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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Corporate security is a dominant concern for businesses, particularly for multinational 

companies whose executives travel to Mexico. The United States government continues to issue 

frequent travel warnings that detail the threats organized crime poses throughout the country.

Dispelling preconceived notions about security in Mexico is a critical step to ensure that a 

company understands the threats confronting its executives and employees who travel or work 

there.

Since Enrique Peña Nieto survived an election challenge to become president of Mexico in 

December 2012, some observers claim that there has been a general lack of “government 
1authority” regarding security . According to various surveys that measure the perception of 

security in Mexico, some political analysts believe that the government is losing control of the 

ability to keep its citizens and those who travel there safe.

Although drug cartels play a significant role in destabilizing the country and increasing the 

security risk for employees of multinationals, other criminal activity such as kidnapping takes 

place with alarming frequency. In 2014, the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI 

by its name in Spanish, Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía), an agency of the Mexican 

government responsible for producing national statistics, reported that kidnappings rose from 
2106,000 in 2012 to 132,000 in 2013, an increase of almost 25 percent . However, INEGI also 

estimates that approximately 95 percent of the kidnappings in Mexico are not reported to 
3authorities .

KIDNAPPINGS PER STATE 2014
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Of Mexico's 32 states, Tamaulipas recorded the most kidnappings (340) from January to June 

2014. Other states reporting a high number of kidnappings during the same period are: Veracruz, 

111; Michoacán, 110; the State of Mexico, 100; Morelos, 90; Tabasco, 75; and Guerreo; 72.

1. http://www.fptoday.org/how-the-rise-of-mexicos-self-defense-groups-is-challenging-the-governments-authority/

2. http://online.wsj.com/articles/despite-drop-in-homicides-mexicos-crimes-said-to-increase-1412110391

3. http://www.inegi.org.mx/inegi/contenidos/espanol/prensa/Boletines/Boletin/Comunicados/Especiales/2014/septiembre/comunica11.pdf
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OVERVIEW OF CURRENT SECURITY CONDITIONS

In May 2014, the Mexican government decided to increase its deployment of security forces and 

to boost its intelligence- gathering capabilities. The top security official, Interior Secretary Miguel 
4Angel Osorio Chong, indicated that the changes, which were spearheaded by military officials , 

would pay particular attention to northern border states such as Tamaulipas, which the U.S. 
5Department of State recently included in a travel warning .

That same travel alert included southern Mexican states because of the presence of Transitional 

Criminal Organizations (TCOs) in that part of the country. TCOs are also active throughout the 

northern states where they are engaged in extensive criminal activity, including turf wars 

involving drug trafficking routes. The Central States have not escaped the increase in crime. In 
62013, the Mexican government deployed security forces to quell crime in that troubled region .

In 2012, the Combating Terrorism Center (CTC) at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point issued a 

report on security issues confronting multinational corporations operating in Mexico. Their 

commentary highlights the fluid nature of the country's security environment and the need to 

gather and analyze threat intelligence on a frequent basis. Here is an excerpt:

“Due to variations in the level and type of criminal control over communities, and the fact that 

these levels are in flux over time, it is difficult to derive a definitive and current list of fallen cities in 

Mexico. Conditions change rapidly and a stable community can quickly become ungoverned 

(often in a matter of weeks). In contrast, there have been instances where the conditions in 

ungoverned communities improved almost as quickly with the introduction of federal forces, 

such as the police or military. Several cities that exhibit a continuing pattern of security 

deterioration and indicators of fallen or ungoverned would be Apatzingán (Michoacán State); 

Ciudad Altamirano (Guerrero State); Coyuca de Benítez (Guerrero State); Meoqui (Chihuahua); 
7and Piedras Negras (Coahuila State) .”

KIDNAPPINGS PER STATE 2014
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Despite the alarming statistics and dire reports of widespread crime in Mexico, executives 

traveling to Mexico should not draw a conclusion that the Mexican Drug War between the 

government and the drug cartels is affecting the country uniformly.

Instead, investors and business travelers should pay close attention to Mexican states included in 

U.S. government travel alerts

4. http://bigstory.ap.org/article/mexico-sets-security-plan-violent-border-state

5. http://travel.state.gov/content/passports/english/alertswarnings/mexico-travel-warning.html

6. https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=15151

7. https://www.ctc.usma.edu/posts/security-implications-for-multinational-corporations-operating-in-mexico

while understanding that alerts, as valuable as they are, cannot replace local, real-time 

knowledge of the latest security- related developments. That information, which is so vital to 

helping executives protect themselves and their company's operations, is best obtained from 

security firms that have a strong local presence.
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MEXICO'S APPROACH TO SECURITY

From the 1980s until Felipe Calderon was elected president of Mexico in September of 2006, 

Mexico had been mostly passive in responding to drug cartel violence. In December of that year, 

the newly elected president launched a fight against the drug cartels by sending 6,500 troops into 

the state of Michoacán to quell drug violence there. His action, the first major retaliation against 

the cartels, signaled a turning point in the country's approach to security and is regarded as the 

start of the Mexican Drug War.

Until he left office in 2012, Calderon's government frequently highlighted its progress in fighting 

the cartels. Yet, even while the government touted Calderon's aggressive approach, the level of 

violence continued to climb. In fact, the U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime reports that homicides 

grew dramatically during Calderon's tenure.

YEAR

Mexico

Rate per 

100,000 Population

Intentional 

Homicides*

United 

States

Rate per 

100,000 Population

Intentional 

Homicides*

9.3

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

7.8 12.2 17.0 21.8 22.8 21.5

10,452 8,867 14,006 19,803 25,757 27,213 26,037

17,309 17,128 16,465 15,399 14,722 14,661 14,827

5.8 5.6 5.4 5.0 4.7 4.7 4.7

*Intentional homicide is defined as unlawful death purposefully inflicted on a person by another person. 

Source: http://www.unodc.org/gsh/en/data.html
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INTENTIONAL HOMICIDES
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RATE OF HOMICIDES PER 100,000 POPULATION

20062007 2008 2009 2010 2011 20122006 2013 2014
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20.0

15.0
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0

Mexico

United States

9.3 7.8 12.2 17.0 21.8 22.8 21.5 28.8 27.2

**4.75.05.45.65.8 4.74.7

* U.S. statistics for these years are not yet available.

MEXICO'S FEDERAL GOVERNMENT BUDGET 2014-2015
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Source: http://www.diputados.gob.mx/sedia/sia/se/SAE-ISS-22-14.pdf
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Homicides and kidnappings remain a problem in Mexico. Michoacán and Guerrero have 

recorded the highest homicide rates and kidnappings reached record levels in Guerrero, 
8Michoacán, Mexico, Tamaulipas, and Morelos states .

When crime statistics for 2014 become available, Alejandro Hope, the director of security policy 

projects at the IMCO think tank, predicts that they will include 22,000 to 23,000 victims of 
9intentional homicide . According to Hope, between January and November 2013 there were 1,583 

kidnappings. This is 19 percent more than in the same period of 2012. In Hope's opinion, 

kidnapping will continue to be a regular occurrence.

In the case of kidnapping, even the government has begun to realize that these numbers reflect 

an increase in occurrences rather than improved reporting. In the most recent meeting of the 

National Public Security Council, President Nieto acknowledged the problem and instructed the 
10Interior Ministry (SEGOB) to draw up a specific strategy to address this crime .”

Despite his efforts, President Nieto's approach to security has come under criticism. Critics point 

to the case involving 43 male students from the Raúl Isidro Burgos Rural Teachers' College of 

Ayotzinapa who went missing in Iguala, Guerrero in September 2014 and are believed to have 

been killed. They claim this incident highlights the Nieto administration's inability to deliver the 
11reduction in crime he promised during the presidential election campaign . Therefore, even 

though statistics show some crimes appear to be decreasing, corporate security teams can 

expect continued instability and should continue their work to develop programs that will protect 

employees and executives stationed in or traveling to Mexico.
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THE THREAT LANDSCAPE IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS

Mexico has spent nearly 20 years struggling with spiraling insecurity due to the government's 

inability to rein in some of the most violent criminal organizations in the world. As a result, 

organized crime operates with impunity in the country as the government continues to cope with 

its loss of credibility. Crime has brought safety in Mexico City, for example, to a critical level, 

according to the Overseas Security Advisory Council (OSAC), which operates under the Federal 

Advisory Committee Act (FACA) to promote security cooperation between American private 
12sector interests worldwide and the U.S. Department of State .

September 2014 should have been a high point in Mexico's history. Good news dominated the 

headlines. The government announced the construction of a new airport in Mexico City. The 

administration adopted a broader application of Article 17 of the Mexican Foreign Investment 

Law. Mexico was making serious efforts at energy reform. And President Nieto announced that 

the country's Security Plan was working and that crime rates were decreasing.

However, it was at that point that the world learned of the terrible news of the disappearance and 

presumed murder of the dozens of students in Iguala. This tragic event sparked a crisis of 

confidence in Mexico's government agencies and their ability to ensure security of the country's 

citizens. In the coming years, the incident involving the students will likely serve as compelling 

evidence of where the government fell short in providing basic security services.

When elected to office, President Nieto promised short-term security solutions to create long-

term results. However, remedies implemented today will require decades to reduce the level of 

crime within Mexico. With each passing day, the failure to generate short-term results 

undermines the credibility of the government and, therefore, its ability to achieve significant and 

long lasting results.

Based on a retrospective analysis of crime rates in Mexico for the past 15 years and a deep 

understanding of the security situation gathered from our local security professionals, we do not 

envision major improvements in the security situation in the next five years. Consequently, there 

are major challenges facing executives traveling or living in Mexico.

8. https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=15151

9, 10.  http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/5-predictions-for-mexico-security-in-2014

11. http://www.ibtimes.com/mexico-missing-students-case-highlights-president-enrique-pena-nietos-spotty-security-1716527

12. https://www.osac.gov/pages/AboutUs.aspx
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KIDNAPPING

In 2013, reported kidnappings in Mexico reached a record high. This statistic reflects the 

increasing diversification of organized crime in the country and a willingness to target local 

citizens as well as foreign nationals. In fact, the prevalence of kidnapping by organized crime 

played a critical role in the decision to create the National Anti-Kidnapping Commission.

Still, mistrust in government institutions continues to present a major problem. The number of 
13crimes that go unreported, for example, remains at 95 percent . We believe that the kidnapping 

trend will continue at least in the short term and that the main victims will be locals. Nonetheless, 

foreign executives cannot ignore the threat. In particular, we have seen an increase in kidnapping 

related to foreign oil companies in the Gulf of Mexico region – Monterrey in the state of Nuevo 

Leon and the states of Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Tabasco, and Campeche – and recommend that 

companies pay special attention if they are operating or travelling in those areas.

Source: http://onc.org.mx/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Secuestro2014.pdf

13. http://www.inegi.org.mx/inegi/contenidos/espanol/prensa/Boletines/Boletin/Comunicados/Especiales/2014/septiembre/comunica11.pdf
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HOMICIDES

14According to Insight Crime Org and Transparency International , Mexico has a murder rate of 

21.5 per 100,000. While that number is less than those in Honduras, El Salvador, Colombia and 

some other countries in Central and South America, Mexico continues to experience high levels 

of violence because of organizations involved in illicit drug trafficking and the government's 

efforts to counter them.

MURDER RATE (PER 100,000 PEOPLE)

Honduras

Venezuela

El Salvador

Guatemala

Columbia

Brazil

Mexico

0 20,000 40,000 60,000 80,000 100,000

Between January and September 2014, Guerrero recorded 1,150 cases of homicide, a rate of 

32.42 cases per 100,000 inhabitants. This is more than three times the national average of 9.89 

intentional homicides per 100,000 inhabitants. During the same period, the State of Mexico 

reported 1,487 cases, Chihuahua had 828 homicides, Michoacán counted 761, and Sinaloa 
15reported 747 .

A comparison with the current and previous administration is inevitable. Official figures show 

that from December 2012, when President Nieto succeeded President Calderon, to June 2014, 

the country experienced 55,325 murders. In the first 19 months of President Calderon's term, 

Mexico reported 41,396 homicides. Thus, during the first quarter of President Peña's term, the 
16homicide rate increased by 34 percent .
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EXTORTION

According to the OSAC 2014 Mexico Security Benchmarking Survey, extortion tops the list of 

security concerns shared by Mexican and American businesses alike. Extortion is a widespread 

problem affecting both national and international companies. Many OSAC constituents consider 

extortion to be one of the primary risks of doing business in Mexico.

Extortionists employ a variety of tactics to exploit individuals and businesses. There is evidence 

that extortion against U.S. businesses has increased, and many OSAC constituents are concerned 

about the physical security repercussions from extortion threats.

While it is unlikely that the Coca-Cola FEMSA17 attack that involved the hijacking and destruction 

of four of the company's delivery trucks indicates a shift towards the targeting of high-profile 

multinational companies, overzealous criminal groups

14. http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/organized-crime-corruption-meet-latin-america

15. http://laprensa.peru.com/actualidad/noticia-mexico-guerrero-iguala-asesinatos-33809

16. http://eleconomista.com.mx/sociedad/2014/07/22/homicidios-crecieron-34-sexenio

17. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-08-06/coca-cola-femsa-trucks-torched-as-mexico-plant-shuttered.html

seeking to exploit a highly visible, prosperous, name-brand businesses, exist and pose a threat. 

Consequently, companies cannot adopt a “wait-and-see approach” when it comes to mitigating 

the threat of extortion.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EXECUTIVES TRAVELING TO MEXICO

With violent crime such as kidnapping taking place throughout the country and the government 

still formulating its efforts to turn the tide, companies with an existing presence in Mexico, or 

plans to enter the market soon, must pay close attention to security.

In addition to hiring local security professionals to provide traditional executive protection 

services, multinationals often engage companies that provide incident support and emergency 

assistance services. Given that criminal activity takes place around the clock, such services must 

incorporate a 24/7 incident support and emergency assistance team with the ability to track 

company vehicles and assets at all times using the latest GPS-based technologies.

Besides tracking capabilities, the service should also provide executives with the ability to request 

assistance from their vehicle using emergency, two-way communications. Finally, in times of 

crisis such as a kidnapping, weather event or natural disasters, the service must provide access to 

highly trained bilingual crisis advisors with the skills and expertise to marshal the appropriate 

response.

The following graphic, gathered from a survey conducted by FirstCall's Mexico headquarters, 

provides insight into corporate security practices:

CORPORATE SECURITY PRACTICES IN MEXICO

Residential Security Programs for Executives

Security GPS for Executives

Security Driver for Managers

Security Driver for Executives

Armed Escort for Executives

Armed Vehicle for Executives

Use of Armored Vehicles for Executive Protection

Include all Management Staff in Security Party

0 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Source: STEELE CSS 2014 Mexico Security Benchmarking Survey
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Based on our experience, FirstCall recommends that executives traveling to 

Mexico embrace the following eight best practices:

1. Research your destination before leaving home. Obtain relevant data from the 

appropriate government agency and gather information about routes and 

travel times from hotel to workplace. Consider engaging a local security firm to 

conduct onsite inspections prior to an executive's arrival.

2. Bring one credit or debit card and keep a low balance ($600USD, for example).

3. Do not use ATMs on isolated streets. Carry a limited amount of cash.

4. Do not use the airport currency exchange.

5. Do not store personal information in cellular devices.

6. Store your personal ID in a different place from your money and credit/debit 

card.

7. Lower your personal profile. Avoid displaying indicators of wealth such as 

expensive-looking jewelry, watches, or cameras.

8. Do not carry business cards indicating your position or family photographs in 

your wallet.
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SECURITY AWARENESS BRIEFING FOR EXPATRIATE EMPLOYEES

Companies that send executives to Mexico must provide them with a security awareness briefing 

that accomplishes the following objectives:

• Communicates and periodically reinforces applicable security measures to all executives 

traveling or living in Mexico.

• Helps executives stay informed regarding criminal trends.

• Strengthens security awareness and prevention.

CONCLUSION

In more stable environments, companies may feel justified in curtailing their investment in 

security. Given the level and severity of violence in Mexico, companies without a high-performing 

security program run the risk of exposing their company, employees, and executives to varied 

and significant threats.

Developing an effective security program involves gaining an understanding of the threat 

landscape, educating employees about the dangers they face, and often partnering with a 

suitably qualified security partner with deep expertise in helping multinationals develop and 

deploy an effective program.

Interested in learning how FirstCall can help your company manage the threat of workplace 

violence? Contact us today at info@firstcallcss.com  or call + 1 (415) 781.4300.
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ABOUT FirstCall CSS

FirstCall Corporate Security and Advisory Services is a global business advisory and risk 

management company providing personal protection, workplace stability, and crisis advisory 

services to Fortune 1000 corporate security departments and family offices. With 20 years of 

experience in emerging and high-risk markets plus regional offices in 16 strategic locations 

around the world, FirstCall delivers confidence and peace of mind by providing experienced and 

trusted security professionals. FirstCall provides highly personalized solutions in response to the 

challenges of doing business in today’s fluid, global marketplace.

20+ years of experience solving complex security problems on a global scale

Global capability built through an international presence

More than half the Fortune 100 served

In-depth understanding of social, political, and economic conditions in each market we 

serve

Proven ability to attract, train, and promote the most talented professionals in our 

industry

•

•

•

•

•

Interested in learning how FirstCall can help your company manage the threat of 

workplace violence? Contact us today at

FirstCall Corporate Security and Advisory Services

One Sansome Street

Suite 3500 

San Francisco, CA 94104 - USA

Phone: +1 (415) 781-4300

Email: info@firstcallcss.com 
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