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Executive Summary 
  

Insecurity and violence associated with organized criminal activity are pervasive in Mexicoõs 
southern state of Guerrero.  The stateõs homicide rate is the highest in the country and extortion and 
kidnapping are commonplace.  For perpetrators, there is near complete impunity.  The state is 
divided into territories within which either drug trafficking organizations (DTOs) or community 
policing networks exercise control over local policing functions.  Local, state, or federal authorities 
occasionally join this competition, but for the most part policing powers are held by others.  In rural 
areas competition between groups of traffickers over the stateõs prodigious narcotics output has 
created violent no-manõs-lands in buffer zones between territories controlled by rival groups.  In 
cities violence is mostly a byproduct of efforts to establish and preserve monopolies in extortion, 
kidnapping, and retail contraband markets.  Despite claims to the contrary by state and federal 
authorities, there has been no discernible improvement in public security in recent months or years. 

Guerrero is located along Mexicoõs Pacific coast due south of Mexico City.  The most prominent 
city is the resort center of Acapulco.  Other major population centers include: the coastal resort area 
west of Acapulco at Ixtapa-Zihuatanejo; the centrally located state capital of Chilpancingo; the city 
of Iguala in the north; and the twin cities of Coyuca de Catalán and Ciudad Altamirano in the 
northwest.  Nearly a quarter of the stateõs population lives in Acapulco, another fifth in other urban 
centers, and the balance, nearly sixty percent of the total, lives spread among thousands of rural 
communities with fewer than 2,500 residents. 

The dominant features of the landscape, from south to north, include a narrow coastal plain, an 
enormous east-west trending mountain mass that forms into a single ridgeline in the west, an east-
west trending trench known as the Balsas Depression, and an area of rugged mountains in the far 
north.  The transportation infrastructure is dominated by a north-south running interstate highway 
that connects Mexico City to Acapulco and east-west running highways on the coastal plain and in 
the Balsas Depression.  These roads link the stateõs major population centers but transportation 
connectivity elsewhere is very poorly developed. 

The DTOs that operate in Guerrero vary in size and structure but are generally composed of 
hierarchically organized networks of operationally specialized cells.  They engage in a range of 
activities, including narcotics production and trafficking, contraband sales, extortion, and 
kidnapping.  Money laundering schemes likely extend their activities to include a multitude of 
otherwise legal investments.  Violence is a component in the exploitation of most of these activities, 
though the level of violence and the patterning of its application vary from one to the next.  The 
single most important source of DTO earnings are profits from the sale of heroin derived from 
poppy that is grown in the mountains throughout the state.  An estimated sixty percent of Mexicoõs 
poppy crop is grown in Guerrero.  It is produced almost entirely for export to the U.S. market 
where demand is robust.  Marijuana is also produced in Guerrero but more of the stateõs output is 
likely consumed domestically than exported.  Profits from the sale of narcotics and other contraband 
in urban retail markets are another important source of earnings.  Predatory extortion and 
kidnapping have also been areas of notable growth and innovation in recent years.  The 
intensification of these crimes in cities and their expansion into rural settings, backed by prodigious 
applications of violence, has spread terror throughout the state. 
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At least nine separate DTOs operate in Guerrero today where as recently as 2008 there was only 
one, the Beltrán Leyva group.  The current fragmentation has not weakened DTOs at the local level, 
however.  To the contrary, DTOs probably have greater influence and control in local communities 
today than at any time in the past.  In the earlier period local security forces were commonly 
compensated for granting Beltrán Leyva traffickers the freedom to operate with minimal 
interference.  The situation in Guerrero today rarely makes this necessary.  There is no local police 
force in the state that has the firepower or organizational capacity to impede DTO operations or 
provide even rudimentary security in local communities. 

By the end of 2014, state or federal authorities had relieved local police of responsibility for security 
in 27 of the stateõs 81 municipalities.  This is a strategy that has been adopted repeatedly over the 
years and that has never shown signs of success.  The level and patterning of DTO-related violence 
in a community reflects the types of remunerative opportunities the community offers combined 
with the degree of competition that exists between rival organizations.  Levels of violence are not 
significantly affected by the presence or absence of local police or by the deployment of state and 
federal security forces.  The dominant policing strategies used by security forces in Guerrero are 
simply ineffective against the DTOs that operate in the state today. 

In response to the failure of local, state, and federal authorities to provide security, a number of 
community policing networks have formed.   In several cases, the presence of community policing 
groups has merely added a new dimension to existing DTO conflicts, with community policing 
groups directly or indirectly siding with one DTO against a rival.  But in other cases these groups 
have been effective at curbing DTO activity, reducing levels of violence, and significantly improving 
public perceptions of personal security.  In some cases, these improvements have come at the 
expense of constitutionally protected rights but it is not clear whether this resulted from excessive 
exuberance or operational necessity.  Minimally, the ongoing experiments in community policing 
provide a rich opportunity to examine alternatives to the strategies that are known to be ineffective.   
As a case in point, in response to pleading by citizen groups the state recently authorized the 
creation of a citizen-based rural police force operating under state authority and control.  Although 
the initiative has been underfunded, the first group trained and deployed under the program has 
been highly effective.  

Solving the security crisis in Guerrero is possible.  To do so will require that state authorities make a 
systematic effort to address two existing realities that sustain the criminal activities producing 
violence.  First, the judicial reform of 2008 needs to be implemented, expanded, and extended to 
include penal reform.  No matter how capable policing institutions were to become, without the 
support of open and efficient judicial processes no amount of effective policing will help.  
Authorities should look carefully at the multitude of experiments in community policing that are 
taking place in the state and should be prepared to support successful practices where these are 
found to be consistent with constitutional rights guarantees.  Second, quelling the violence in 
Guerrero will require recognition by state authorities of the extent to which DTOs have become 
integrated into the fabric of stateõs social and economic life.  A substantial portion of the stateõs 
population depends on earnings derived from narcotics production and many others depend on 
revenue streams that involve DTO participation.  Reducing the economic role of DTOs will cause 
substantial dislocation and hardship that the state and federal governments must be prepared to 
address. 
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Overview  
  

Violence associated with organized crime has become a regular feature of everyday life in Mexicoõs 
southern state of Guerrero.  The state overtook Chihuahua as the countryõs most homicidal in 2012 
and it has retained this distinction through 2014.1  The available statistics on extortion and 
kidnapping are unreliable, but these crimes too are clearly commonplace and occur with near 
complete impunity.  The state is divided into territories within which drug trafficking organizations 
(DTOs) and/or community policing networks compete for control over local policing functions.  
Local, state, or federal authorities occasionally join this competition, but for the most part they have 
ceded policing powers to others and instead restrict their activities to other administrative functions.  
In rural areas competition between groups of traffickers over the stateõs prodigious narcotics output 
has created violent no-manõs-lands in buffer zones between territories controlled by rival groups.  In 
cities violence is mostly a byproduct of DTO extortion and kidnapping operations as well as efforts 
to monopolize retail contraband markets.  Competition between rival DTOs in urban areas of 
Guerrero, especially in the working class neighborhoods of Acapulco, has produced some of the 
highest rates of violent crime in the world. 

State efforts to suppress the violence and the associated criminal activities have been disorganized 
and have not been successful.  Part of the problem clearly involves the permeation of state 
institutions by DTOs.  But even where corruption is not a factor, the basic approaches adopted to 
suppress the violence have remained unchanged over the years despite a scant record of success.  
The efforts have invariably involved a temporary suspension of local police forces and their 
replacement by differing combinations of state and/or federal police, generally with the participation 
of army and/or marine units.  Overall command of these mixed units has varied from one initiative 
to the next, as has the balance among state, federal, and military forces, but the basic template has 
remained unchanged.  Claims at success by state authorities notwithstanding, there is very little 
evidence that these measures have had more than a modest and temporary effect.  Unfortunately, 
most of the proposals currently under consideration promise more of the same.   

Several community policing networks operate within the state and some of these perhaps offer 
models for state-supported initiatives.  Setting aside community policing networks that are merely 
extensions of DTO rivalries, several groups have had localized success at reducing rates of crime 
and associated violence.  The community policing movement in Guerrero is diverse, however, and 
there is little reason to anticipate significant geographic expansion of the more successful models 
without significant and thoughtful state support. 

                                                           
1 See òTasas por cada 100 mil habitants 1997-2014.ó Sistema Nacional de Seguridad Pública (SNSP), December 19, 2014.  
Available at 
http://www.secretariadoejecutivosnsp.gob.mx/work/models/SecretariadoEjecutivo/Resource/1/1/tasas_publicacion.p
df (retrieved 1/9/2015).  

http://www.secretariadoejecutivosnsp.gob.mx/work/models/SecretariadoEjecutivo/Resource/1/1/tasas_publicacion.pdf
http://www.secretariadoejecutivosnsp.gob.mx/work/models/SecretariadoEjecutivo/Resource/1/1/tasas_publicacion.pdf
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Restraining the violence in Guerrero will require that state authorities make a systematic effort to 
address two existing realities that sustain the criminal activities producing violence.  First, the judicial 
reform of 2008 needs to be implemented, expanded, and extended to include penal reform.  No 
matter how capable policing institutions were to become, without the support of open and efficient 
judicial processes no amount of effective policing will help.  Authorities should look carefully at the 
multitude of experiments in community policing that are taking place in the state and should be 
prepared to adopt successful practices where these are found to be consistent with constitutional 
rights guarantees.  Second, quelling the violence in Guerrero will require recognition by state 
authorities of the extent to which DTOs have become integrated into the fabric of stateõs social and 
economic life.  A substantial portion of the stateõs population depends on earnings derived from 
narcotics production and many others depend on revenue streams that involve DTO participation.  
Reducing the economic role of DTOs will cause substantial dislocation and hardship that the state 
and federal governments must be prepared to address. 

 

Geographic Setting  

Situated due south of central Mexico along Pacific coastline, the state of Guerrero is dominated by 
the east-west trending Sierra Madre del Sur (Figure 1).  This range begins as a jumbled mountain 
mass in the east that narrows to the west where it resolves into an enormous ridgeline, known as the 
Filo Mayor.  North of the Sierra Madre del Sur lies the Balsas Depression, a large valley system 
draining most of the southern escarpment of the central Mexican highlands.  In the north-central 
portion of the state, the valley is narrow and the landscape dominated by mountainous extensions of 
the central Mexican Plateau.  In the northeast, the valley broadens into low-lying basin that curves 
around the Filo Mayor and drains into the Pacific along the Guerrero-Michoacán border.  South of 
the Sierra Madre del Sur the land drops rapidly to sea level, a descent that is interrupted by a narrow 
coastal plain that rarely exceeds 10 km in width. 
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Figure 1 ð Regions of Guerrero 

 

By standard economic measures, Guerrero consistently ranks among Mexicoõs most impoverished 
states.  The terrain through much of the state is forbidding and the transportation infrastructure is 
poorly developed and maintained.  Just over half of the stateõs roughly 3.5 million residents live in 
òurbanó settlements.  Acapulco, the largest, accounts for about twenty-five percent of the stateõs 
population.  The rural population lives dispersed among scattered and often isolated villages; in 2010 
just over fifty-eight percent of the stateõs population was spread among more than seven thousand 
communities with fewer than 2,500 residents.2  Subsistence agriculture with supplemental 
commodity production or seasonal wage employment remains a way of life for a substantial majority 
of the rural population. 

The state is conventionally divided into seven geographic and sociocultural regions, including 
Acapulco, Costa Grande, Costa Chica, El Centro, La Montaña, El Norte, and Tierra Caliente (Figure 
1).  In La Montaña and rural areas in El Centro and El Norte, farmers combine subsistence 
agriculture, small-scale commodity production, and seasonal migration for their survival.  The 
economies of rural communities are somewhat more deeply embedded in national and international 
commercial networks in mountainous portions of Costa Grande and Tierra Caliente.  Agricultural 
communities on and near the coastal plain in Costa Chica and Costa Grande and in a zone of 
intensive irrigation agriculture in low elevations in Tierra Caliente are more capital intensive and still 
more deeply enmeshed in international commercial networks. 

                                                           
2 Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010, Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (INEGI).  Available at 
http://www.inegi.org.mx/ (accessed 1/9/2015). 

http://www.inegi.org.mx/
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The stateõs largest urban settlements are tourist destinations and administrative centers while smaller 
cities perform commercial and service functions for surrounding rural communities.  There is very 
little industrial development in the state.  And aside from Chilpancingo, the state capital, few cities 
support a significant middle class.  Urban settlements in Guerrero are instead characterized by large 
working class populations and heavy reliance on informal sector employment.  Unemployment and 
underemployment are pervasive problems, especially among young adults. 

 

DTO Organization and Criminal Activity in Guerrero3
 

Organized criminal groups operating in contemporary Guerrero are complex business enterprises 
that vary in organizational structure and economic specializations.  They are probably best 
conceptualized as confederacies of cooperating cells, with individual cells varying in size, 
composition, and capabilities and the confederacies exhibiting varying degrees of internal stability, 
hierarchy, and centralized command and control.  The sources of revenue that sustain the groups 
include commercial narcotics production, contraband trade, extortion, and kidnapping.  The most 
successful DTOs have diversified portfolios that draw revenue from all of these activities.  Those 
that become overly specialized, especially in urban settings, have proven somewhat more vulnerable.  
Even where the groups have been successfully disrupted, either by authorities or rivals, the reprieve 
has been fleeting.  The underlying structure of the organizations readily enables new combinations 
to form or gaps in a hierarchy to be filled.  The main effect of most arrests or killings has been to 
create opportunities for upward advancement within DTOs.  In a few recent cases individual DTOs 
appear to have been weakened as a result of law enforcement efforts, but this has merely provided 
openings for rivals and resulted in elevated levels of violence. 

Before surveying the specific DTOs operating in Guerrero and the policing methods that have been 
brought to bear on them, it is useful to survey the underlying resources upon which the groups 
depend.  The role of violence in the exploitation of each of these resources is also briefly considered. 

Narcotics Production 

Guerreroõs rugged physiography and poorly developed transportation infrastructure sharply limit 
economic development possibilities while imposing high administrative costs for government 
services.  The combination has left a substantial portion of the stateõs population economically 
impoverished and beyond the reach of most government services.  At the same time, these factors 
make Guerrero a perfect setting for marijuana and poppy production and heroin manufacturing.  
The soils and climate are ideal for both crops; the low transport costs associated with marketing 
narcotics put producers at a comparative advantage when measured against alternative commercial 
opportunities; and the lack of government engagement in rural communities reduces the risk 
inherent in engaging in an illicit activity.  The main effect of the weakly developed transportation 

                                                           
3 Unless specific sources are cited, the information upon which this report is based has been extracted from the 
Guerrero Violence Project (GVP) database.  This project is an ongoing effort to document criminal violence and DTO 
activity in Guerrero using information collected from local media sources.  Data are culled daily and entered into a GIS 
database (ArcGIS 10.2).  The GVP records currently include data on nearly 10,000 homicides, hundreds of armed 
confrontations, arrests, marijuana and poppy eradication operations, and much more.  A portion of the data is accessible 
through an interactive map, found here: http://bit.ly/1wczk0u (retrieved 1/10/2015). 

http://bit.ly/1wczk0u


12 

 

system on narcotics production is simply to impede eradication and interdiction efforts by security 
forces. 

There are no reliable numbers on the amount of arable surface sown in marijuana and poppy in 
Guerrero nor on the stateõs overall narcotics output.  Government agencies likely have estimates 
derived from satellite reconnaissance but these data have never been made public.  Instead, 
assumptions about production levels and trends have been derived from reported eradication 
activities conducted most especially by the army.  These numbers have been remarkably constant 
since the mid-1990s, ebbing up and down between 7,000 to 11,000 hectares annually, despite 
convincing anecdotal evidence that production has expanded considerably, possibly dramatically, 
during this interval.  What we know is that at any given time about two-thirds of the army troops 
regularly stationed in the state have been engaged in ground-based eradication activities.4  The army 
has become a de facto agricultural workforce.  Variation from one year to the next in the acreage 
eradicated reflects the size of this workforce, a function of the number of troops stationed in the 
state, not the dimensions of the cultivated surface. 

Based on reported eradication and interdiction activities, it is possible to identify spatial patterns in 
the incidence of marijuana and poppy production.  There is little or no marijuana or poppy 
produced in the areas of the state that are tightly integrated into legal markets.  This includes the 
lowlands of the coastal plain, where the economy revolves around tourism and tree cropping, and 
the area of irrigated agribusiness in Tierra Caliente.  Also, there is little or no marijuana or poppy 
grown in the immediate vicinity of urban centers and major highways, within a radius of a kilometer 
around most rural villages, or within few hundred meters of secondary roads.  Setting these areas 
aside, however, there remains an enormous amount of territory available for marijuana and poppy 
production, which appears to be common through much of it.  Marijuana can be grown throughout 
the state but is most commonly planted in lower elevations, especially on the slopes of the Sierra 
Madre del Sur below 1,000 meters above sea level (Figure 2).  Poppy is grown only in higher 
elevations, above 1,000 meters.  

Heroin production generally occurs in the area of poppy production or in the gateway cities 
immediately adjacent to the production zones.  This minimizes the risk associated with transporting 
opium gum, a fragrant product that is easy to detect by security forces.  There is some evidence of 
synthetic narcotics manufacturing in Guerrero but nothing on the scale found in the neighboring 
state of Michoacán. 

 

                                                           
4 Zacar²as Cervantes, òSe disputan entre 7 y 8 bandas del narco el control del territorio en Guerrero, dice el general 
Moreno,ó El Sur, July 13, 2012.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/31269 (retrieved 1/9/2015). Note that 
this two-thirds figure applies only to the military forces normally deployed in the state.  It does not apply to the often 
sizeable troops mobilizations for special security operations. 

http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/31269
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Figure 2 - Elevation Zones and Urban Centers 

Again, there are no reliable numbers, but it is generally agreed that Guerrero is the source of 
somewhere between fifty and seventy percent of the heroin produced in Mexico.  Guerreroõs output 
dwarfs that of the state of Durango, the next most important producer.5  There has been recent 
reporting suggesting that land in Durango and Sinaloa that was previously sown with marijuana has 
been shifted to poppy production as a result of declining profit margins on exported marijuana and 
heightened demand in the United States for Mexican heroin.  These remain anecdotal reports, 
however.  For present purposes, it is enough to note that there is no sign in Guerrero that the stateõs 
producers are facing novel competitive pressures or deteriorating market conditions.  To the 
contrary, the only stress points in the opium fields of Guerrero that I can identify are localized labor 
shortages.  Population dislocation in the Filo Mayor, especially in the municipios of San Miguel 
Totolapán (Tierra Caliente) and Heliodoro Castillo (El Centro) has depleted the local population and 
this recently induced traffickers to erect roadblocks to halt the exodus during the 2014 fall harvest 
season.6  Comparable reports from November through January 2013 show a similar circumstance in 
Coahuayutla, in the far western portion of the Filo Mayor.7  Since late summer 2014 there have also 
been persistent (albeit uncorroborated) rumors that young men from urban areas in El Centro and 
El Norte have been abducted and sent into the Filo Mayor to harvest opium gum. 

                                                           
5 Centro Nacional de Planeación, Análisis e Información para el Combate a la Delincuencia, Informe Sexenal de Resultados, 2007-
2012, p. 22. Available at www.conadic.salud.gob.mx/pdfs/informe_sexenal.pdf (retrieved 1/9/2015). 
6 òDe San Miguel Totolapan suplica por ayuda: ôsolos no podemos, ellos son m§s que nosotros.õó El Sur, October 25, 
2014.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/220077 (retrieved 1/9/2015).  
7 òSe intensifica la inseguridad en Coahuayutla; exigen intervenci·n gubernamental.ó El Sur, January 18, 2014. Available 
at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/127863 (retrieved 1/9/2015). 

http://www.conadic.salud.gob.mx/pdfs/informe_sexenal.pdf
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/220077
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/127863
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Narcotics Trafficking 

There was a time when the Guerrero coastline was an important corridor for the bulk movement 
onshore of South American cocaine destined for markets in the United States.  Pleasure boats were 
used to transport cocaine from offshore supply ships through the ports of Acapulco and 
Zihuatanejo and smaller speed boats were used in areas of open beach.  There is no evidence that 
these routes have been used since 2006.  Cocaine is readily available in retail markets in urban 
centers but Guerrero does not seem to be an active transit route for South American narcotics. 

The expanding legalization movement in the United States has reportedly reduced the commercial 
appeal of marijuana production throughout Mexico but there remains widespread evidence of 
production and bulking activities in Guerrero.  What is not clear is the extent to which the observed 
activity is linked to foreign markets.  A sizeable percentage of the stateõs marijuana output is likely 
intended for domestic markets, including markets in Guerreroõs urban centers.  The domestic 
market for heroin, on the other hand, is quite small.  It is produced mainly for export to the United 
States.  With only a couple of known exceptions, the trafficking organizations operating in Guerrero 
apparently partner with groups operating in northern Mexico that specialize in cross-border 
trafficking.8 

Contraband Markets 

Criminal organizations operating in Guerreroõs largest urban centers derive significant income from 
the sale of a variety of forms of contraband.  Easily the most important are narcotics.  We have only 
fragmentary information on the subject but this is enough to give a sense of the dimensions of the 
trade.  A protected witness in the trial of José Jorge Balderas Garza, an accountant who once 
handled financial affairs for the Beltrán Leyva group in Acapulco, reported revenue of just over 
$300,000 US (around $4,000,000 pesos) per week from weekend drug sales in the years 2008-09.  
Extended over a year, weekend sales amounted to $15,670,700.  Weekday sales were lower but still 
substantial.  Of the amounts collected, $1,958,830 annually (about 12.5 percent of the weekend-only 
revenue) was paid to a municipal police commander who distributed funds to key personnel in 
various local, state, and federal security agencies in exchange for their cooperation.  The most 
important commodities involved in the trade included cocaine and marijuana.9  I have no 
information relating to the sources or costs associated with the portõs cocaine supply during this or 
any other period but for marijuana there is ample evidence that the Beltrán Leyva group and its 
successors (see discussion below) created a vertically integrated supply chain linking producers in 
adjacent municipios in both Costa Chica and Costa Grande to consumers in Acapulco.  While 
Acapulco was clearly the most important retail market for narcotics sales, the same basic pattern 
arose in urban centers throughout Guerrero (including most of the urban centers appearing in 
Figure 2). 

We know little about the role of DTOs in the sale of other forms of contraband.  After narcotics, 
perhaps the next best documented case involves piratería, or pirated music and videos.  State prisons 

                                                           
8 The DTO Guerreros Unidos, discussed below, once reputedly exported narcotics directly to Chicago.  See òCapturan en 
el Estado de M®xico al l²der del grupo criminal Los Guerreros Unidos, El Sapo Guapo,ó El Sur, May 2, 2014.  Available 
at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/141312 (retrieved 1/9/2015).  Another DTO operating in Guerrero, Los Caballeros 
Templarios, is known to have an extensive network of operatives in the north.  The remaining groups active in heroin 
trafficking appear to work with DTOs in northern Mexico that have specialized cross-border smuggling capabilities. 
9 Ezequiel Flores Contreras, òLos Beltr§n compraron todo Acapulco, revelan expedientes de la Siedo.ó Proceso, August 
22, 2011.  Available at http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=279258 (retrieved 1/9/2015). 

http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/141312
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=279258
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are, or at least were, important DTO manufacturing centers.  A search of prisons in Chilpancingo 
and Acapulco in January 2014, for example, yielded 36 and 45 recording devices, respectively, and 
inventories of thousands of pirated materials that were packaged and apparently ready for 
marketing.10  The abundance of violence in Guerrero, the majority of it involving firearms, makes 
clear that there is also an active illicit trade in weaponry but I know of neither reporting on the 
subject nor instances of interdiction specifically targeting firearms or illegal explosives. 

Extortion and Kidnapping 

Extortion and kidnapping are closely related activities.  Both crimes target the cash earnings of 
individuals, households, and businesses.  They are crimes that took root first in urban settings, 
among fully monetized sectors of the stateõs economy.  Through the 1990s, both extortion and 
kidnapping differentially affected economic elites and professionals, but by the early 2000s, all 
socioeconomic sectors were targeted.  It is not clear when these activities were merged with 
narcotics trafficking as components of the economic portfolios of DTOs.  Different groups appear 
to have expanded from narcotics trafficking into extortion and kidnapping at different times in their 
maturation.  Some, such as La Familia Michoacana, included extortion in their repertoire from the 
beginnings of their expansion in Guerrero while others, such as the Beltrán Leyva group, came to it 
more gradually.  By 2008, all DTOs operating in the state appear to have had specialized branches 
devoted to extortion and kidnapping.  More recently, there has been an expansion out of urban 
settings into the countryside, a process that had approached completion by 2012.  As discussed 
below, this expansion of extortion operations into rural communities in the years 2011 and 2012 was 
the most important factor leading to the sudden creation of community policing groups in 2012 and 
2013. 

The basic form of extortion, known as the derecho de piso, involves periodic (generally weekly or 
monthly) cash payments charged to business enterprises under threat of property destruction, 
kidnapping, or murder.  This crime is common to the point of ubiquity.  Businesses throughout the 
state either make derecho de piso payments or operate under a quid pro quo that grants them an 
exemption.11  Other forms of extortion target service workers, including priests,12 teachers,13 and 

                                                           
10 For Acapulco, see Javier Trujillo and Gerardo Torres, òRealizan cateo en penal de Acapulco.ó Milenio, January 11, 
2014. Available at http://www.milenio.com/policia/Realizan-cateo-penal-Acapulco_0_224977585.html (retrieved 
1/9/2015).  For Chilpancingo, see Rolando Aguilar and Carlos Coria, òHallan armas y droga durante cateo en penal de 
Chilpancingo.ó Excelsior, January 11, 2014.  Available at  http://www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/2014/01/11/937637 
(retrieved 1/9/2015). 
11 To cite a single example, the journalist Israel Flores was recently found to have negotiated an exemption from 
extortion payments for a pharmacy in exchange for publishing planted stories in local media outlets.  See ò'Los 
templarios' utilizan a medios contra el Ej®rcito.ó Milenio, November 7, 2014.  Available at 
http://www.milenio.com/policia/Templarios_utilizan_medios_contra_Ejercito-Tierra_caliente-
Rodolfo_Maldonado_Bustos_0_410958914.html (retrieved 1/9/2014). 
12 Mariana Labastida, òExtorsionan a comerciantes; les piden 30 mil pesos, informa el obispo de Ciudad Altamirano.ó El 
Sur, January 11, 2013.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/60745 (retrieved 1/9/2015).  Yee Trujillo, òRecibi· 
Asuntos Religiosos 15 denuncias de sacerdotes que fueron extorsionados en 2012.ó El Sur, January 13, 2013.  Available 
at   http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/61074 (retrieved 1/9/2015). òPersisten intentos de extorsi·n contra sacerdotes en 
Guerrero,ó Proceso, January 8, 2015. Available at http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=392459 (retrieved 1/8/2015). 
13 This became a critical problem in Acapulco in the fall of 2011.  Extortionists demanded payments of fifty percent of 
teachersõ salaries and bonuses, with payments to begin in October.  Teachers responded by walking out, shuddering 
schools across the city.  Up to 70,000 students were affected.  See Laura Reyes, òEl temor a la extorsi·n que viven los 
maestros en Acapulco.ó CNN Méxcio, September 1, 2011.  Available at 
http://mexico.cnn.com/nacional/2011/09/01/el-temor-a-la-extorsion-que-viven-los-maestros-en-acapulco (retrieved 
1/9/2015).  By the end of September, ninety percent of the schools had reopened.  See Laura Reyes, òGuerrero anuncia 

http://www.milenio.com/policia/Realizan-cateo-penal-Acapulco_0_224977585.html
http://www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/2014/01/11/937637
http://www.milenio.com/policia/Templarios_utilizan_medios_contra_Ejercito-Tierra_caliente-Rodolfo_Maldonado_Bustos_0_410958914.html
http://www.milenio.com/policia/Templarios_utilizan_medios_contra_Ejercito-Tierra_caliente-Rodolfo_Maldonado_Bustos_0_410958914.html
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/60745
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/61074
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=392459
http://mexico.cnn.com/nacional/2011/09/01/el-temor-a-la-extorsion-que-viven-los-maestros-en-acapulco


16 

 

medical personnel.14   Construction projects, including federally funded disaster reconstruction 
projects, are billed five to ten percent of the value of the project.15  In the summer of 2014, a senior 
administrator of the state university, the Universidad Autónoma de Guerrero, was abducted, then released 
with a message to the rector demanding a monthly payment of $3,000,000 (about $232,000 US).16 

Kidnapping is a closely related crime that likewise has antecedents in Guerrero that long predate the 
growth of DTOs.  But the scope and scale of kidnapping operations changed in the last decade as 
DTOs brought their resources and organizational ingenuity to bear on the enterprise.  Unlike 
extortion, the larger and better organized kidnapping operations leave a recognizable physical 
footprint in the form of clandestine cemeteries.  These are found near safe-houses where victims are 
kept during the negotiation process and are used to dispose of the bodies of victims who, for one 
reason or another, are killed while in captivity.  The dead include many whose family and friends 
were unable or unwilling to satisfy ransom demands, but the testimony of surviving family members 
leaves little doubt that kidnapping victims can be killed even when the kidnappersõ demands are fully 
met.  Large kidnapping operations produce a sufficient number of bodies to attract unwanted 
attention were they discovered, thus the incentive to bury the bodies.  Although kidnapping occurs 
throughout Guerrero, the largest and most elaborate operations are in working class neighborhoods 
in the stateõs largest cities, including Acapulco, Chilpancingo, and Iguala, where anonymity is easier 
to preserve.  In each of these cities, sophisticated kidnapping rings have arisen that operate networks 
of safe-houses, with multiple abductions happening daily.  In some kidnapping operations, the turn-
around time can be measured in hours, or perhaps a few days, and the general strategy seems to 
involve collecting a comparatively small return on a large number of victims.  In smaller cities and 
rural communities, and in middle class urban neighborhoods, the reverse strategy is more common, 
with smaller numbers of victims and more exorbitant ransom demands.17 

Until recently, the best documented kidnapping operations are found in Chilpancingo and Acapulco.  
The Chilpancingo groups most commonly operate safe-houses in the cityõs western suburbs and in 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
reapertura del 90% de escuelas cerradas por extorsi·n.ó CNN México, October 1, 2011.  Available at 
http://mexico.cnn.com/nacional/2011/10/01/solo-8-delegaciones-no-quieren-volver-a-clases-en-acapulco-dice-
gobierno (retrieved 1/9/2015).  The problem was repeated in the fall of 2012.  See Adriana Covarrubias, òParan m§s 
escuelas por inseguridad.ó El Universal, September 20, 2012.  Available at 
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/estados/87823.html (retrieved 1/8/2015).  For a case of teachers extorted by their own 
students, see òDetienen a dos j·venes presuntamente ligados al narco en Tlapa que amenazaron a maestros de una 
escuela.ó El Sur, May 9, 2012.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/18926 (retrieved 1/9/2015).   
14 H®ctor Brise¶o, òLa violencia contra los m®dicos va a la alza desde 2009, dice colegiada.ó La Jornada Guerrero, October 
12, 2014.  Available at 
http://www.lajornadaguerrero.com.mx/2014/10/12/index.php?section=sociedad&article=008n1soc (retrieved 
1/8/2015).  òCierra cl²nica del IMSS en Altamirano por amenazas del crimen organizado,ó Agencia de Noticias IRZA, 
September 24, 2014. Available at http://www.agenciairza.com/2014/09/cierra-clinica-del-imss-en-altamirano-por-
amenazas-del-crimen-organizado/ (retrieved 1/9/2014).  
15 òHasta las obras de reconstrucci·n son controladas por el narco en Guerrero,ó Proceso, August 17, 2014.  Available at 
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=379767 (retrieved 1/9/2015). 
16 Sergio Ocampo Arista, òGrupos del crimen organizado intentan extorsionar a la UAG.ó La Jornada, July 19, 2014. 
Available at http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2014/07/19/estados/027n1est (retrieved 1/10/2015). 
17 In areas where kidnapping is less frequent it is not uncommon for kidnappers to openly display the bodies of victims 
killed after ransom demands are not satisfied.  Janeth Mendoza Juárez, for example, was recently found dead with her 
hands bound and ligature marks on her neck.  The body was left in prominent location in front of a health clinic in the 
city of Teloloapan, presumably as an object lesson to the community at large.  In negotiations with the family, the 
kidnappers had lowered the ransom amount from $500,000 to $100,000 ($38,500 to $7,700 US) but the family was only 
able to produce $16,000 ($1,232 US).  See Alejandro Guerrero, òAsesinan a una joven en Teloloapan; estaba 
secuestrada.ó El Sur, July 12, 2014.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/179745 (retrieved 1/10/2015). 

http://mexico.cnn.com/nacional/2011/10/01/solo-8-delegaciones-no-quieren-volver-a-clases-en-acapulco-dice-gobierno
http://mexico.cnn.com/nacional/2011/10/01/solo-8-delegaciones-no-quieren-volver-a-clases-en-acapulco-dice-gobierno
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/estados/87823.html
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/18926
http://www.lajornadaguerrero.com.mx/2014/10/12/index.php?section=sociedad&article=008n1soc
http://www.agenciairza.com/2014/09/cierra-clinica-del-imss-en-altamirano-por-amenazas-del-crimen-organizado/
http://www.agenciairza.com/2014/09/cierra-clinica-del-imss-en-altamirano-por-amenazas-del-crimen-organizado/
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=379767
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2014/07/19/estados/027n1est
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/179745
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the nearby city of Zumpango del Río.  The preferred burial sites appear to be east and southeast of 
Zumpango, where a total of 31 bodies have been excavated from clandestine graves.  In Acapulco, 
the two most important centers of kidnapping operations are located in Colonia Vista Hermosa, 
above Costa Azul, and Colonia Santa Cecilia.  Excavations at the grave sites associated with these 
areas have revealed 32 bodies (at a site known as Piedra del Chivo) and 21 bodies (in the adjacent 
Parque de Veladero), respectively.  Another important center of kidnapping operations in Guerrero is 
Iguala.  It has long been known that the irregular settlements expanding up the slopes of Cerro 
Gordo on the western side of the city harbor extremely active kidnapping groups and numerous 
clandestine graveyards.  At least 43 bodies had been excavated from burial sites in this area before 
the Ayotzinapa affair in late September of 2014.  A sense of the scale of the operations was apparent 
in the summer of 2014.  In May, a cemetery site with 19 bodies was discovered in a field near 
Colonia Monte Hored.  As investigators excavated burials at one end of the field, two peones were 
busy digging new graves at the other end.18  They were detained by incredulous police officers but 
were eventually released without charges; they had been hired to dig holes, for what purpose they 
claimed not to know.  The attention drawn to the area by the Ayotzinapa affair in late September 
2014 led investigators and community policing groups to mount the first systematic search of the 
area for clandestine burials.  Thus far, an additional 68 buried bodies have been recovered at five 
sites bringing the total to 111.  New discoveries are being reported almost daily. 

With the exception of marijuana and poppy farming, homicide is a routine element in the business 
practice of the groups engaged in all of the criminal activities discussed in this section.  Many 
homicide victims die in direct confrontations between groups of gunmen of rival DTOs or between 
DTO units and security forces.  Larger numbers of victims are killed to convey a message to rivals, 
authorities, or to a community.  In these cases, victims are selected for their perceived value as an 
instrument of communication rather than because of their involvement in DTO-related activity.  
Messages printed on poster board might be left with a body to refine the communication but more 
often the body itself suffices.  The killing of a petty thief or an unauthorized drug retailer in an urban 
neighborhood conveys the message that the neighborhood is controlled by a DTO that protects its 
monopoly.  An innocent bystander living in territory controlled by one DTO might be killed by 
rivals to make an assertion about the relative strength and weakness of the two groups.  Traffickers 
monitor and regulate access to narcotics production zones and the supply routes leading to them.  
Gateway communities with gas stations are particular flashpoints of competition and violence.  Each 
of the criminal activities upon which Guerreroõs DTOs depend has a distinct signature in the 
patterning of violence that accompanies it.  The temporal and regional variation that we see in the 
incidence and patterning of violence can be attributed to the different combinations of economic 
activities DTOs exploit in a particular area combined with the possible the presence or absence of 
inter-DTO competition.  In the following sections I survey these variables, both historically and as 
they are currently manifest in the stateõs various regions. 

 

Criminal Organizations in Guerrero: Historical Overview 

The history of DTO activity in Guerrero divides neatly into four periods.  The onset of the first 
cannot be properly dated and is known more by inference than from evidence.  José Antonio Ortega 

                                                           
18 òDetienen a presuntos ònarco-sepultureros,ó Diario de la Tarde, May 22, 2014.  Available at 
http://eldiariodelatarde1.blogspot.com/2014/05/policiaca_6678.html#links (retrieved 1/10/2015). 

http://eldiariodelatarde1.blogspot.com/2014/05/policiaca_6678.html#links
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Sánchez has recently argued that it began when the Beltrán Leyva brothers built the initial DTO 
network in the state in the mid-1990s.  They worked with Amado Carrillo Fuentes, and later Joaquín 
Guzmán, to foster the expansion of poppy production in the mountains, establish retail narcotics 
markets in the cities, and build security and money laundering relationships with key political and 
economic elites.19  They also established the first cocaine smuggling routes through the ports of 
Acapulco and Zihuatanejo and onto the beaches of Costa Grande. 

The second period began in 2005 when Osiel Cárdenas, head of the Gulf Cartel based in northeast 
Mexico, agreed to support an effort urged by Heriberto Lazcano, the head of Los Zetas, the Gulf 
Cartelõs enforcers, to compete for control of Guerreroõs smuggling routes and heroin output.  Edgar 
Valdés Villarreal and a group of gunmen under his command, Los Pelones, handled the defense of 
Guerrero on behalf of the Beltrán Leyva brothers.  The earliest manifestations of violence that can 
be confidently linked to DTO activities date to this period.  Aside from gunmen directly involved in 
the conflict, many of the casualties from this early period were police officers or other government 
officials who presumably worked on behalf of one side or the other.  When compared to the 
violence of more recent years, the conflict between the Beltrán Leyva and Gulf DTOs produced 
relatively few confrontations and casualties.  This can be seen in Figure 3, which shows only a slight 
uptick in homicides in 2006 and 2007 over the two previous years.   

Though killings in the conflict between Los Pelones and Los Zetas were few in number when 
measured against what was to come, they were often highly choreographed; it was during this period 
that macabre ante-, peri-, and postmortem treatment of homicide victims emerged as a crude but 
unmistakable part of a communication strategy.  To cite a representative example, on January 27, 
2006 an exchange of gunfire between Zetas and Pelones on the Costera in Acapulco led to a running 
battle that ended at a major intersection in La Garita, where municipal, state, and federal police 
relieved the Zetas and engaged the Pelones.  A four-hour firefight involving small arms and 
grenades ensued.  During the battle, a municipal police commander, Mario Núñez Magaña, was 
reportedly seen executing an injured leader of the Pelones, one of four killed in the incident.  The 
Pelones retaliated on April 20, 2006, when the heads of Núñez Magaña and another municipal 
police officer (Erick Juárez Martínez) were mounted on a fence in front of a government building at 
the intersection in La Garita where the earlier firefight occurred.  Under the heads was a message 
saying that the killings and beheadings were intended to teach municipal authorities to show respect.  
These were the first DTO dismemberments in Guerrero.20  The GVP database currently has records 
of 548 dismembered bodies that have been recovered in the state in the months and years that 
followed. 

 

                                                           
19 Consejo Ciudadano para la Seguridad Pública y la Justicia Penal A.C. (CCSPJP), Guerrero: Atrapados en el círculo de la 
violencia (Mexico, 2014).  Pp. 34-36. 
20 Laura Reyes Maciel and Juan Cervantes G·mez, òNarcos decapitan a dos hombres in Acapulco.ó El Universal, April 
21, 2006.  Available at http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/estados/60953.html (retrieved 1/13/2015). 

http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/estados/60953.html
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Figure 3 - Intentional Homicides in Guerrero, 2004-201421 

Although the Zetas continued to probe the Beltrán Leyva defenses in Acapulco, Taxco, Costa 
Grande, and Tierra Caliente through 2009, they never managed to displace or even seriously 
threaten the Beltrán Leyva monopoly on narcotics production and trafficking in the state.  A more 
serious threat emerged in 2008 with the rupture in relations between Joaquín Guzmán and the 
Beltrán Leyva brothers.  The Beltrán Leyva group had formed a part of the Sinaloa DTO since its 
formation in 2001 but the conflict that erupted with Guzmán in early 2008 led the brothers, 
especially Arturo, to strike out on their own.  Guerrero was their home territory and they initially 
had little difficulty maintaining control.  Killings intended as communicative acts, often with 
elements of the macabre, were aimed at those suspected of remaining loyal to Guzmán.  The break 
in relations initially went well for the Beltrán Leyva DTO but Guzm§nõs Sinaloa operatives proved 
more meddlesome and more effective at recruiting local allies than the Zetas had before them.  This 
set the stage for a significant increase in violence in 2009.   

The third period of violence resulted from the formation of the Beltrán Leyva group as an 
independent DTO.  In addition to an increase in scale and frequency, in this period there was also a 
change in the geographic distribution of violence related to DTO conflicts.  Whereas the earlier 
focus of DTO attention centered on Acapulco and Zihuatanejo, after 2008 there was an expansion 
of the competition into smaller gateway cities in the central and western portions of the Filo Mayor 
and in the highlands of El Norte.  Violence escalated sharply in 2009 in the cities of Atoyac, Tecpán, 
San Luis de la Loma, and Petatlán in Costa Grande, and Arcelia, Ajuchitlán, San Miguel Totolapán, 
and Ciudad Altamirano in Tierra Caliente.  Sinaloa operatives and allies, including the newly arrived 
La Familia Michoacana, sought to gain access to the heroin output of central, western, and northern 
Guerrero in part by controlling food and fuel supplies of the poppy production zones.  In Acapulco, 
the Beltrán Leyva DTO had comparatively little difficulty fending off challengers but elsewhere in 
the state the competition, and violence alongside it, escalated sharply in 2009. 

                                                           
21 This table includes the available annual homicide totals from three sources, the GVP database, the SNSP, and the 
INEGI.  The SNSP releases data on the number of homicide investigations opened monthly as reported by the 
Procuraduría General de Justicia del Estado (PGJE - in late 2014 this organization was renamed the Fiscalía General del Estado).  
These data can be accessed here: http://secretariadoejecutivo.gob.mx/incidencia-delictiva/incidencia-delictiva-fuero-
comun.php (retrieved 1/29/2015).  The INEGI tallies are released less frequently and can be accessed here: 
http://www.inegi.org.mx/est/lista_cubos/consulta.aspx?p=adm&c=4 (retrieved 1/12/2015). 

http://secretariadoejecutivo.gob.mx/incidencia-delictiva/incidencia-delictiva-fuero-comun.php
http://secretariadoejecutivo.gob.mx/incidencia-delictiva/incidencia-delictiva-fuero-comun.php
http://www.inegi.org.mx/est/lista_cubos/consulta.aspx?p=adm&c=4
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The fourth and ongoing period of conflict followed the killing of Arturo Beltrán Leyva on 
December 16, 2009.  Edgar Valdés Villarreal used this occasion to attempt to wrest control of the 
organization from Héctor Beltrán Leyva, the only surviving brother who remained at liberty.  Valdés 
had worked closely with Arturo Beltrán Leyva in managing day-to-day operations in Guerrero and 
was well positioned to preserve the local Beltrán Leyva organization, if not the franchise name.  He 
had greater familiarity with the landscape than Héctor and closer personal ties to local plaza chiefs as 
well as business and political elites.  He was also a local celebrity.  But he proved unable to unite 
local plaza chiefs and the Sinaloa DTOõs operatives and proxies gained ground even before Vald®sõ 
arrest on August 30, 2010.  By this time, La Familia was strengthening its grip on Tierra Caliente and 
portions of El Norte and had made inroads into Costa Grande and El Centro.  Local DTO chiefs in 
Costa Grande who had remained loyal to Guzmán also found new life after near extermination in 
the Beltrán Leyva purges of 2008-09.  Finally, Héctor Beltrán Leyva found willing partners in Los 
Zetas. 

By January 2011, the DTO landscape in Guerrero had come to be populated by a host of small and 
fiercely competitive groups.  Some of the Beltrán Leyva plaza heads remained loyal to Héctor 
Beltrán Leyva and the partnership he formed with Los Zetas.  Others joined with Valdés for a time 
but soon split, forming smaller groups that struck out on their own.  While some of the small groups 
that emerged from the breakdown of the Valdés faction forged alliances with larger outside DTOs, 
others had (and in some cases still have) no known loyalties, alliances, or affiliations.  Few of the 
new players in Guerrero had the extensive network of business and political connections that had 
helped sustain their predecessors.  Nor did many of them have the luxury of running diversified, 
vertically integrated enterprises.  Instead, the groups have survived by specializing and intensifying 
their exploitation of the opportunities found in their local territories.  They have also come to rely to 
an unprecedented extent on the use of violence to forestall rivals and to keep state security forces at 
bay. 

It was during this fourth period that we see the full development of a qualitative change in the 
nature of DTOs and the relationships they maintain with their host communities.  Narcotics 
production and trafficking do not, in themselves, engender a great deal of violence.  The DTO 
violence that was experienced in Guerrero in earlier periods resulted from efforts by one group to 
encroach on the production zones, trafficking routes, or retail markets controlled by a rival.  
Violence associated with these efforts, while often deliberately shocking, was intended to intimidate 
and disrupt the rivalõs support base, including its allied power brokers.  Extortion and kidnapping, 
activities that penetrate more deeply into the local social fabric, were not unknown but these had not 
evolved into the efficient and large-scale operations that emerged with the break-up of the Beltrán 
Leyva DTO.  Guerreroõs new DTOs are more openly predatory than their predecessors.  For these 
groups, violence is likewise used to communicate but the intended recipients of the messages have 
expanded to include nearly everyone living in the host communities; violence has come to be used to 
induce victimized populations to cooperate. 

The emergence since 2010 of a multitude of criminal groups with unstable internal and external 
relations has had profound social consequences in Guerrero.  Few groups have been more deeply 
affected than local political elites.  In earlier years, there had been comparatively low risk and high 
rewards for politicians who struck deals that helped facilitate DTO activities.  The risks included the 
potential exposure of the relationship by willing prosecutors, of whom there were few, or, more 
menacingly, the potential of becoming the target of a rival DTO.  On the reward side, DTOs 
routinely provided campaign funding, if an elected official, and cash payments, which varied in 
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amount depending on the duties performed by incumbents to particular offices.  DTOs were most 
keen on establishing relationships with customs officials, prosecutors, and personnel (including 
alcaldes) in the command structure of police and military forces.  The DTOs probably never relied 
wholly upon these relationships, however, and they have receded further in importance as the risks 
to politicians have increased while the benefit to traffickers diminished.  The risks to politicians have 
risen partly because of an increase in frequency in the periodic fits of anti-corruption enthusiasm 
that have swept up state and federal authorities.  But a more serious problem is the lack of stability 
in the DTOs operating in particular areas; it is exceptionally dangerous to affiliate tightly to a DTO 
that has only a tenuous foothold in a community.  In only a few areas of the state has a single DTO 
achieved sufficient local dominance to create a safe environment for overt collaboration with 
officeholders.  And it is not only officials who have found diminished incentives associated with 
direct collaboration with DTOs.  The return to DTOs on large payouts to power brokers has in 
most locations diminished as well.  Municipal police forces throughout the state have òvoluntarilyó 
withdrawn from routine policing and the methods used by state and federal police and military 
forces (see discussion below) cause no significant or lasting disruption to DTO activities. 

 

DTOs in Contemporary Guerrero 

Acapulco ς Cártel Independiente de Acapulco, La Barredora and Beltrán Leyva  

At least three DTOs have competed for control over Acapulcoõs lucrative retail drug and extortion 
markets since 2010.  In the early months of 2010 both Valdés and Héctor Beltrán Leyva sought to 
preserve and control the existing Beltrán Leyva organization in the city but this began unraveling 
quickly.  In the fall of 2010, following the arrest of Valdés, a number of his lieutenants united under 
the leadership of Moisés Montero Álvarez and adopted the name Cártel Independiente de Acapulco 
(CIDA).  The group included several pretenders for leadership, however, and by the end of 2010 
splinter groups had formed into a single group, La Barredora.  Although La Barredora lacked the 
connections to Acapulcoõs political and business elites of the other heirs of the original Beltrán 
Leyva DTO, by early 2011 they had found a strong backer in the Sinaloa DTO.  Endowed with 
enormous firepower as a result of this alliance, La Barredora waged a ferocious war directed 
primarily at the CIDA and its supporters.  The death toll unleashed by La Barredora in 2011 and 
2012 was startling even by modern Mexican standards (Figure 4).  The violence was distributed 
throughout the city but was especially common in the sprawling working class neighborhoods of 
Colonias Zapata, Renacimiento, Jardines, and Coloso.  By 2012 Acapulco had earned the dubious 
distinction of being the most deadly city in Mexico, a position it retained at least through 2013. 
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Figure 4 - Intentional Homicides in Acapulco, 2007-2014 

The devastation wrought by the violence on Acapulcoõs tourism industry combined with La 
Barredoraõs lack of allies among political elites provoked a concerted effort by state and federal 
authorities to identify and arrest operatives at all levels of the organization.22  The CIDA was also 
affected, though not to the same extent.23  The impact of the arrest (and killings) of leaders on La 
Barredora is not clear but in most cases this appears to have been minimal.  At least through mid-
2012, each time a leader was detained a replacement immediately emerged.  Then in late 2012, after 
nearly two years of extraordinary violence, La Barredora simply disappeared from the streets of 
Acapulco.  There was a single reappearance, on November 13, 2013, when a message signed by La 
Barredoraõs last known leaders (José Francisco Sosa Vásquez, Eder Jair Sosa Carvajal, and Octavio 
Moreno Bernal) appeared along with three dismembered bodies on the north side of Acapulco.24  
But with only this exception, the DTO seems to have disbanded by the end of 2012. 

La Barredora is the largest DTO to have disappeared in Guerrero since 2010 and it is worthwhile to 
consider the constellation of factors that contributed to its decline.  Certainly the pressure applied by 
state and federal police after October 2011 was a contributing factor.  So too was the groupõs failure 
to dislodge or even degrade the CIDA, their principal adversary.  Perhaps the most important event 
was the arrest on July 31, 2012 of Gino Huerta Moreno in Sinaloa.25  Huerta Moreno served as the 
intermediary between La Barredora and the groupõs Sinaloa backers following the arrest and 

                                                           
22 There was no organized response by security forces to the initial rise of La Barredora in early 2011.  State and federal 
authorities joined the conflict only with the implementation of the Guerrero Seguro program in October 2011. 
23 In a statement issued by federal authorities covering the period from early October 2011 through late May 2012, a 
total of 191 members of La Barredora and 44 members of the CIDA had been arrested.  See Daniel Velázquez, 
òAumentaron los secuestros de octubre a la fecha, seg¼n informe de Garc²a Luna.ó El Sur, May 31, 2012.  Available at 
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/22636 (retrieved 1/13/2015).  Most of the arrests were low level operatives.  The 
losses among the leadership of the two DTOs was more balanced.  CIDA leaders who have been arrested include 
Benjamín Flores Reyes (March 2011), Moises Montero Álvarez (August 2011), Gilberto Castrejon Morales (December 
2011), and José Galeana (February 2013).  La Barredora leaders who have been arrested include Christian Arturo 
Hernández Tarín (March 2011), Víctor Manuel Rivera Galeana (August 2011), and José Francisco Sosa Vásquez 
(December 2013).  Prominent leaders who remain at large include Carlos Antonio Barragán Hernández (CIDA), Eder 
(or Heber) Jair Sosa Carvajal (La Barredora), and Octavio Moreno Bernal (La Barredora). 
24 òNueva jornada de violencia deja ocho muertos, tres de ellos encajuelados,ó El Sur, November 14, 2013.  Available at 
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/119630 (retrieved 1/13/2015). 
25 òDetienen en Sinaloa a ôEl Winnieõ, l²der de ôLa Barredoraõ,ó Proceso, August 1, 2012.  Available at 
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=315793 (retrieved 1/13/2015). 

http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/22636
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/119630
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=315793
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detention of a predecessor, Jesús Ricardo Tapia López, on May 5, 2012.  Huerta Moreno does not 
appear to have been replaced.  Added to La Barredoraõs difficulties in Acapulco (or perhaps because 
of them), the withdrawal of support from the Sinaloa DTO appears to have been a death blow to 
the group.  

 

 

Figure 5 - Average Daily Homicide Rate in Acapulco, 2012-2014 

While the CIDA was fending off the onslaught from La Barredora, operatives of Héctor Beltrán 
Leyva, with support from Los Zetas, worked in comparative obscurity to recover what they could of 
the Beltrán Leyva DTO.  These efforts centered on preserving (or rebuilding) the vertically 
integrated narcotics operations that had been developed by the original Beltrán Leyva organization.  
The Costa Chica, east of the city, is the Beltrán Leyva DTOõs best documented supply zone for the 
Acapulco market but the group likely works in production zones to the north and west as well.  
From the patterning of the violence known to have been perpetrated by the group, the Beltrán 
Leyva DTO seems to have been more focused on developing and protecting retail narcotics markets 
than its competitors.  Though the CIDA was also reportedly active in marijuana production areas of 
Costa Chica and retail drug markets in Acapulco,26 the group is best known for its extortion and 
kidnapping operations.  With the disappearance of La Barredora, there was an initial increase in 
violence between the CIDA and Beltrán Leyva DTOs.  But the violence dropped sharply in 
December 2013, presumably a result of some sort of accommodation between the two groups.27  
The terms of the agreement are unknown but the result was a significant decline in cityõs homicide 
rate.  From an average of 3.35 killings per day in 2012, the daily average tumbled to 1.32 from 
December of 2013 through September of 2014 (Figure 5). 

 The arrest of Héctor Beltrán Leyva on October 1, 2014 has had an effect on the violence in 
Acapulco.  The homicide rate has jumped since October and dismembered bodies and narcomensajes 

                                                           
26 This can be seen in the arrest of Luis Álvaro León Morales, a CIDA operative who supplied narcotics markets on the 
east side of Acapulco.  See òAprehenden polic²as federales a un presunto integrante del Cida en La Poza,ó El Sur, 
January 12, 2015. Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/244583 (retrieved 1/13/2015). 
27 It is not clear if the terms of the arrangement centered on a territorial division of the city or a division in the types 
business activities in which the two groups engaged.  If the latter, CIDA is likely to have had priority in the areas of 
extortion and kidnapping while Beltrán Leyva retained priority in retail drug markets. 

http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/244583
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signed by Beltrán Leyva operatives, things that have not been seen in Acapulco since 2013, have 
reappeared.  CIDA gunmen have been unusually active as well.  The killings follow a familiar 
pattern, including a show of strength by the weakened Beltrán Leyva DTO and the reemergence of 
active competition with the CIDA over Acapulcoõs spoils. 

Costa Grande ς La Guardia Guerrerense and Los Caballeros Templarios 

In Costa Grande DTO activity is dominated by efforts to control narcotics production on the 
southern slopes of the Filo Mayor.  Access to the production zones is gained via secondary roads 
that follow the short, steep valleys draining sections of the ridgeline.  Each of these valleys has a 
small city at the point where it empties onto the coastal plain.  From east to west, they include: 
Coyuca de Benítez; Atoyac; Técpan; San Luis de la Loma; Papanoa; Petatlán; San Jeronimito; San 
José Ixtapa; and La Union.  There are a few large settlements in middle elevations, including 
Tixtlancingo and Tepetixtla above Coyuca de Benítez, El Paraíso above Atoyac, and Vallecitos 
above San José Ixtapa, but none have gas stations which are fundamental for DTO operational 
bases.  In addition to rural production zones and the associated cities, DTOs have competed for 
control over the port city of Zihuatanejo, which offers profitable extortion opportunities as well as a 
sizable retail narcotics market. 

DTOs seeking to control the narcotics output of Costa Grande generally work through local 
economic and political power brokers, or caciques.  Rogaciano Alba Álvarez of Petatlán is the best 
known and was probably the most important in the early development of the regionõs narcotics 
industry.  When Alba declined the invitation to join Arturo Beltrán Leyva in breaking with Joaquín 
Guzmán in 2008, Beltrán Leyva threw support behind Rubén Granados Vargas of San Luis de la 
Loma, Tecpán.  The fighting between the Granados and Alba groups in 2008-09 in the central Costa 
Grande was brutal and took the form of an extermination campaign.  It not only targeted the 
families and supporters of Granados and Alba; communities in the home territories of the two 
groups were sacked and occasionally razed as well.  Although both Alba and Granados were 
arrested, in 2008 and 2009, respectively, the fighting between their supporters survived the arrests.  
It was brought to a close, at least for the time being, in January of 2014 when the two jailed leaders 
negotiated an unlikely alliance that united their groups with the Cártel Jalisco Nueva Generación, a 
Sinaloa affiliate, in an effort to drive Los Caballeros Templarios from the western portion of Costa 
Grande.28  The allied groups have lately adopted the name Guardia Guerrerense and have aggressively 
pushed west through Zihautanejo into the municipio of La Unión, which borders the Caballeros 
Templariosõ stronghold of Lazaro Cardenas, Michoac§n. 

The presence of Los Caballeros Templarios in Costa Grande can be traced to 2009, when La Familia 
Michoacana appeared in Zihuatanejo as a proxy for the Sinaloa DTO.  The sharp increase in 
homicides in 2009 in Costa Grande (Figure 6) was in large part a byproduct of a three-way conflict 
for control over Zihuatanejo and the surrounding municipios, with La Familia reinforcing the 
weakened Alba faction (Sinaloa affiliated) in the ongoing conflict that also involved Los Zetas and 
Los Granados (Beltrán Leyva affiliated).  This was a last independent effort by Los Zetas to establish 
a stable foothold in Guerrero.  Their disappearance from Guerrero in late 2009 came just before the 
collapse of the Beltrán Leyva DTO.  La Familia was perfectly positioned to exploit the vacuum and 
they were able to go some distance in consolidating control of western Costa Grande before they 
had their own internal schism that halted further eastward expansion.  In 2011 factional divisions 

                                                           
28 Ezequiel Flores Contreras, òLa lucha se extiende a Guerrero.ó Proceso, January 21, 2014. Available at 
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=362936 (retrieved 1/13/2015).  

http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=362936
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divided La Familia, with a dominant group adopting the name Los Caballeros Templarios.  At least 
initially, in Costa Grande the transition from La Familia to Los Caballeros Templarios was seamless, 
perhaps because one of the principal leaders of the new group, Servando Gómez Martínez, has 
family connections in La Unión, Guerrero.  The Caballeros Templarios followed the pattern of their 
predecessors in working with local caciques to control production zones.  The most important of 
their supporters was Chano Arreola of Parotitas, Pantitlán, who operated out of the coastal town of 
Coyuquilla, Petatlan.  This town is situated just to the west of the lower end of a large N-S trending 
spur off the crest of the Filo Mayor.  The border between the municipios of Petatlán and Tecpán 
roughly follows this feature and it formed a natural barrier separating Los Caballeros Templarios 
territory to the west from Los Granados territory to the east (including the municipio of Tecpán and 
perhaps portions of Atoyac).  From 2011 through 2013 this was a stable border, with cross-border 
raiding but no discernible change in territorial control.  The formation of La Guardia Guerrerense in 
early 2014 altered the dynamic and Los Caballeros Templarios were in retreat throughout the year.  
By yearõs end they had lost control of Zihuatanejo and were clinging precariously to territory in La 
Unión. 

 

Figure 6 - Intentional Homicides in Costa Grande, 2007-2014 

In the neighboring state of Michoacán federal police and military forces have applied sustained 
pressure on Los Caballeros Templarios since early 2013.  Police and military deployments to combat 
the group have also occurred in Tierra Caliente in Guerrero, north of Costa Grande.  But in Costa 
Grande the authorities have mounted no such effort and instead seem content to allow the Guardia 
Guerrerense to do the work of purging Los Caballeros Templarios from the region. 

This discussion of Costa Grande has addressed the dynamics between DTOs operating in the 
central and western portions of the region.  The eastern portion of Costa Grande, including the 
municipios of Coyuca de Benítez and Atoyac, are likewise important narcotics production zones.  
They are, if anything, more violent than the muncipios to the west.  I have not included them in this 
discussion because this is one of the few areas of the state where we have very little understanding 
of the relevant players or the dynamics between them.  The killings follow no obvious pattern, nor is 
it common to find narcomensajes that would cast light on the identity of the players.  Given the close 
proximity to Acapulco, it is likely that DTO activity in the area is related to the dynamics seen in 
Acapulco.  But exactly how it is related and who is involved are mysteries. 
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Tierra Caliente ς Los Caballeros Templarios and La Familia Michoacana 

Tierra Caliente has the smallest population and is among the most isolated of Guerreroõs seven 
regions.  As in Costa Grande, the resources most coveted by DTOs include highland production 
zones.  Extortion operations in Tierra Caliente are also extensive, pervading both rural and urban 
settings.  Population centers in Tierra Caliente are concentrated in the low elevations, at the bottom 
of a series of long drainages on the north slope of the Filo Mayor.  The poorly developed road 
network between the gateway cities in the lowlands and the highland production zones to the south 
creates notable logistical difficulties for security forces as well as DTOs.  The drive-time from 
municipal head towns (cabeceras) to highland villages can be a full day in the best of circumstances 
and is rarely attempted when rainy conditions prevail.  There are two major entry and exit points to 
Tierra Caliente, an east-west highway through Arcelia which links the region with El Norte (at 
Iguala) and a north-south route through Ciudad Altamirano providing access to Michoacán and 
México in the north and Costa Grande (near Zihuatanejo) to the south. 

Through 2009 the pattern of DTO conflict in Tierra Caliente mirrored the experience of western 
and central Costa Grande.  Los Zetas offered an initial but unsuccessful challenge to the Beltrán 
Leyva DTOõs control of the area in 2006 through 2009.  In 2009 La Familia joined the fray creating 
the same sort of three-way struggle seen in Costa Grande.  The violence spiked even more sharply in 
2009 in Tierra Caliente than it had in Costa Grande (Figure 7); the homicide rate in 2009 in the 
municipio of Pungarabato (Ciudad Altamirano) reached an astounding 192 killings per 100,000, the 
highest annual rate recorded in the state.29  La Familia was more successful at wresting control from 
the Beltrán Leyva DTO in Tierra Caliente than elsewhere.  Compared to Costa Grande, the highland 
production zones in Tierra Caliente were less developed, further from commercial centers, and had 
fewer entrenched caciques leaving the Beltrán Leyva DTOs with fewer local allies.  La Familia also 
had logistical advantages over its rivals given Tierra Calienteõs proximity to the groupõs strongholds 
in neighboring Michoacán. 

In Costa Grande the split within La Familia in 2011 that led to the emergence of Los Caballeros 
Templarios was largely uneventful but this was less so in Tierra Caliente.  The competition between 
factions within La Familia was on most graphic display in 2012 in the major gateway cities of Ciudad 
Altamirano and Coyuca de Catalán.  The outcome, insofar as can be determined, was a partitioning 
of Tierra Caliente into a large western portion controlled by Los Caballeros Templarios and a much 
smaller territory to the east controlled by a group using the original La Familia name.  Aside from 
this brief period in 2012, there has been surprisingly little violence linked to the division between the 
two groups.  Instead, DTO competition in Tierra Caliente has centered on the defense of the region 
from intrusions by outside DTOs.  Los Caballeros Templarios has faced challenges from the CJNG 
while La Familia has been engaged in protracted conflicts with Los Rojos in the southeast and, 
especially, with Guerreros Unidos along its entire eastern border.30  

                                                           
29 

This figure was derived from the homicide total reported for Pungarabato in 2009 by the PGJE (71 ð see citation in 
note 21) and the population of the municipio recorded by the INEGI in the 2010 census (see citation in note 2).  I have 
been unable to locate and estimate of Pungarabatoõs 2009 population. 
30

 At some point in 2012 a territorial accord was reached between Los Rojos and La Familia.  After 2011 I have no 
record of La Familia activity in El Centro or Los Rojos activity in Tierra Caliente.  The border zone (along the 
boundaries of the municipios of Heliodoro Castillo and San Miguel Totolapan) was briefly peaceful before Guerreros 
Unidos began pushing south into the border area from Apaxtla.  Little is known about the accord between Los Rojos 
and La Familia.  The only reference to it that I have seen can be found here:  òWhat is Guerreros Unidos?ó Borderland 
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Figure 7 - Intentional Homicides in Tierra Caliente, 2007-2014 

The scope of the control over Tierra Caliente exerted by La Familia and Los Caballeros Templarios 
is difficult to exaggerate.  More than any other region in the state, in Tierra Caliente DTOs have 
thoroughly infiltrated not simply supplanted local governments, not only exercising policing 
functions but regulating a surprisingly broad swath of everyday life.  The line between legitimate 
taxation and extortion can be fuzzy in Tierra Caliente; the region was purged several years ago of 
merchants who quibbled with this distinction.  Those who mounted the most serious objections 
seem to have been the regionõs traditional commercial elites, who either died in a futile attempt at 
resistance or fled the region.31  In either case, they left a multitude of shuttered storefronts in the 
central business districts of the regionõs major cities, especially Ciudad Altamirano.  Smaller 
merchants and large national or multinational firms who conduct business in Tierra Caliente have 
been more accommodating, counting amounts paid to DTOs as a regular operating expense.  Those 
who have tested DTO resolve have paid a steep price.32   

In the countryside, DTOs wield power far in excess of anything seen elsewhere in the state.  They 
maintain observation encampments at intersections on even minor roadways, monitoring 
commercial transportation and passenger movement as well as police and military patrols.  In 
villages along roads in the drainages leading up the north slope of the Filo Mayor, DTOs requisition 
houses for their operatives, who reside among and are supported by the local population.  In other 
areas they work through local residents who are allied with the group.  DTOs in Tierra Caliente 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Beat, October 16, 2014.  Available at http://www.borderlandbeat.com/2014/10/what-is-guerreros-unidos.html 
(retrieved 1/13/2015). 
 
31 The pressure applied to merchants in Ciudad Altamirano can be seen in reporting on Salvador Palacios Reyes, a 
jeweler from a prominent family who was killed on March 18, 2011.  See Israel Flores, òAsaltan y asesinan a comerciante 
de oro en Altamirano; pertenec²a a una familia de politicos.ó El Sur, March 19, 2011.  Available at http://el -
suracapulco.com.mx/nota1e.php?id_nota=98585 (retrieved 1/13/2015).  
32 A clear example was the case of Legumbrera San Luis, an agribusiness concern specialized in melon production.  After 
the owners resisted extortion demands, ten migrant laborers employed by the company were slaughtered by gunmen 
while working in a field in Ajuchitl§n.  See Ezequiel Flores Contreras, òInd²genas y menores de edad, entre los 10 
masacrados en Guerrero.ó Proceso, March 4, 2013.  Available at http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=335294 (retrieved 
1/10/2015). 

http://www.borderlandbeat.com/2014/10/what-is-guerreros-unidos.html
http://el-suracapulco.com.mx/nota1e.php?id_nota=98585
http://el-suracapulco.com.mx/nota1e.php?id_nota=98585
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=335294
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maintain their own communication infrastructure to facilitate communication and tactical 
coordination.33  When needed, they can quickly assemble units of 150 or more gunmen, though the 
logistical difficulties involved in supporting large formations ensures that such mobilizations are rare 
and short-lived. 

Although DTO conflict has been relatively rare in most areas of Tierra Caliente since 2012 there 
have been a few notable exceptions.  The municipio cabeceras of Ajuchitlán, Arcelia, and San Miguel 
Totolapán have all witnessed high levels of violence since 2013. On repeated occasions in 2013 and 
2014 large contingents of Guerreros Unidos gunmen have appeared in the Río Tehuehuetla drainage 
in Ajuchitlán and western San Miguel Totolapán where they found and confronted La Familia 
gunmen.  Similar engagements occurred along the eastern border of San Miguel Totolapán.  The 
invading groups have also sacked numerous villages and produced repeated waves of refugees.34  
Similar incidents occurred in adjacent areas of El Centro and El Norte and are discussed below.  

If  there is a region in Guerrero where the òdrug waró meets the common understanding of the word 
òwaró it is Tierra Caliente.  Federal and state police and military forces are effective at defending 
their fortified bases and the immediate surroundings of heavily armed ground patrols and 
checkpoints.  But the ground patrols of police and military forces create no meaningful impediment 
to DTO control of the region.  Fighting regularly erupts when DTO gunmen are caught in 
compromised circumstances at their observation encampments or highway checkpoints.  But more 
often the DTOs simply monitor the police and military patrols, knowing that the security forces will 
shortly return to their fortified bases if they are left alone. 

El Centro ς Los Rojos and Los Ardillos 

The principal focal points of DTO attention in the center of the state include Chilpancingo (the 
state capital) and other cities along the Autopista del Sur corridor, the narcotics production zones of 
the eastern Filo Mayor, and the city of Chilapa, the main gateway to poppy production zones in La 
Montaña.   All of these areas were securely under Beltrán Leyva control through 2009.  Arturo 
Beltrán Leyva occasionally exploited the symbolic value of government officials and installations in 
or near Chilpancingo with spectacular displays of violence but the revenue generating resources of 
El Centro were not seriously disputed nor did DTO activities involve a great deal of violence.  The 
Beltrán Leyva break from the Sinaloa DTO led to a modest escalation in violence targeting 
government officials and installations but the sharpest deterioration in the security situation in El 
Centro has come more recently.  It has resulted from the diversification of DTO activities, especially 
the expanded participation in extortion and kidnapping operations, and occasional bouts of 
competition between rival DTOs. 

The break-up of the original Beltrán Leyva DTO in 2010 created confusion throughout the state but 
nowhere more so than in El Centro.  The competition between Héctor Beltrán Leyva and Edgar 
Valdés Villarreal was joined first by La Familia, who had by this time achieved control in Tierra 

                                                           
33 Israel Flores, òDestruye la Marina antenas de monitoreo de presas de la CFE y la Conagua en Tierra Caliente.ó El Sur, 
September 10, 2014.  Available at  http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/205453 (retrieved 1/13/2015). 
34 For raids of late July 2013, see Israel Flores, òIncendian casas sicarios en comunidades de San Miguel Totolapan y 
desplazan a 100 vecinos.ó El Sur, July 31, 2013.  Available at http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/96324 (retrieved 
1/13/2015).  For June 2014 raids, see Ezequiel Flores Contreras, òNarcoviolencia desplaza a m§s de 250 habitantes de la 
sierra de Guerrero.ó Proceso, June 6, 2014.  Available at http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=373988. (retrieved 1/13/2015).  
Witnesses to these events have reported occasions in which the attacking group numbered 500, through this seems 
implausible; even the army would have difficulty fielding a force this large in this particular area. 

http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/205453
http://suracapulco.mx/archivos/96324
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=373988
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Caliente.  La Familia gunmen made repeated forays east through 2011, along the Autopista del Sol 
from Acapulco north to El Norte (see below).  Complicating matters still further, in the summer of 
2010 José Ángel Nava Marino, after initially supporting Héctor Beltrán Leyva, appeared in 
Chilpancingo at the head of a new and independent group, the Cártel de la Sierra.   Nava Marino was 
a nephew and had been in the service of Jes¼s Nava Romero, aka, òEl Rojo,ó a Beltrán Leyva 
lieutenant who died alongside Arturo Beltrán Leyva in 2009.  Nava Marino was killed in a firefight 
between unknown parties in Iguala in early October 2010 but the group he formed continued under 
the leadership of two brothers and a sister of Jesús Nava Romero, José, Leonor, and María del 
Carmen.  The group adopted various names over the next several years but eventually settled on 
òLos Rojos,ó presumably as a tribute to Jesús. 

From 2010 through early 2012 Los Rojos maintained a dominant position in El Centro as well as El 
Norte, successfully defending Iguala and Taxco from La Familia.  This lasted through early 2012, 
when a new group, Guerreros Unidos, arose and ousted Los Rojos from El Norte.  By late 2012 
territorial boundaries that would prove durable had been established, with Los Rojos secure in its 
control over nearly all of the strategic resources of El Centro.  They controlled the gateway cities of 
Tixtla, Chilapa, and Tlapa on Highway 93, which gave access to poppy production zones of La 
Montaña; they held the Autopista del Sur corridor from the Río Balsas (at Puente Solidaridad) through 
Chilpancingo to the southern end of the Ocotito Valley (at Tierra Colorada); and to the west, they 
held the poppy production zones of the eastern Filo Mayor, including high elevation zones in the 
municipios of Chilpancingo, Leonardo Bravo, Eduardo Neri, and Heliodoro Castillo. 

 

Figure 8 - Intentional Homicides in El Centro, 2007-2014 

As with most DTOs operating in Guerrero, Los Rojos devoted considerable energy to building 
extortion and kidnapping operations.  The crown jewel was the city of Chilpancingo.  Though 
smaller than Acapulco, Chilpancingo has the highest per capita income in the state.  The city has a 
major state university, a large army base, an abundance of salaried bureaucrats and politicians, and a 
vibrant business community.  Los Rojos became proficient at devising techniques, all variations on 
extortion and kidnapping, to extract revenue from the multitude of targets the city offered.  They 
were also among the first groups in the state to develop forms of extortion that could be applied in 
rural communities that lacked significant narcotics production potential.  And they controlled 
lucrative retail contraband markets in Chilpancingo and the Ocotito Valley, Zumpango del Río, 


