support the work of non-
governmental and church-based organisations offering 
support to victims of religious freedom violations. 
However, NGOs should not carry the primary burden to 
obtain justice for victims of violations of fundamental 
human rights protected by the constitution. The burden 
should certainly not fall on the shoulders of the victims 
themselves. It is the government’s responsibility to 
uphold its own laws and its international obligations. 
If its ofÏcers avoid this responsibility, or even actively 
undermine these protections, as was alleged by many 
victims whose cases are outlined in this report, they are 
seriously threatening the very legitimacy and strength of 
the constitution they claim to defend.

Glossary

Assembly: Under the Law of Uses and Customs, at 
the village level authority is vested in the communal 
assembly. Decision-making is communal and consensual, 
and the assembly is the traditional decision-making 
mechanism. Assemblies, made up of all full members 
of the community, may meet for many hours, or even 
days, until consensus is reached. The criteria for a ‘full 
member’ can vary from community to community. In 
some areas women are barred from voting. In many 
instances, members of minority religious groups are 
stripped of these rights as well as pressured to convert to 
the majority religion. 

Catechist: The layperson who teaches the principals 
and dogmas of Roman Catholic doctrine to those in 
the community. At the village level, in majority Roman 
Catholic villages, the catechist often holds a de facto 
position of political authority.

Commissariat: The authority in charge of carrying out 
the agreements made by the village assembly on the  
village level.

Ejido: Lands granted to indigenous communities 
following the Mexican Revolution. The ejido is an area 
of communal land held collectively by the community 
and used primarily for agriculture. It is broken up into 
individual parcels designated to specific community 
members, and collectively worked holdings. In 1994  laws 
governing ejido lands were changed to allow subdivision 
into individual parcels that could be sold. The term ejido 
is often used interchangeably with ‘village’.

Municipal agent: The political and administrative 
representative of the municipality. The municipal agent 
is an ofÏcial government employee who acts as a liaison 
between the municipality and the village. 

Village delegate: The elected representative of the 
village who acts internally as a leader and externally as 
the representation of the village to the municipality. They 
are in charge of maintaining the social peace and the 
security and protection of the community members.

CSW is a Christian organisation working for religious freedom 	

through advocacy and human rights, in the pursuit of justice.
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