
MITIGATING SECURITY-RELATED RISKS 
WHEN TRAVELING IN BRAZIL AND MEXICO



Gisela Mota lasted less than 24 hours in her role as mayor of Temixco. She didn’t resign. She 
was assassinated. On the morning of January 2, 2016, less than a day after assuming office, 
six armed men forced themselves inside her family’s house and made the entire family lie face 
down while they attempted to identify their target, the newly elected mayor, Mota. Once Mota 
identified herself, the attackers summarily executed her, shooting her four times in the head.

While Mota’s murder is an extreme example of the power and ferocity of organized crime, it 
does provide a window into the struggles the country faces, and why some view the potential 
for civil war. 

In Brazil, the situation is no less dire. With over 50,000 deaths a year from homicide, Brazil 
continues to struggle with inescapable levels of violence. To complicate matters further, the 
country also faces a pervasive violence problem within its police. This recently resulted in the 
country’s state security secretary banning attempts by police officers from administering first aid 
to those in need, and potentially covering up murders they committed1. 

1 http://www.economist.com/blogs/americasview/2014/03/police-violence-brazil

Brazil Mexico United States

Size (SQ KM) 8,514,877 1,964,375 9,826,675

Population 204,259,812 (July 2015 
est.)

121,736,809 (July 2015 
est.)

321,368,864 (July 2015 
est.)

Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP)

$3.276 trillion (2014 
est.)

$1.291 trillion (2014 
est.)

$17.35 trillion (2014 
est.)

GDP per Capita $16,200 (2014 est.) $18,000 (2014 est.) $54,400 (2014 est.)

Labor force 108 million 51.92 million 155.9 million

Unemployment rate 4.8% (2014 est.) 4.8% (2014 est.) 6.2% (2014 est.)

Homicide count 56,337 27,213 14,661

Kidnappings 396 (2013) 1,888 (2013) N/A (1)

(1) U.S. law enforcement does not track and report kidnappings at the national level.

Table sources:
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2147rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/br.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mx.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/us.html
http://homicide.igarape.org.br/
http://altoalsecuestro.com.mx/estadisticas/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/kidnappings-in-mexico-surge-to-the-highest-number-on-
record/2014/08/15/3f8ee2d2-1e6e-11e4-82f9-2cd6fa8da5c4_story.html
https://data.unodc.org/

By the Numbers: Brazil, Mexico, and the United States:

STEELE CSS 01



BRAZIL AND MEXICO: VIOLENCE REIGNS

Mota’s murder provides the latest example of 
the pervasiveness of extreme violence in Mexico, 
organized crime, and the ongoing fight for power and 
control within local, state, and federal governments. 
Notwithstanding organized crime’s fight with the 
government, criminal gangs continue to wage war 
against each other. 

In the midst of such violence, kidnappings, and 
murders, extortion takes place with alarming 
frequency. With no end in sight, traveling in Mexico 
exposes foreigners to a broad range of threats. This 
is especially the case for executives employed with 
multinationals as they present attractive kidnapping 
targets for criminal gangs.

The current security situation in Brazil presents 
similar challenges for the traveling executive. As an 
indication of the threats that crime and violence pose, 
in its 2015 Crime and Safety Report series, the United 

Waze sends American Couple to 
Crime-Ridden Slum
During a vacation to Brazil, Regina 
Murmura and her husband, Francisco 
relied upon Waze, a widely used 
GPS app to lead them to Niteroi, a 
municipality of Rio de Janeiro and 
a popular tourist destination. While 
following the app’s directions, the 
couple ended up in a favela, or slum. 
Shortly after entering the slum, 20 
bullets hit the couple’s car, killing 
Ms. Murmura. To date, Brazilian 
authorities have yet to announce 
arrests or convictions related to 
Regina Murmura’s murder.
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States Overseas Security Advisory Council (OSAC) assigned Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Brasilia 
(the country’s capital), and Recife a crime rating of “critical”2345. The threats detailed in OSAC’s 
reports range from pickpocketing and vehicle theft, to kidnapping and random acts of violence, 
including the use of firearms. 

In light of the upcoming Olympic Games taking 
place in August 2016, and the tremendous influx 
of visitors predicted, the OSAC’s reports highlight 
a particularly problematic type of crime involving 
robberies of cars stuck in the country’s notorious 
traffic, as well as robberies in public places such as 
beaches and shopping malls and other congested 
areas such as sporting events. The OSAC’s report on 
Brasilia noted the following:

“Crime was a concern during the World Cup; 
the majority of it was opportunistic street 
crime that took advantage of the influx of 
tourists. Thieves targeted people at Fan 
Fests, near stadiums, on buses, subways, 
and other areas where tourists congregated. 
Commonly stolen items included: wallets, 
purses, phones, cameras, luggage, jewelry, 
and match tickets. These types of thefts 
were usually non-violent, but the ones 
that did turn violent were often because 
the victim resisted. The tournament also saw more serious cases of crime to include 
sexual assault, armed robbery, and express kidnapping.”6

Furthermore, the same report noted that criminals do not discriminate between private 
individuals and government officials:

“Violent crimes (murder, kidnapping, carjacking, armed assault, and burglary) occur 
with frequency. On January 1, a Lebanese diplomat was attacked by four criminals 
while he was reportedly in a vehicle with diplomatic plates en route to a local 
shopping mall when he was assaulted. He was hit on the head and suffered a broken 
nose and bruises.”

2 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=17139
3 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=17164
4 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=17239
5 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=18843
6 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=17239

The World Arrives in Brazil:
Rio 2016 – The Facts

Days of competition 17

Countries competing 206

Athletes competing 10,500

Number of medal events 306

Number of competition 
venues

32

Number of tickets 
available

7.5 
million

Number of tourists 
predicted

480,000

Table sources:

http://www.rio2016.com/en/olympic-games

http://riotimesonline.com/brazil-news/rio-
business/ioc-predicts-480000-tourists-in-rio-2016/#
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Consequently, executives traveling to either country on a routine business trip, or to attend a 
special event such as the Olympics Games in Brazil, or the Bridgestone America’s Golf Cup in 
Mexico City, must exercise extreme caution.

THE INHERENT SECURITY CHALLENGES EACH MARKET 
PRESENTS

Given the degree of elevated levels of robbery, 
kidnapping, rape, and murder coupled with an 
ever-present language without careful planning 
and support, executives traveling overseas can 
easily find themselves in unfamiliar and inherently 
unsafe situations. In particular, Brazil and Mexico 
present several common security-related challenges, 
including the following:

• Fragile transportation networks: Brazil is the 
largest country in South America, both in terms 
of its population and geographical size. The road 
conditions in both countries vary dramatically. 
Many roads receive minimal maintenance, 
resulting in potholes with the potential to damage 
a vehicle and leave the occupants stranded. 
Public transport also presents risks due to the 
prevalence of unlicensed taxis and the threat of 
attacks on each country’s bus networks during 
social or political unrest, including robbery and 
hijackings.

• Ever-present Language barrier: The existence 
of a language barrier is nothing new for well-traveled executives. However, given the current 
security situation in both countries, communicating with someone whose first language is 
Portuguese or Spanish, dramatically complicates the communication process – especially in 
times of stress such as a robbery or kidnapping.  

7 https://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results

Car Crash Hospitalizes Mexican 
Executive Traveling in
United States
When an executive from Mexico 
crashed his car while visiting Houston, 
he immediately contacted FirstCall 
who sent team members from 
Matamoros and Monterrey to provide 
assistance. 

Once in Houston, the FirstCall team 
picked up the client, arranged 
transportation for him to get back 
to Mexico, and handled insurance-
related matters in the USA and 
Mexico. FirstCall also prepared and 
presented suitable paperwork to 
allow for the towing of the executive’s 
damage vehicle back to Mexico.
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• Corruption in the private and public sector: Both Brazil and Mexico continue to battle 
systemic corruption. Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index ranks 
Brazil as the 76th corrupt country out of 168 countries surveyed. Mexico ranks 95th on the 
same list (For comparison purposes, the United States and United Kingdom rank 16th and 
10th, respectively7). In 2013 and again in 2014, the Brazilian public took to the streets to 
protest their disapproval of government corruption and alleged police brutality. In Mexico, 
because of the invasive role played by organized crime and drug trafficking gangs, members 
of the police, judiciary, as well as city, state, and federal governments may end up on the 
payrolls of criminals. 

As kidnapping for ransom is a frequent occurrence in both Brazil and Mexico, an executive 
may wander into the wrong area and suffer deadly consequences. (See Sidebar: Waze sends 
American Couple to Crime-Ridden Slum). 
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SELECTING A SECURITY FIRM

Given the existing presence of multinationals 
in both markets, the upcoming Olympic 
Games, increased large scale manufacturing, 
and investment in Mexico’s oil and gas sector, 
executives may soon uncover a need to travel to 
either country. The current security situation in 
both countries justifies the abundance of caution 
when it comes to ensuring an executive’s safety and 
security. 

The following checklist provides companies and 
VIPs with criteria to consider when selecting a 
security firm.

• Does the firm possess an in-depth 
understanding of the threats facing executives 
as well as extensive experience meeting the 
varied and complex needs and expectations of 
multinational corporations?

• Can they provide support throughout the 
country – regardless of where the executive and 
their team travels? 

• Does the security firm invest the time, effort, 
and expense to conduct advanced site visits as 
well as gather real-time intelligence regarding the 
threats an executive may face? 

• Can the firm demonstrate its experience 
in identifying and documenting primary and 
secondary travel routes - including escape routes, 
distance to the nearest hospitals and designated 
rallying points? 

STEELE Evacuates 60 Employees and 
Executives during Hurricane Ingrid and 
Tropical Storm Manuel
When Hurricane Ingrid and tropical 
storm Manuel hit Mexico simultaneously, 
60 executives and employees of a 
multinational car manufacturer in 
Acapulco found themselves cut off with 
limited access to food, water, and medical 
supplies. In order to reach the stranded 
executives and employees, deliver 
assistance, and facilitate their evacuation, 
FirstCall’s team in Acapulco walked for 
many hours under difficult conditions to 
reach the hotel where they sheltered. 

While the Acapulco team proceeded on 
foot, the FirstCall team in Mexico City 
sent three vans stocked with water and 
food to Acapulco. Due to the extensive 
damage caused by the storms, many 
roads were impassable. Consequently, 
the FirstCall team had to negotiate 
with Mexico’s National Guard in order 
to receive permission to use alternate, 
regional roads. 

While the Acapulco and Mexico City 
teams provided assistance in Mexico, 
STEELE’s directors met with the client’s 
crisis committee. The client asked STEELE 
to arrange for three private jets to 
evacuate the employees and executives. 

After extensive negotiations with the 
airport and National Guard officials, 30 
employees and executives left Mexico 
in planes, fully stocked with food, water, 
and medical supplies. In addition to 
the client’s employees and executives, 
the planes evacuated several local 
inhabitants, with non-critical injuries that 
required medical care. STEELE evacuated 
the remaining 30 individuals using the 
vans that arrived from Mexico City.
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• Has the firm helped companies identify and adopt a vehicle-based GPS tracking solution? 

 – Such a solution should include a two-way connection with a trained security specialist 
who possesses the advanced training needed to respond to an assault, a kidnapping, a 
medical emergency, or other personal crises as well as the wherewithal to direct police 
or other emergency services to the scene. 

In addition to the services detailed above, a security firm must employ professionals with 
advanced language skills that allow them to communicate in their native language as well as 
the executive’s mother tongue, which in most often cases is English.

CONCLUSION 

Brazil and Mexico continue to attract capital investments and millions of tourists each year. 
Given the level of criminal activity directed at foreign visitors as well as general level of violence 
that envelopes rural and metropolitan areas alike, executives and VIPs must plan accordingly. 
With local knowledge, advance site assessments, contingency planning, and the use of GPS 
technology, security firms can help ensure that executives and VIPs avoid a broad range of 
severe and life-threatening risks.
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ABOUT STEELE CSS

STEELE Corporate Security & Advisory Services is a global risk management firm that provides 
personal protection, workplace stability, and crisis response services to Fortune 1000 corporate 
security departments and family offices. With over 26 years of experience delivering corporate 
security services in more than 80 countries, and regional offices in 18 strategic locations around 
the world, STEELE’s experienced and trusted security professionals help ensure confidence and 
peace of mind.

For more information about how to optimize your company’s safety and security 
program, contact:

STEELE Corporate Security and Advisory Services 
One Sansome Street 
Suite 3500 
San Francisco, CA 94104 - USA

Phone: +1 (415) 781-4300

Email: info@steelecss.com
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