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Federalism, drugs, and violence
Why intergovernmental partisan conflict stimulated

inter-cartel violence in Mexico

Guillermo Trejo and Sandra Ley*

Abstract: The dominant view of the dramatic increase of criminal violence in Mexico fol-
lowing the 2007 federal intervention in the War on Drugs suggests that inter-cartel vio-
lence became particularly intense in subnational regions where the president could not 
coordinate the federal government’s actions with subnational opposition rulers but came 
under control where the president worked with his co-partisans. In this article we chal-
lenge the “coordination” argument and claim that in contexts of acute political polariza-
tion between Left and Right —like the one Mexico experienced before the War on 
Drugs— partisan conflict can motivate federal authorities to develop cooperative military 
and policing interventions in regions where the president’s co-partisans rule, but to deli-
berately neglect effective assistance to the president’s main political rivals and then blame 
the violence on them. Based on an original dataset of inter-cartel violence in Mexico 
(2006-2012), we show that while criminal violence was more intense in municipalities 
from states ruled by opposition parties, it was five times greater in cities ruled by the Left 
—the president’s political nemesis. We use case studies to show how Mexico’s conserva-
tive federal government followed differentiated strategies to deal with spirals of drug vio-
lence: it worked together and protected subnational co-partisans (PAN); partially cooper-
ated with centrist opposition authorities (PRI); but confronted leftist governors and mayors 
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(PRD) and left them at the mercy of drug cartels. Our results are consistent with findings in 
conflict studies showing that state agents do not always seek the monopoly on violence 
and sometimes tolerate violence to punish their political enemies.

Keywords: federalism, inter-governmental conflict, partisanship, inter-cartel violence, 
Mexico.

Federalismo, drogas y violencia: Por qué el conflicto partidista intergubernamental 
estimuló la violencia del narcotráfico en México

Resumen: La visión dominante del dramático aumento de la violencia criminal en México 
tras la intervención federal en la guerra contra las drogas en 2007 sostiene que la vio lencia 
del narcotráfico se intensificó en regiones donde el presidente no pudo coordinar las ac-
ciones del gobierno federal con las autoridades locales de oposición pero fue significativa-
mente menor en zonas donde se coordinó con sus correligionarios. En este artículo desa-
fiamos el argumento de la “coordinación” y afirmamos que en contextos de aguda 
polarización política —como el que privó en México antes de la guerra contra las drogas— 
el conflicto partidista puede motivar al gobierno federal a desarrollar intervenciones mili-
tares y policiales cooperativas en regiones donde gobierna el partido del presidente y a 
negar asistencia efectiva en regiones gobernadas por sus enemigos políticos, para después 
culparlos de la violencia criminal. A partir de una nueva base de datos sobre la violencia 
del narcotráfico en México (2006-2012), mostramos que aunque la violencia criminal fue 
más intensa en los municipios de los estados gobernados por la oposición, fue cinco veces 
mayor en ciudades gobernadas por la izquierda —la némesis política del presidente—.       
A través de estudios de caso, mostramos cómo el gobierno federal utilizó estrategias dife-
renciadas ante la violencia del narcotráfico: coadyuvó y protegió a sus correligionarios 
(PAN); cooperó parcialmente con la oposición de centro (PRI); pero confrontó y desprotegió 
a la oposición de izquierda (PRD). Nuestros hallazgos son consistentes con estudios que 
muestran que los agentes del Estado no siempre buscan el monopolio de la violencia y 
que incluso a veces toleran la violencia para castigar a sus enemigos políticos.

Palabras clave: federalismo, conflicto intergubernamental, partidismo, violencia crimi-
nal, México.

One of the most widely accepted assumptions in the study of gover-
nance and political violence is that states will always seek to hold the 

monopoly of violence within a given territory (Weber, 1946). This Webe-
rian presupposition has led social scientists to expect that when states con-
front major waves of violence from non-state armed actors —e.g., rebel 
groups, terrorist organizations, mafias or organized criminal groups— they 
will use their military and police power to suppress violent attacks and 
bring state challengers and illegal actors back under the law.

A series of important works on governance in middle-income countries 
has recently challenged the canonical Weberian assumption and shown 
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that government officials often make a strategic use of law enforcement 
and stimulate, tolerate, or simply “manage” violence rather than suppress-
ing it. Staniland captures the gist of this critique when he observes that 
“the interests of a government are not always synonymous with the state’s 
monopoly of violence (Staniland, 2012)”. A growing stream of research in 
economics (Acemoglu, Robinson and Santos, 2013), sociology (Auyero, 
2006) and political science (Wilkinson, 2005; Staniland, 2012) has shown in 
a wide variety of settings and world regions that government officials will 
seek to monopolize violence and punish violent entrepreneurs only to the 
extent that this yields electoral benefits.

This article focuses on the electoral incentives for policing and law en-
forcement in federal countries experiencing major waves of violence. We 
assess a major federal government intervention in Mexico between 2007 
and 2012, in which national authorities launched a massive military and 
police campaign against drug trafficking organizations (DTOs) to put an end 
to twelve years of inter-cartel wars for the control of drug trafficking routes 
into the United States. Rather than reducing violence, the intervention 
resulted in a six-fold increase in inter-cartel violence and in the expansion 
of DTOs and their criminal associates into new criminal markets, including 
extortion, kidnapping for ransom, human smuggling, and the looting of 
natural resources. Violence and criminality, however, did not spread evenly 
across Mexico’s territory —it became particularly intense in some parts of 
the country.

Scholars and Mexican government officials have insistently argued that 
the different trajectories of violence were partly the result of coordination 
problems between the federal government and subnational opposition au-
thorities.1 According to this view, elected officials at all three levels of gov-
ernment —national, state and municipal— shared the goal of suppressing 
the illegal actions of cartels and eliminating inter-cartel violence, but they 
failed to coordinate because they had different understandings of security 
policy and the president was unable to discipline subnational opposition 
officials to work with him leaving their policy differences aside.

On the basis of a strategic approach to policing and law enforcement in 
federations, in this article we challenge the coordination argument and sug-
gest, instead, that intergovernmental partisan conflict explains variation in 

1 For scholarly arguments, see Urrusti (2012) and Ríos (2015). For the government’s view, see 

Calderón (2014).
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levels of inter-cartel violence. In a context of unprecedented political polar-
ization following the contested 2006 presidential election —in which the 
conservative candidate defeated the leftist candidate but the losing party 
refused to concede defeat and challenged the result in the courts and in the 
street— the federal intervention was heavily influenced by the dynamics 
of partisan conflict between Right and Left.

We distinguish four dimensions of the federal intervention: 1) the de-
ployment of military and federal police forces throughout the Mexican ter-
ritory and their degree of cooperation with subnational police forces; 2) the 
judicial investigation and prosecution of subnational authorities suspected 
of collusion with organized crime; 3) the communication strategy to expose 
and denounce corruption and collusion of subnational authorities with or-
ganized crime; and 4) the crisis management assistance to help subnational 
authorities confront spirals of criminal violence in response to the military 
intervention. 

Our central claim is that Mexican national authorities developed coordi-
nated interventions in subnational regions under the control of the presi-
dent’s conservative party but adopted confrontational strategies in states 
ruled by leftist subnational authorities, who belonged to the party that per-
sistently denied the president’s legitimacy as an elected authority, bitterly 
opposed the president’s market-oriented legislative program, and had be-
come the president’s main electoral challenger. 

While the military and the federal police were initially deployed to the 
country’s most conflictive regions regardless of partisanship, we argue that 
federal authorities adopted radically different strategies to confront the 
criminal backlash and the unprecedented rise in violence that followed the 
military intervention. In confronting the escalation of criminal violence, 
partisanship became a crucial factor. 

The federal government actively sought to support subnational co-
partisans confronting major spirals of criminal violence and took credit for 
the coordinated policy response. Federal authorities protected mayors 
from criminal attacks and assisted them in purging their police forces; co-
ordinated military and federal police operations with local officials and 
police and shared intelligence information with them; removed corrupt 
co-partisans from office but did not prosecute or publicly exposed them; 
and actively worked together with subnational co-partisan authorities in 
the provision of public goods and services in areas where DTOs recruited 
young men from street gangs. These coordinated actions weakened local 
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cartels, encouraged outside cartels to abandon the state, discouraged oth-
ers from entering the state, and contributed to halting the epidemics of 
violence. 

In leftist subnational regions, in contrast, the federal government did not 
cooperate with subnational authorities and instead sought to punish them 
by leaving governors and mayors alone to confront the escalation of crimi-
nal violence and then blamed the violence on them. Federal authorities 
unilaterally designed military and federal police interventions without 
sharing any information with local authorities; prosecuted subnational left-
ist authorities and actively exposed them in national media as corrupt and 
inept —even with inconclusive evidence and prior to a judicial trial; delib-
erately declined to protect leftist mayors and their personnel against crimi-
nal attacks; and not only failed to promote any meaningful social policy 
intervention but actually reduced federal transfers. These confrontational 
strategies weakened leftist local governments and allowed DTOs to capture 
municipal governments and target civilians via extortion and kidnapping.

We argue that the uneven spread of criminal violence following the 
 federal intervention was not the result of coordination problems in which 
the national government and subnational opposition leaders shared the 
same objectives to curb violence but differed on the policy means; we sug-
gest, instead, that the conspicuous intensification of criminal violence in 
leftist regions was the byproduct of a bitter partisan conflict between two 
antithetical political forces in which federal authorities used the War on 
Drugs to undermine the electoral base of the president’s political neme-
sis— the Left.

Testing the coordination argument against the partisan conflict hypoth-
esis is a straightforward exercise. If the coordination argument is correct, 
following the federal deployment of the army and the federal police 
throughout the country we should observe the most intense levels of in-
ter-cartel violence in subnational regions ruled by opposition parties —re-
gardless of whether they are from the leftist Party of the Democratic 
Revolution, PRD, or the centrist Institutional Revolutionary Party, PRI. The 
coordination argument holds if we find no significant differences between PRI- 
and PRD-ruled regions. In both cases, violence should be equally higher 
than in regions ruled by the president’s party, the conservative National 
Action Party (PAN). However, if the partisan conflict argument is correct, we 
should observe the most intense levels of criminal violence in subnational 
regions ruled by the leftist PRD. The conflict argument holds if we find sys-



14 Política y gobierno VOLUME XXIII  ·  NUMBER 1  ·  I SEMESTER 2016

Guillermo Trejo and Sandra Ley

tematic differences between PRI and PRD regions; that is, if criminal violence is 
higher in leftist regions than in both PRI and PAN regions.

Drawing on the Criminal Violence in Mexico (CVM) Dataset, an original 
newspaper-based databank that we constructed, we show that while 
 municipalities from states ruled by either opposition party did indeed ex-
pe rience greater levels of violence than those from states ruled by the 
 pre sident’s co-partisans, the most intense levels of violence took place in 
Me xican cities located in states ruled by leftist PRD governors. Compared to 
a situation of unified governance, where the president’s party ruled  at all 
levels of government, our statistical analyses unambiguously show that 
 municipalities in states ruled by the Left experienced five times more drug 
violence than municipalities in states ruled by other opposition parties. 
Controlling for economic, demographic, social, geographic and  spatial fac-
tors, our statistical findings provide strong support for the par tisan conflict 
hypothesis and are robust to a wide variety of alternative explanations.

To understand how partisanship shaped the federal government inter-
ventions in the Mexican War on Drugs and why these varied interventions 
reduced or stimulated criminal violence, we conduct three case studies in 
cities that shared many relevant characteristics except for the vertical distri-
bution of political power: Tijuana in the state of Baja California (both ruled 
by the president’s co-partisans); Apatzingán in the state of Michoacán (both 
ruled by the Left); and Ciudad Juárez in the state of Chihuahua (both ruled 
by the PRI). 

The article is structured into five sections. We first discuss different 
theoretical approaches to the motivations driving intergovernmental coop-
eration for policing criminal and political violence in federations and 
 outline the paper’s main propositions about the politicization of law en-
forcement under conditions of ideological polarization. Focusing on Mexi-
co’s deeply contested 2006 presidential election, in the second part we 
describe the context of unprecedented political polarization between Right 
and Left that served as background for the federal intervention in the War 
on Drugs. In the third section we discuss results from a wide variety of sta-
tistical models testing the coordination and the partisan conflict hypothe-
ses, and in the fourth part we present the case studies. The paper concludes 
with a discussion of the implications of our findings for the study of the 
state and of electoral incentives for law enforcement and governance in 
federations. 
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Policing crime and violence in federations: What are the drivers
of intergovernmental cooperation?

Organized crime in the world today has become a global industry in which 
criminal groups operate in a web that connects illicit actors and organiza-
tions from different countries and subnational locations. Drug trafficking, 
for example, is a global chain of local operations in which DTOs operate at 
global, national and local levels. This multi-level feature demands that any 
government intervention to confront drug trafficking and drug-related vio-
lence involves multiple authorities working at different geopolitical and 
spatial levels. While scholars and international institutions have empha-
sized cooperation between the international community and national gov-
ernments, intergovernmental subnational relations are a major omitted 
variable in the analysis of the drug industry and of inter-cartel wars. This is 
particularly relevant in federations.

One of the defining features of federations is that national and subna-
tional governments have different administrative jurisdictions, responsi-
bilities and institutional capacities. In most federal countries, national 
authorities have jurisdiction over issues of national security and organized 
crime and local police forces are mainly responsible for petty crime. This 
division of labor results in different policing capacities. Whereas national 
authorities have access to military forces as well as federal police forces   
—which have the best available weaponry— subnational authorities com-
mand police forces with less sophisticated equipment and training. These 
differences entail that when mayors face particularly violent situations, 
they are dependent on protection from federal authorities. In this asym-
metric relationship, intergovernmental cooperation is crucial for peace and 
for the survival of local authorities in violent federations.

What factors drive intergovernmental cooperation in federations?
An important tradition in legal and economic research suggests that in-

tergovernmental cooperation is a question of institutional efficiency (Oates, 
1972). When federal institutions efficiently allocate policy responsibilities 
to the most suitable and capable level of government (e.g., national security 
to the federal government and garbage collection to local governments), 
intergovernmental relations are marked by cooperation rather than conflict. 
In this approach, government officials are assumed to be benevolent social 
planners and intergovernmental cooperation is not a political but a techni-
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cal question of clearly defining “property rights” over policy across differ-
ent levels of government.

An influential alternative explanation in political science suggests that 
partisan politics is a defining factor of intergovernmental cooperation in 
federations. In his seminal study of federalism, Riker suggests that parties 
and party systems condition the actions of government officials in federa-
tions (Riker, 1964). Because federalism is a political bargain, the distri-
bution of political power across different levels of government can be          
a crucial determinant of intergovernmental relations. When national 
leader s have several co-partisans ruling at subnational levels, vertically 
 integrated political systems (“harmony”) empower national leaders to dis-
cipline local representatives, facilitating intergovernmental cooperation 
and policy coherence. In contrast, when national leaders have few subna-
tional co-partisans in power, vertically divided governance (“disharmo-
ny”) can lead to uncooperative relations and policy incoherence (Riker 
and Schaps, 1957).

Following Riker’s partisanship approach to intergovernmental rela-
tions, scholars of drug violence in Mexico have suggested that president 
Calderón’s War on Drugs and the federal deployment of the army to con-
trol inter-cartel violence was more effective under conditions of unified 
governance where the president’s PAN co-partisans ruled at the gubernato-
rial and municipal levels but less effective under conditions of partisan 
vertical plurality. 

According to Urrusti’s argument, partisan vertical alignment allows au-
thorities to have more effective territorial controls (Urrusti, 2012). Federal, 
state and municipal law enforcement agents can act in coordination to se-
cure subnational territories, and their fluid communication and exchange 
of information facilitate the implementation of effective attacks against 
drug cartels. Thus, criminal violence is less intense under vertically inte-
grated governments, because cartels do not try to contest drug trafficking 
routes where political power is coherently aligned. Under Ríos’s alternative 
interpretation, partisan vertical alignment empowers the president to disci-
pline his (or her) subnational co-partisans, producing coherent and consis-
tent security policies that dissuade drug cartels from competing for 
territorial controls (Ríos, 2015).

One important limitation in Riker’s study of intergovernmental rela-
tions —and in studies that apply his approach— is that it does not consider 
the possibility that in vertically divided governments higher-level authori-
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ties may use their power to strategically reward their subnational co-parti-
sans and punish their enemies. As Weingast has suggested for the study of 
fiscal decentralization, national incumbents in vertically divided federa-
tions may have incentives “to encroach on decentralization as a means of 
weakening the ability of [subnational political opponents] to succeed in 
their policy goals” (Weingast, 2014).2 This strategic behavior has been un-
derscored in classic studies of distributive politics in which authors claim 
that governments can provide transfers, subsidies, tariff protections, or 
pork barrel projects to core supporters or to swing voters. In fact, in their 
influential core-voter model Cox and McCubbins explicitly propose that 
governments can reward their co-partisan supporters and punish voters 
from rival political parties (Cox and McCubbins, 1986).3 

Building on models of distributive politics, scholars of political violence 
have made a bold move to assess how electoral incentives can shape polic-
ing decisions in federations. Instead of looking at the allocation of resources 
from higher- to lower-level authorities as a technical problem, they analyze 
the deployment of military and police forces to confront subnational out-
breaks of violence as a strategic problem in which national government of-
ficials may order security forces to suppress violence in some subnational 
regions but tolerate or even instigate violence in others, depending on local 
electoral conditions. 

For example, in his influential study of religious riots in India, Wilkin-
son shows that in a context of acute polarization between Hindus and Mus-
lims, state-level authorities more actively deployed police forces to stop 
Hindus from attacking Muslim neighborhoods in districts where Muslim 
voters could become pivotal voters and decide the outcome of elections 
(Wilkinson, 2005). In contrast, where Muslim voters were not a decisive 
electoral group, state-level authorities allowed Hindu gangs to break into 
Muslim neighborhoods and victimize residents.

In his insightful study of poor people’s urban riots following the major 
2001 macroeconomic collapse in Argentina, Auyero shows that in a con-
text of acute class polarization, opposition subnational authorities associ-
ated with the populist Justice Party (PJ) ordered local police forces to 
prevent looting in areas where their business constituents would be af-

2 For a critical review of Riker, see Gibson (2004).
3 For a pioneering test of the core-voter model in the allocation of antipoverty resources in 

Mexico, see Magaloni (2006).
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fected but to strategically allow looting where businesses were associat-
ed with the center-right incumbent party (Auyero, 2006).

In their important study of the linkages between elected officials and 
paramilitary forces in Colombia, Acemoglu, Robinson and Santos show 
that right-wing paramilitary forces played a key role in the election of 
conservative politicians to the Colombian congress and that these repre-
sentatives, in turn, passed legislation that was favorable to the interests 
of paramilitaries (Acemoglu, Robinson and Santos, 2013). As Steele per-
suasively shows, the de facto protection that national political actors pro-
vided to paramilitaries in Colombia proved to be very effective when 
these specialists in violence used their weapons to force the geographic 
relocation of leftist voters and union members to other villages and elec-
toral districts (Steele, 2011).

Contrary to the classic Weberian assumption, which suggests that 
states will axiomatically seek to have the monopoly on violence and to 
suppress non-state violence, these three studies show that state leaders 
in developing countries can choose to tolerate or even stimulate violence 
for their own electoral advantage. The three cases also show that under 
conditions of acute social or political polarization, government authori-
ties can strategically manipulate law enforcement to reward their politi-
cal allies and punish their enemies. 

To formulate our hypotheses about violence in the War on Drugs in 
Mexico, we use Riker’s partisan approach to intergovernmental relations 
as our starting point. Beyond Riker, however, following strategic studies 
of distributive politics and of political violence, we argue that under con-
ditions of acute political polarization federal authorities can adopt a stra-
tegic approach to policing criminal violence by which they effectively 
deploy security forces to protect subnational regions where co-partisans 
rule but tolerate criminal violence in areas dominated by their main po-
litical rivals. We suggest that federal incumbents can adopt a “punish-
ment” regime by which they deliberately leave their subnational 
political rivals unprotected in conflictive regions to undermine their 
credibility and electoral base. This punishment strategy also entails per-
suading local voters to attribute the responsibility for criminal spirals of 
violence to his (or her) subnational political rivals. 

We assess two alternative arguments: the coordination and the partisan 
conflict hypotheses. Following Riker, the coordination argument would 
expect that:
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H.1. Inter-cartel violence will be more intense in subnational regions where 

power is vertically fragmented —regardless of the ideology of opposition parties— 
than in regions where power is unified and all three executive authorities be-

long to the same party.

Beyond Riker, the partisan conflict argument would propose that in a con-
text of political polarization:

H.2. Inter-cartel violence will be more intense in subnational regions ruled by 

elected officials from the president’s main ideological rival than in subnational re-

gions ruled either by the president’s co-partisans or by opposition parties that 

are ideologically closer to the president’s party.

Note that while criminal violence in H.1 results from the inability of na-
tional and subnational opposition parties to coordinate their anti-drug ac-
tions, violence in H.2 results from the president’s strategic decision to 
punish his (or her) subnational political rivals by leaving local government 
officials without protection against major criminal threats. Coordinated ac-
tion contributes to effectively suppressing local criminal wars and prevent-
ing rival criminal groups from entering a region, but bitter intergovernmental 
conflict attracts rival cartels to contest local territories through violence. 

We use the Mexican federal intervention in the War on Drugs to test the 
coordination and partisan conflict hypotheses. We test H.1 and H.2 using 
information from inter-cartel violence across 2 108 Mexican municipalities 
from 2007 and 2012. Before conducting our statistical testing, however, we 
need to establish the extent and nature of the political polarization that led 
to the politicization of Mexico’s Drug Wars.

Mexico’s Drug Wars in the shadow of political polarization

The 2006 presidential election

After seven decades of uninterrupted rule in presidential power, the defeat 
of the PRI in 2000 opened an unprecedented era of political polarization in 
Mexico between the conservative PAN and the leftist PRD. During the PRI 
rule, despite their sharp differences in economic policy, the PAN and the PRD 
shared a common goal for free and fair elections and for democratization. 
Figure 1a illustrates the spatial distribution of parties on the economic (Left 
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vs. Right) and political (authoritarianism vs. democracy) dimensions during 
the last decade of PRI rule (Klesner, 2005). Although the PAN and the PRD 
never created a unified opposition front against authoritarian rule and even 
though the strategic coalition of the PAN with the PRI to enact major market-
oriented reforms slowed down the pace of political liberalization, the op-
position’s shared desire for free and fair elections always left some open 
space for cooperation between Left and Right.

The 2000 presidential victory of the PAN and the concurrent victory of the 
PRD in Mexico City, however, led Mexico into an era of bitter inter-partisan 
conflict. In the absence of a visible PRI leader, president Vicente Fox and the 
leftist mayor Andrés Manuel López Obrador —two charismatic leaders— 
rapidly became Mexico’s leading political figures and personified the coun-
try’s political polarization. As Figure 1b shows, in the post-authoritarian 
period the economic and sociocultural dimensions became the battleground 
for the confrontation between Left and Right. On the economic front, pres-
ident Fox and the PAN sought to enact an ambitious program of second-gen-
eration market-oriented reforms, which López Obrador and the PRD bitterly 
opposed (Moreno, 2010). On the sociocultural front, the PRD in Mexico City 
took up the banner of abortion and rights for same-sex couples, which Fox 
and his party adamantly condemned. In Mexico’s post-autho ritarian ideo-
logical geography, the PAN and the PRD became antithetical forces. When the 
two charismatic leaders took these ideological battles to the mass media, the 
PAN-PRD rivalry quickly became the country’s daily headline news.

Political polarization reached a high point when president Fox’s attor-
ney general accused López Obrador of violating a court order to halt the 
construction of a hospital access road over private property. The case esca-
lated; López Obrador became subject to impeachment by the Mexican 
Congress and was stripped of his immunity from prosecution. This meant 
that the mayor had to face trial and would no longer be eligible to run for 
presidential office, despite leading the polls on vote intentions.4 But an 
unprecedented wave of mass protest in favor of López Obrador and a shift 
in public opinion against the trial led President Fox to drop all charges, 
enabling his rival to run for president in 2006.5

4 In May 2005, López Obrador had 36 per cent of vote intentions, Roberto Madrazo (PRI) 25 

per cent, and Santiago Creel (PAN) 24 per cent. See Moreno and Gutiérrez (2005).
5 Approximately one million citizens marched in downtown Mexico City to contest the im-

peachment of López Obrador. See Reforma staff (2006).
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FIGURE 1a. Ideological position of Mexican parties under authoritarian rule, 
1990s

FIGURE 1b. Ideological position of Mexican parties under democracy, 2000s

Source: Klesner (2005).

Source: Moreno (2010).
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The 2006 presidential campaign became a direct confrontation between 
Left and Right and the election was a plebiscite on López Obrador 
(Schedler, 2007; Langston, 2007). Mexico went through months of bitter 
negative campaigning. The panista candidate, Felipe Calderón, ran a 
campaign framing López Obrador as the “Mexican Hugo Chávez”, an 
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“authoritarian populist” leader who represented a major “threat to Mexi-
co”. President Fox ran his own campaign asking Mexicans not to take 
López Obrador’s populist road. And López Obrador’s campaign called the 
PAN’s private-sector allies a group of “white collar criminals”. Flouting the 
Federal Electoral Institute’s order that the parties removed their negative 
ads and that president Fox stop intervening in the campaign, all parties 
sidestepped the law and continued their bitter media confrontation.

The victory of the conservative candidate by a razor-thin margin of 0.6 
percent took elite polarization to unprecedented levels.6 López Obrador 
did not concede defeat, denounced the result as a major electoral fraud, 
and contested the election in the courts and in the street. After the Elec-
toral Tribunal reviewed the legal complaints and confirmed the victory of 
the PAN candidate, despite “the president’s unlawful intervention…which 
endangered the legality of the election”, López Obrador launched a major 
campaign of nonviolent resistance and called for the creation of a parallel 
“legitimate” government.7

Amidst major demonstrations, Felipe Calderón was sworn into office at 
a military base. With the endorsement of his party and the PRI, the next day 
president Calderón went to Congress to make his assumption to power of-
ficial but was violently removed from the tribune by a crowd of leftist legis-
lators. At the same time, at a mass rally in downtown Mexico City, López 
Obrador was sworn in as “Mexico’s legitimate president”.

Facing a situation of dual sovereignty in Mexico City, and a conspicuous 
rise of inter-cartel violence in central and northern states, president Calde-
rón began his administration with a radical policy announcement intended 
to overcome the political crisis. Addressing the country on national televi-
sion, he called upon all Mexicans to transcend political rivalries and focus 
their energies on fighting the real enemy: DTOs. Even though antinarcotic 
policies had been barely mentioned during the campaign, the incoming 
president declared a “War on Drugs” and ordered the deployment of the 
military throughout the country’s territory to quell growing inter-cartel vio-
lence (Presidencia de la República, 2006).

6 Based on elite and general population surveys, Bruhn and Greene (2007) show that political 

elites became bitterly polarized during Mexico’s 2006 election but voters did not.
7 Although president Fox and all political parties consistently violated Mexico’s electoral 

laws during the electoral campaign, there was no compelling evidence of fraud in the counting of 

the votes. For a thorough analysis of the quality of the election count, see Aparicio (2009).
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Inter-cartel wars and the evolution of violence

Over the course of the next six years, ending inter-cartel wars and bring-
ing drug violence under control became the administration’s central pol-
icy concern. Inter-cartel wars in Mexico had first broken out in the early 
1990s but reached a high peak and became a serious challenge to the 
state between 2004 and 2006, the two years prior to the election of presi-
dent Calderón (Trejo and Ley, 2014). The wars initially involved Mexi-
co’s four main DTOs: the Tijuana, Juárez, Sinaloa and Gulf cartels. By the 
early 2000s, a new cartel, La Familia Michoacana, emerged in the west-
ern state of Michoacán as a major contender for control over drug traffick-
ing corridors.

Using information from the Criminal Violence in Mexico (CVM) Data-
set,8 Map 1a illustrates the geography of inter-cartel violence in 2000-2006 
and identifies three major areas of conflict: 1) northwest, 2) northeast, and 
3) southwest. Inter-cartel wars between 1990 and 2006 involved mainly 
dyads of DTOs and their private militias fighting for control over drug traf-
ficking routes.9 Since 1989, when the PRI lost power in Baja California and 
the Tijuana Cartel found itself without immediate access to state police 
protection, Mexican cartels began developing their own private militias to 
safeguard their drug trafficking routes and renegotiate state police pro-
tection with incoming opposition authorities. The proliferation of private 
militias following every new cycle of subnational alternation in gu  ber-
natorial power in the 1990s and early 2000s led to the outbreak of multiple 
inter-cartel wars in the northwest, northeast and southwest (Trejo and 
Ley, 2014).

Although the president believed the federal intervention would be a 
relatively easy military victory that would reunite the country and help 
his government overcome the major post-electoral crisis, between 2007 
and 2012 inter-cartel violence increased by a factor of six. By the end of 
the Calderón administration more than 70 000 lives had been lost (Refor-
ma staff, 2013); 22 000 people were missing; over 300 local authorities, 

8 
CVM contains information on drug-related violent events reported in the Mexican daily 

newspaper Reforma. Based on Mexico City and Monterrey, and with extensive coverage of cen-

tral and northern Mexico, Reforma is the most specialized source of daily information on drug 

trafficking in Mexico. While CVM does not provide a census of drug-related violence, its focus on 

the main conflict zones minimizes sources of geographic bias.
9 For a detailed assessment of these conflicts, see Grillo (2012).
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MAP 1a. Geography of inter-cartel violence in Mexico (murders/executions), 
2000-2006

MAP 1b. Geography of inter-cartel violence in Mexico (murders/executions), 
2007-2012

Source: Criminal Violence in Mexico Dataset (Trejo and Ley).

Source: Criminal Violence in Mexico Dataset (Trejo and Ley).
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political candidates and party activists had been victims of assassination 
attempts or had been murdered (Trejo and Ley, 2014a); and drug traffick-
ing had expanded into new criminal markets, including extortion, kid-
napping for ransom, human smuggling, and the looting of natural 
resources (Guerrero, 2011; Grillo, 2012). These multiple forms of vio-
lence, however, did not spread evenly; they became more intense in 
some regions but not in others. 

Map 1.b shows the spread of inter-cartel violence between 2007 and 
2012 and identifies three new focal points of violence: 4) Gulf, 5) center-
north, and 6) center. By 2012, Mexico’s drug trafficking landscape had 
shifted from an industry dominated by five cartels to one in which over fifty 
organizations were actively involved in drug trafficking and related crimi-
nal activities (Guerrero, 2011; Ríos, 2012). Over the course of six years of 
War on Drugs, inter-cartel violence had evolved into conflicts involving 
numerous criminal organizations fighting for control over cities, villages, 
and neighborhoods. These were no longer wars for the transshipment of 
drugs but conflicts over control of multiple criminal markets and adminis-
trative-territorial jurisdictions, particularly municipal governments.

Against the backdrop of acute political polarization during the 2006 
presidential election and the intensification of violence after the federal 
intervention, in the next section we test whether intergovernmental coor-
dination failure or bitter political conflict between the president and his 
leftist subnational political rivals had any impact on the uneven spread of 
inter-cartel violence between 2007 and 2012.

Intergovernmental partisan conflict and inter-cartel violence: 
A statistical analysis

To test whether intergovernmental partisan conflict had any impact on the 
intensity of inter-cartel violence in Mexico’s subnational regions, we use 
information from CVM10 and analyze the temporal and spatial evolution of 
30 000 murders and executions perpetrated by DTOs across 2 108 Mexican 

10 Unlike official homicide statistics, which do not distinguish murders undertaken by crimi-

nal groups from those undertaken by individual actors, CVM only reports murders that can be at-

tributed to DTOs. When the newspaper report did not explicitly attribute a murder to a DTO, we 

relied on three indicators to decide whether this was actually a case of organized crime or not:             

1) the use of assault weapons; 2) signs of torture and brutal violence (e.g., bodies wrapped in a rug 

or mutilated); and 3) written messages left on the bodies.
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municipalities from 2007 to 2012.11 We use a count of DTO-murders in mu-
nicipality i and year t as an indicator of our dependent variable. We retest all 
our models using information from the Mexican government database on 
deaths attributed to organized crime from 2007 to 2010 (not shown), and 
the main results remain unchanged.12 

Coordination versus partisan conflict

We test the coordination (H.1) and conflict (H.2) arguments using informa-
tion on the partisan affiliation of governors and mayors as reported by Mex-
ico’s federal and state electoral commissions. Mexico’s three major political 
parties (PAN, PRI, and PRD) compete for office at three levels of government 
(federal, state, and municipal).13 During the 2007-2012 period, the conser-
vative PAN held the presidency but gubernatorial and municipal powers 
were dispersed across the three major parties. For example, the president’s 
party, the PAN, held 22.9 per cent of Mexico’s thirty-one governorships; the 
PRI 59.4 per cent; and the PRD 17.7 per cent.14

To test for the coordination argument, following Urrusti, we create four 
“coordination” variables: Coord1 identifies with a dummy variable all cases 
of unified governance where the president’s party rules at all levels of gov-
ernment (PAN, PAN, PAN). For purposes of notation, the party identified on 
the first row in the bracket is the party in presidential power, the second is 
the party in the gubernatorial office, and the third is the party ruling the 
municipality. Coord2 describes cases in which the governor is the only op-
position force (PAN, opposition, PAN); Coord3 identifies cases in which the 
mayor is the only opposition force (PAN, PAN, opposition); and Coord4 cap-
tures cases in which both governors and mayors belong to the opposition 
(PAN, opposition, opposition). Note that these measures do not identify the 

11 We exclude 418 municipalities from Oaxaca that select their mayors through indigenous 

customary practices and where political parties do not participate in municipal elections. 
12 We rely on CVM because the government database only covers the first four years of the 

Calderón administration (2007-2010). 
13 Four small parties played important political roles during this period. Because all except for 

one party fielded candidates for office in coalition with the three big parties, we subsumed the 

small parties into the three major ones (e.g., the Green Party under the PRI and the Workers’ Party 

under the PRD). In the few cases of PAN-PRD coalition, we tracked the candidate’s own party and 

assigned it as the incumbent force. 
14 Mexico’s Federal District, which has a special administrative status, is excluded from the 

analysis.
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partisan affiliation of the opposition; following the coordination argument, 
these measures simply identify parties in power that are different from the 
incumbent PAN —the president’s party. When we test for Coord2-4, we use 
Coord1 as the reference category. 

To test for the conflict hypothesis, we introduce partisanship and create 
three sets of variables that distinguish between the ideological orientations 
of the different opposition parties in government.

First, we focus on the governor’s partisan affiliation and create measures 
of intergovernmental conflict regardless of who rules at the municipal lev-
el. Confl1 identifies with a dummy variable all cases in which the governor 
belongs to the president’s party (PAN, PAN, regardless); Confl2 are cases  of 
centrist opposition governors (PAN, PRI, regardless); and Confl3 are cases 
of leftist opposition governors (PAN, PRD, regardless). Given the weak polic-
ing capacity of mayors, the assumption here is that governors are the only 
relevant actor for intergovernmental cooperation in the War on Drugs. We 
use Confl1 as the reference category.

Second, we create a set of variables to identify the layering or vertical 
distribution of parties at all levels of government. The assumption here is 
that, despite their weakness, municipalities play an important role in the 
operation of drug trafficking organizations (via informal government pro-
tection networks) and in any governmental attempt to defeat organized 
crime (through the information on local conditions that uncorrupted may-
ors and municipal police forces can provide). 

As Table 1 illustrates, we identify nine different combinations of verti-
cal partisan fragmentation. As the information on the table’s right-hand col-
umn shows, political power in Mexico’s federation was considerably 
fragmented vertically.15 After six decades of monopolistic unified gover-
nance under the PRI, Mexico’s “federalist” transition to democracy in the 
1990s (by which the PRI began losing power in cities, then in states, and fi-
nally at the national level) yielded a complex mosaic of territorial power 
diffusion and pluralistic intergovernmental relations that continued to de-
velop in the post-authoritarian era under the PAN in the 2000s.

We use the information in Table 1 in two alternative ways. We collapse 
all nine combinations into a single ordinal measure, Juxtaposition Index, 
which ranges from unified governance (PAN-PAN-PAN) at the lowest level to 

15 For the pioneering analysis on vertically fragmented power in the Mexican federation, see 

Remes (1999).
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subnational leftist opposition (PAN-PRD-PRD) at the highest level. We used 
the ideological distance between parties as guidance to rank the different 
combinations, from Right to Center to Left. The fact that the PAN-PRD con-
flict was the main source of polarization in the 2000s makes us confident that 
our ranking identifies major partisan differences that actually go beyond ideo-
logy. We subsequently test for the independent effect of the nine categories 
using unified governance (PAN-PAN-PAN) as the reference category. This dis-
aggregated measure of the distribution of partisan power along Mexico’s fed-
eration provides us with the most accurate measure to test implications of 
the coordination hypothesis and to more directly test the conflict hypothesis.

Alternative explanations and controls

We control for a number of political, law enforcement, sociodemographic 
and geographic variables that have been tested in studies of crime and or-
ganized crime.

A number of important studies of criminal violence in economics and 
political science associate the outbreak and intensification of inter-cartel 
violence in Mexico with subnational democratization and electoral compe-
tition. Authors argue that the spread of electoral competition destroyed 
protection networks previously developed under the PRI and opened a new 
era of inter-cartel wars for territorial controls and the renegotiation of pro-

TABLE 1. Layering of parties in Mexico’s three levels of government, 
2007-2012

Party labels Proportion

PAN-PAN-PAN 0.102

PAN-PAN-PRI 0.105

PAN-PAN-PRD 0.022

PAN-PRI-PAN 0.147

PAN-PRI-PRI 0.359

PAN-PRI-PRD 0.088

PAN-PRD-PAN 0.030

PAN-PRD-PRI 0.084

PAN-PRD-PRD 0.063

Source: Local electoral institutes. Note: When a party ran for office in alliance with another party, we gathered 

information about the party origins of the candidate and the strength of the party in the locality under study.

PAN = incumbent (conservative); PRI = opposition (center); PRD = opposition (left).
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tection. We control for State and Municipal Electoral Competition and for the 
Alternation of political parties in gubernatorial and municipal power.16 

Studies in political science also underscore the importance of law en-
forcement as a key causal factor in limiting criminal violence. Consistent 
with the political violence literature (Fearon and Laitin, 2003), scholars have 
argued that the state’s policing and judicial capacity can deter criminal vio-
lence. We control for state capacity using the number of Prosecutors per 10 000 
population.17 One of the most significant arguments about the intensification 
of violence in Mexico after the federal intervention in 2007 suggests that the 
government’s policy of eliminating the top leaders of the drug cartels fueled 
an escalation of inter-cartel violence. According to Guerrero’s pioneering 
analysis, leadership decapitation led to the fragmentation of DTOs, to the rise 
of new leaders and groups, and to the escalation of conflict over the control of 
the drug trafficking corridors (Guerrero, 2011).18 We control for the count of 
cartel chiefs and their deputies arrested or killed, Leadership Decapitation, as 
a result of government operations or inter-cartel conflicts, and assign the 
count to all of the state’s municipalities where the event took place.19

Following the extensive literature on the sociology of crime, we control 
for a number of variables associated with social context and family structure 
that have been shown to be important predictors of criminal violence 
(Sampson, 1985; Villarreal, 2002), including a Poverty index (Conapo) (2006, 
2011) which is a composite index of access to public goods and services at 
the municipal level, the municipal Sex Ratios, the proportion of Female-
Headed Households, Population Age 15-35, and the municipal population size, 
lnpop (INEGI, 2000; 2010).

16 Villarreal (2002); Dube, Dube and García-Ponce (2013); Dell (2011); and Osorio (2013) have 

tested for the impact of municipal electoral competition on homicides and organized crime vio-

lence, and Snyder and Durán-Martínez (2009) and Trejo and Ley (2014) have emphasized the 

importance of state-level electoral competition and alternation in power. For electoral data we rely 

on CIDAC and on official electoral data published by Mexico’s former state electoral institutes.
17 We base our calculation on the national censuses by INEGI, in 2000 and 2010. Relying on the 

Government, Public Security, and Justice Censuses conducted by INEGI between 2009 and 2013, 

we also ran models using the number of police per 10 000 population and results remain un-

changed. We use prosecutors because the police information is incomplete. 
18 See also Dickenson (2014), Durán-Martínez (2015) and Calderón et al. (2015). For impor-

tant alternative views of the impact of law enforcement on criminal wars, see Lessing (2012) and 

Osorio (2013).
19 This information is based on a systematic keyword search in four Mexican national news-

papers (Reforma, El Universal, El Financiero, and Excélsior) and sixteen local dailies available 

through the news database ISI Emerging Markets. 
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We include seven geographic regions (North, North-Center, Center, Pa -
cific, Gulf, South, and Southeast, using Southeast as the reference category) 
to control for unobserved regional characteristics and a one-year lag  of Vio-
lence in neighboring municipalities to control for the spatial dispersion of 
violence.

For statistical testing we use negative binomial models —the most ap-
propriate modeling technique for count data when observations are non-in-
dependent and over-dispersed. We use random effects (RE) models instead 
of fixed effects (FE) because our key independent variables do not vary for 
several consecutive years, rendering FE inappropriate. We transform RE coef-
ficients into incidence rate ratios (IRR) to facilitate substantive interpretation.

Results

The results, summarized in Table 2, show that, consistent with the conflict 
hypothesis, intergovernmental partisan rivalry between the president and 
the leftist opposition party was an important predictor of the intensity of 
inter-cartel violence between 2007 and 2012. While there is evidence that 
there might have been problems of administrative or logistical coordination 
between the federal government and subnational opposition authorities, 
our results show that the underlying problem was a bitter partisan conflict 
between Left and Right. Our findings suggest that by omitting partisan-
ship from the analysis, the coordination argument yields biased estimators 
and underpredicts overall variance in inter-cartel violence.

Models 1 and 2 test the coordination argument. The results in Model 1 
show that unified governance under the PAN did offer an advantage: com-
pared to the rest of the country, violence was 17.5 per cent lower in munici-
palities that were part of a vertically unified scheme of governance (Coord1, 
IRR = 0.825). Model 2 shows the flip side of the coin: compared to the case 
of PAN unified governance, inter-cartel violence was 56.3 per cent higher in 
cities with both opposition governors and mayors (Coord4, IRR = 1.563).

Models 3-5 reveal, however, that distinguishing between different op-
position parties significantly improves the models’ overall explanatory 
power and adds crucial information about the geographic variation of crim-
inal violence following the 2007 federal intervention.

Compared to municipalities in states ruled by the president’s party, results 
in Model 3 show that municipalities in states ruled by PRI governors (Confl2) 
experienced 31.8 per cent more violence (IRR = 1.318), but municipalities 
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR

Coordination

Coord1 (PAN-PAN-

PAN)
-0.192
[0.085]

** 0.825**

Coord2 (PAN-

opposition-PAN)
-0.122
[0.105]

0.885

Coord3 (PAN-PAN-

opposition)
0.17

[0.107]
1.185

Coord4 (PAN-

opposition-
opposition)

0.447
[0.093]

*** 1.563***

Conflict

Confl2 (PAN-PRI-

regardless)
0.276

[0.080]
*** 1.318***

Confl3 (PAN-PRI-

regardless)
0.965

[0.111]
*** 2.624***

Vertical fragmentation of Power

Juxtaposition 
index

0.123
[0.015]

*** 1.131***

PAN-PAN-PRI -0.143
[0.106]

0.866

PAN-PAN-PRD -0.167
[0.223]

0.846

PAN-PRI-PAN 0.038
[0.109]

1.039

PAN-PRI-PRI 0.204
[0.094]

** 1.227**

PAN-PRI-PRD 0.189
[0.139]

1.208

PAN-PRD-PAN 0.276
[0.195]

1.318

PAN-PRD-PRI 1.028
[0.132]

*** 2.796***

PAN-PRD-PRD 0.815
[0.135]

*** 2.259***

Electoral competition

State electoral 
competition

0.551
[0.097]

*** 1.735*** 0.507 
[0.097]

*** 1.660*** 0.296 
[0.103]

*** 1.344*** 0.366 
[0.101]

*** 1.442*** 0.314 
[0.105]

*** 1.369***

Municipal electoral 
competition

-0.166
[0.041]

*** 0.847*** -0.125
[0.041]

*** 0.883*** -0.134 
[0.041]

*** 0.874*** -0.137 
[0.041]

*** 0.872*** -0.123
[0.041]

*** 0.884***

TABLE 2. Intergovernmental conflict and inter-cartel violence in Mexico, 
2007-2012 (random effects negative binomial models)
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR Coeff. IRR

Law enforcement

Prosecutors per 
10 000

0.135
[0.015]

*** 1.145*** 0.130 
[0.015]

*** 1.139*** 0.125 
[0.015]

*** 1.133*** 0.125 
[0.015]

*** 1.133*** 0.127 
[0.015]

*** 1.135***

Leadership 
decapitation

0.100
[0.020]

*** 1.106*** 0.092 
[0.020]

*** 1.096*** 0.085 
[0.020]

*** 1.089*** 0.089 
[0.020]

*** 1.093*** 0.088 
[0.020]

*** 1.092***

Spatial diffusion

Violence in 
neighboring 
municipalities 
(one-year lag)

0.006*** 1.006*** 0.006*** 1.006*** 0.006*** 1.006*** 0.006*** 1.006*** 0.006*** 1.006***

[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

Demographic and 
Geog. controls

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Constant -20.017
[0.991]

*** -21.045 
[1.019]

*** -20.178 
[1.023]

*** -20.896 
[0.999]

*** -19.985 
[1.023]

***

N 12 080 12 080 12 080 11 911 12 080

Log-likelihood -8 324.86 -8 299.19 -8 288.88 -8 209.04 -8 277.96

BIC 16 837.7 16 805.16 16 775.15 16 605.79 16 809.71

Source: Authors’ calculations. Standard errors in brackets. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. PAN = incumbent 

party in presidential power (conservative); PRI = opposition (center); PRD = opposition (left). Note that party 

in first cell is the president’s; the second one is the governor’s and the third is the mayor’s. PAN-PAN-PAN is the 

reference category. IRR = incidence rate ratio.

TABLE 2. Intergovernmental conflict and inter-cartel violence in Mexico, 
2007-2012 (random effects negative binomial models) (Cont.)

in states ruled by leftist PRD governors (Confl3) experienced 162.4 per cent 
more violence (IRR = 2.624). This striking five-fold difference between the PRI 
and PRD states suggests that, contrary to the coordination argument, some-
thing unique was taking place in leftist subnational regions. 

The results in Models 4 and 5 provide important additional evidence 
about the impact of inter-partisan conflict on criminal violence. 

The results in Model 4, in which we test for an ordinal index of juxtapo-
sition, reveal that, holding all else constant, as a municipality moves away 
from a situation of unified conservative governance (PAN-PAN-PAN) in the 
 direction of leftist subnational governance (PAN-PRD-PRD), the intensity of 
violence is likely to increase by 13.1 per cent (IRR = 1.131). The cumulative 
effect means that a leftist municipality in a leftist state experienced 104.8 
per cent (13.1 × 8 layers) more violence than one under unified PAN gover-
nance.
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The results in Model 5 introduce important nuances about the nature of 
intergovernmental partisan cooperation and conflict. To facilitate the sub-
stantive interpretation of results, Figure 2 provides a graphic representa-
tion of the model’s main findings. Four findings are worth stressing.

First, the null statistical significance associated with the PAN-PAN-PRI and 
PAN-PAN-PRD cases shows that PAN-dominated states experienced lower lev-
els of violence than the rest of the country regardless of the party in control 
of the municipality. This suggests that coordination between the president 
and his co-partisan governors was crucial to keep criminal violence under 
control —as the case of Baja California emblematically shows.

Second, compared to states ruled by panista governors, states under the 
PRI did not always experience higher levels of violence. It was only in cases 
with the PAN-PRI-PRI structure that violence was slightly higher. Compared 
to a case of unified governance under the PAN, PRI municipalities in states 

FIGURE 2. Impact of vertical fragmentation of power on criminal violence in 
Mexico, 2007-2012

PAN-PRI-PAN

PAN-PAN-PRI

PAN-PAN-PRD

PAN-PRI-PRD

PAN-PRI-PRI

PAN-PRD-PRD

PAN-PRD-PRI

PAN-PRD-PAN

-1 10 2 3

(Rescaled) Incidence Rate Ratio

Source: Authors’ calculations. Notes: Incidence Rate Ratios (IRR) from Model 5 were rescaled for purposes of 

interpretation. Original IRRs were subtracted one unit to show the direct impact of juxtaposition on violence. 

PAN = incumbent party in presidential power (conservative); PRI = opposition (center); PRD = opposition (left). 

Note that party in first cell is the president’s: the second one is the governor’s and the third is the mayor’s. 

PAN-PAN-PAN is the reference category.
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with PRI governors experienced 23.7 per cent more criminal violence. This 
suggests that president Calderón was able to reach some level of contin-
gent cooperation with PRI governors to fight criminal violence —as the case 
of Chihuahua attests.

Third, results unambiguously show that municipalities in states ruled 
under the leftist PRD experienced significantly higher levels of criminal vio-
lence than the rest of the country. Both PRI and PRD municipalities in leftist 
states (PAN-PRD-PRI and PAN-PRD-PRD) on average experienced 179.6 and 
125.9 per cent more violence than municipalities under PAN unified gover-
nance. As Figure 2 strikingly shows, the most violent municipalities were 
opposition municipalities in leftist states. These results suggest that presi-
dent Calderón did not reach any significant cooperation agreement with 
leftist governors and that his confrontation with leftist subnational authori-
ties and his decision to strategically abandon them in confronting major 
waves of criminal attacks resulted in more intense criminal violence —as 
the case of Michoacán exemplifies.

Finally, results in Model 5 and Figure 2 provide a straightforward test of 
the coordination and partisan conflict arguments. If the coordination argu-
ment is correct in claiming that the intensification of violence was the re-
sult of party fragmentation —regardless of which party was in subnational 
office— we should expect that the two cases in which power was more ver-
tically fragmented (PAN-PRI-PRD and PAN-PRD-PRI) would both experience 
the highest levels of criminal violence. But this is not the case: The PAN-
PRD-PRI layering (IRR = 2.796) yields nearly nine times more criminal violence 
than the PAN-PRI-PRD layering (IRR = 1.208).

This comparison strongly suggests that in the War on Drugs president 
Calderón’s relations with Mexico’s two major opposition parties differed 
significantly: whereas the president might have achieved some degree of 
cooperation with the PRI, the party that did not contest the president’s elec-
toral victory and that was a likely legislative ally for his economic agenda, 
the relationship with the Left, the president’s nemesis, was marked by con-
frontation, conflict, and lack of intergovernmental cooperation.

The results from the control variables show that other factors beyond 
intergovernmental partisan conflict also mattered. Consistent with findings 
in the sociology of crime, results across models show that municipalities 
with more young males and a larger percentage of female-headed house-
holds —where DTOs recruit foot soldiers from street gangs to fight their 
wars— experienced more violence. Contrary to the Weberian view that a 
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greater state presence reduces violence, our findings show that municipali-
ties with more state judicial presence (more public prosecutors) tend to be 
more violent. This potentially speaks of the collusion between local au-
thorities and crime. Finally, consistent with the literature on leadership 
decapitation, we find that the federal government’s success in removing 
narco leaders stimulated, rather than deterred, inter-cartel violence. 

In summary, controlling for a wide variety of political, sociodemographic, 
law enforcement, and geographic factors, our results unambiguously show 
that criminal violence was more intense in cities in states ruled by leftist 
governors —the main political rivals of the conservative president. The fact 
that our measures of vertical partisan fragmentation remain significant in 
the presence of these controls indicate that criminal violence in municipa-
lities from leftist states was not the result of particular social characteristics 
present in these subnational regions.20 The empirical question now be-
comes why and how intergovernmental partisan conflict between Left and 
Right led to more intense criminal violence in Mexico’s War on Drugs.

Unpacking the federal intervention: Why intergovernmental partisan 
conflict stimulated criminal violence

While our empirical findings show that inter-cartel violence during the War 
on Drugs was disproportionately higher in cities in states ruled by the Left, 
the statistical models do not explain why. To explain this connection, we 
need to understand the nature of the federal intervention, how intergov-
ernmental partisan conflict impacted the War on Drugs, and the cartel’s 
violent responses to intergovernmental conflict.

The War on Drugs: Explaining the federal intervention

President Calderón’s War on Drugs and the federal intervention can be di-
vided into two phases: the initial deployment of the army and the federal 
police to the country’s most conflictive regions in 2006-2007 and the devel-
opment of a more comprehensive security intervention to respond to the 
cartel’s virulent response from 2008 until 2012.

20 Is it possible that inter-cartel violence drove party fragmentation rather than the other way 

around? A simple bivariate statistical analysis (not shown) reports no association between inter-

cartel violence and partisan turnover in municipal elections from 2007 to 2012. 
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The initial deployment of the armed forces in December 2006 respond-
ed to a governance imperative. By declaring war on the country’s DTOs, the 
president was hoping to shift public opinion away from the polarizing post-
election crisis toward the country’s rising security crisis. Rallying the nation 
behind the armed forces and their commander-in-chief to destroy the 
country’s powerful drug cartels seemed to be a “valence issue” that would 
help the president overcome the political crisis. Hence, the initial deploy-
ment of the armed forces did not discriminate along partisan lines. It began 
in the leftist state of Michoacán —the president’s home state— and then 
spread to the rest of the country’s most conflictive regions. President 
Calderón believed that the War on Drugs would be a relatively easy mili-
tary victory and a quick fix to a major post-election crisis (Aguilar and 
Castañeda, 2009).

However, the military/federal police interventions to recover territorial 
control and undermine DTOs resulted in an unexpected criminal backlash 
and the dramatic escalation of violence (Merino, 2011; Espinosa and Ru-
bin, 2015). The government’s success at decapitating the leadership of the 
country’s main DTOs led to major spirals of intra and inter-cartel violence 
and to attacks against security officers and local public authorities. As vio-
lence skyrocketed and several cities and regions experienced the outbreak 
of “violence epidemics”, it became evident that the War on Drugs was not 
a valence but a divisive issue. 

By the end of 2008 “managing violence”, rather than suppressing it, 
became the new government objective. President Calderón and his team 
were no longer Weberian state officials trying to establish the monopoly of 
violence within a given territory but opportunistic politicians trying to 
adopt a new strategy of damage controls: accepting responsibility for the 
violence in areas where president Calderón could persuade his subnational 
co-partisans to follow him in confronting DTOs while elsewhere blaming 
the violence on his political rivals21 —particularly leftist subnational authori-
ties, who did not recognize him as a legitimate president, bitterly opposed 
his economic agenda, and were poised to become his main electoral chal-
lengers in the 2009 midterm legislative election.

21 Ley (2014) notes that 45 per cent of the public blamed the ongoing violence on the govern-

ment and 71 per cent of them blamed it specifically on president Calderón. In subnational races, 

PAN candidates sided with the president and emphasized the long-term benefits of his security 

policies, while opposition candidates highlighted the failure of the president’s militarized strategy. 
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The key question is whether the partisan turn in the War on Drugs af-
fected the federal intervention and whether intergovernmental partisan 
conflict stimulated criminal violence. To address this question we compare 
the intervention in three states, focusing on three cities: Baja California 
(Tijuana), Michoacán (Apatzingán), and Chihuahua (Ciudad Juárez). 
These cases respectively represent three different structures of partisan 
vertical integration: PAN-PAN-PAN, PAN-PRD-PRD, and PAN-PRI-PRI. These cities 
are large urban centers that simultaneously function as major drug traffick-
ing hubs and home to powerful DTOs. In all three cases the federal govern-
ment launched a military intervention to quell inter-cartel wars. 

We assess how partisanship shaped the federal intervention along four 
dimensions: 1) military/police cooperation; 2) judicial prosecution of local 
authorities; 3) the federal government communication strategy of attribut-
ing responsibilities for growing criminal violence; and 4) the federal assis-
tance to help subnational authorities deal with the multiplication of 
violence. Our goal is to assess whether variation on these four dimensions 
contributed to quell or stimulated criminal violence. 

Baja California: Tijuana
 

The federal (PAN) intervention in the city of Tijuana (PAN) in the northwest-
ern state of Baja California (PAN) illustrates how effective intergovernmen-
tal coordination between federal and subnational co-partisans resulted in 
law enforcement actions that facilitated the control of an unprecedented 
spiral of inter-cartel violence (Sabet, 2012; Durán-Martínez, 2015). The 
intervention in Baja California also shows that intergovernmental coordina-
tion is not an automatic or unproblematic process; it reveals, however, that 
shared electoral incentives can motivate co-partisans from different levels 
of governments to effectively work together and to recover the state’s au-
thority over territories previous under the control of drug cartels.

Home of the Tijuana Cartel, Baja California experienced the outbreak 
of the first major inter-cartel war in Mexico after the PAN gubernatorial 
 victory in 1989.22 Since then, the Sinaloa Cartel has fought a protracted    
war against the leaders of the Tijuana Cartel, the Arellano Félix brothers, 
 for the control of Tijuana, the main entry point into California. Violence 
grew to new levels in 2007 after the federal government deployed the 

22 Interview with Ernesto Ruffo, governor of Baja California (1989-1995).
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army  to control inter-cartel violence and then reached levels never before 
ex pe rienced after the arrest of Eduardo Arellano Félix, then Tijuana’s 
criminal boss, in 2008 (Guerrero, 2012). Besides a surge in inter-cartel ex-
ecutions, the state experienced a major wave of kidnappings, car robber-
ies, and  the assassination of state and local authorities and police officers 
throughout 2008.

Although the federal government had deployed thousands of military 
personnel to Baja California in 2007, the incoming PAN governor José G. 
Millán (2007-2013) approached general Sergio Aponte, the chief of the 
 second military zone stationed in Baja California, for additional assistance 
in confronting the state’s new security crisis. Aponte agreed and named 
high-ranking members of his battalion to serve as state-level and muni-
cipal-level police chiefs. After a few months in office, however, Aponte 
published a manifesto in the state’s leading news outlets denouncing wi-
despread corruption and collusion with organized crime in the state attor-
ney’s office, the state judicial police, and the secretariat of public security 
and in the police forces of Tijuana and other major cities. The manifesto 
named over fifty high and mid-ranking officials, mostly from PAN admi-
nistrations.23 

Facing the potential of a major political scandal in a PAN stronghold, the 
federal government developed a comprehensive security intervention for 
Baja California. To protect his co-partisans, president Calderón transferred 
general Aponte to another state and appointed general Alfonso Duarte as 
new military zone commander. Governor Millán, in turn, appointed gen-
eral Duarte as coordinator of all of the state’s police forces and with the 
support of the federal government removed corrupt state-level officials 
without prosecution to prevent any major media scandal. Jorge Ramos, the 
panista mayor of Tijuana and his secretary of public security, colonel Julián 
Leyzaola, followed a similar strategy when they purged the city police. Co-
ordination in these cases meant the strategic and selective management of 
corruption and the silent removal of corrupt officers linked to PAN adminis-
trations; the goal was to avoid voters’ punishment for corruption and to 
signal to the Tijuana and Sinaloa cartels that the authorities were unified in 
their actions. 

With resolute federal support, general Duarte and colonel Leyzaola ad-
opted a coordinated iron-fist policy involving 1) the arrest or elimination of 

23 The letter was reproduced by the national and local press. See Martínez (2008).
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drug lords and the leaders of private militias, 2) major seizures of drug ship-
ments, and 3) the confiscation of weapons. Yet, as different human rights 
NGOs and the Human Rights National Commission (CNDH) reported, Baja 
California’s militarized police systematically relied on torture and violated 
the due process in conducting many of these arrests and investigations (Sa-
bet, 2012). Despite accusations of systematic and generalized human rights 
violations, the federal government supported Duarte’s and Leyzaola’s ac-
tions and provided renewed military assistance when their civilian bosses 
became target of criminal attacks. 

With full federal assistance, including generous economic transfers, 
governor Millán and successive Tijuana mayors from the PAN and the PRI 
launched a series of economic and social investment programs targeted at 
the city’s youth. The goal was to restore economic activity in Tijuana, re-
build the city’s public image, open new business opportunities for the 
youth, and prevent young men from continuing to join the gangs that were 
eventually absorbed by DTOs to fight turf wars.

The federal intervention in Baja California and Tijuana succeeded in 
reducing a major spiral of criminal violence to pre-crisis levels because fed-
eral, state and local authorities were able to engage in coordinated action to 
implement a broad security agenda (Durán-Martínez, 2015). The military 
intervention was effective because a new and relatively cleaner Tijuana 
police provided crucial information to military and federal police officers 
that facilitated multiple arrests and drug seizures. The federal protection 
the Tijuana mayor received when his administration had to confront a ma-
jor criminal backlash prevented DTOs from capturing the local government 
and empowered the mayor to conduct additional police purges. Finally, the 
coordinated social policy actions provided opportunities for economic and 
social mobility to young males whose only attractive option had been to 
join the cartels’ private militias. 

Without widespread local police protection, the Tijuana Cartel became 
weaker. Without extensive access to the local youth, the cartel’s private 
militias became less effective. Aligned partisan authorities working togeth-
er encouraged rival cartels to leave the city and the state and avoid further 
turf wars. Although this coordinated strategy deactivated an epidemic of 
violence, Tijuana continued to be a very violent city because the drug 
smuggling business into the United States remained profitable, assault 
weapons from the United States continued to flow into Mexico (Dube, 
Dube, García-Ponce, 2013), and the Tijuana Cartel continued to enjoy 
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some amount of state-level protection from units that the federal and state 
governments left unpurged in order to avoid a major political scandal.

Michoacán: Apatzingán
 

The case of Michoacán on the Mexican Pacific coast and the city of Apatz-
ingán —the center of economic and political activity in the southern part of 
the state— illustrate how intergovernmental conflict between federal (con-
servative) and (leftist) subnational authorities and the partisan use of law 
enforcement by the federal government led to previously unknown levels 
of criminal violence and facilitated the rise of the Knights Templar —a 
leading local cartel— as the de facto authority in a large swath of the state.

Inter-cartel wars in Michoacán began after the first (leftist) opposition 
victory in the state in 2002, when the Gulf Cartel and its private army, the 
Zetas, ventured into Michoacán to contest the drug trafficking monopoly 
of the Valencia brothers24 —and their allies, including the Arellano Félix 
brothers— whose expansion had taken place under the protection of gov-
ernment officials from the PRI administration of Victor Manuel Tinoco Rubí 
(Maldonado, 2012). After the Zetas and their local allies, La Familia Mi-
choacana, defeated the Valencia brothers and forced them out of the state, 
La Familia and the Zetas went to war with each other for the state’s crimi-
nal hegemony. Between 2005 and 2006 violence escalated to new levels 
and Apatzingán and its surrounding areas —the Apatzingán Valley and the 
Tierra Caliente region— became the epicenter of turf wars.

The first federal intervention of president Calderón’s administration oc-
curred at the request of leftist governor Lázaro Cárdenas Batel in December 
2006. This shows that despite political rivalries PRD subnational officials did 
not hesitate to demand federal assistance when they faced major criminal 
threats. In fact, cooperation between the federal government and governor 
Cárdenas (and later with his leftist successor, governor Leonel Godoy) fa-
cilitated an initial military success. This joint military/police effort weak-
ened the Zetas, whose many members had to return to the northeastern 
state of Tamaulipas to defend their own territory from another military in-
tervention (Guerrero, 2011), and undermined key players in La Familia’s 
extensive drug production and distribution networks.

24 Interview with Lázaro Cárdenas Batel, governor of Michoacán (2002-2008).
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After the initial military success, however, La Familia launched a major 
counterattack and in 2008 perpetrated a terrorist attack against the civilian 
population gathered in downtown Morelia, the state’s capital, during the 
Independence Day celebrations and then blamed it on the Zetas. Even 
though governor Godoy had a good working relationship with president 
Calderón throughout 2007, and even though he and former governor 
Cárdenas Batel had shared with the president their concern that 10 per cent 
of the state’s municipal authorities were on La Familia’s payroll,25 intergov-
ernmental cooperation broke down after the terrorist attack. From that 
point on, the federal government did not share any security information 
with the state government and the military did not coordinate security ac-
tions with state or municipal police forces and not only did not launch any 
joint economic or social intervention in the state but actually significantly 
reduced the state’s budget.26 

Intergovernmental conflict reached a high point when the federal gov-
ernment unilaterally launched a mega arrest of twelve mayors from the 
three main political parties – most of them from the Apatzingán Valley and 
the Tierra Caliente regions – and twenty-three top- and mid-level officials 
of Governor Godoy’s security cabinet in May 2009, seventy-two hours be-
fore the beginning of the campaign for the mid-term federal election. These 
officials were charged with protecting La Familia. Governor Godoy did not 
find out about the operation until federal police forces were breaking into 
the state’s capitol. Following the arrest, the federal government launched a 
major national media campaign to frame the governor and the Left as cor-
rupt and inept. A year later, however, all but one of the allegedly corrupt of-
ficials had been liberated, and a report by the National Human Rights 
Commission (CNDH) concluded that most of the arrests had been illegal and 
had violated the due process (El Economista, 2009).

Security officials argue that the federal government did not inform gov-
ernor Godoy because they knew his half-brother was on La Familia’s pay-
roll and had facilitated the cartel’s infiltration of state and local authorities.27 
Research for this intervention took place throughout 2008 and by January 
2009 federal authorities were ready to conduct the arrest, but president 
Calderón asked them to wait until they were sure that the cases rested on 

25 Interview with Leonel Godoy, governor of Michoacán (2008-2012).
26 Ibid.
27 Anonymous interview with federal security official.
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sound judicial grounds. Federal authorities claim that although every case 
was backed by solid evidence, corrupt judges let all but one of the indicted 
officers go free.28

After the mega arrest, intergovernmental cooperation between the 
armed forces and the federal police and the state and local authorities broke 
down, and federal and subnational authorities entered into an era of bitter 
conflict. The federal intervention in the Apatzingán Valley and Tierra Cali-
ente was no longer a joint effort. According to national officials, the federal 
government decided not to cooperate at all with corrupt authorities who 
had been liberated by a corrupt judicial system.29 As reported by governor 
Godoy, after the mega arrest the relationship with the federal government 
was marked by distrust, personal animosity, and political rivalry.30 

Genaro Guizar, the leftist mayor of Apatzingán —one of twelve mayors 
arrested in 2009— bitterly bewailed the absence of any intergovernmental 
cooperation after his return from prison: “When a major kidnapping oc-
curred in the city, [the military and the federal police] took charge of the 
situation and didn’t bother informing me” (Animal Político, 2011). His rec-
ollection of the military occupation of Apatzingán in December 2010, when 
the federal government allegedly killed Nazario Moreno, La Familia’s top 
leader, is harshly critical. He claimed that “The federal police raped young 
girls and violated human rights” (Ferrer y Martínez, 2010). Without proper 
local information, the federal government believed, and announced on na-
tional television, that they had killed Nazario Moreno. However, the drug 
lord had survived the attack, gone underground and revamped La Familia 
under a new name: the Knights Templar.

After the mega arrest amid the growing tensions between the federal 
security forces and leftist subnational authorities, the Knights Templar 
took advantage of the increasing vulnerability of mayors in the Apatzingán 
Valley and the Tierra Caliente region and sought to capture local govern-
ments through lethal coercion and establish new forms of criminal gover-
nance in the cities, seizing control of municipalities and their local budgets 
and taking control of local businesses (e.g., lime and avocado producers) and 
intimidating citizens via extortion and kidnapping. From 2009 onward the 

28 Interview with Guillermo Valdés, former director of Mexico’s secret service agency (CISEN) 

under President Calderón.
29 Ibid.
30 Interview with Godoy.



VOLUME XXIII  ·  NUMBER 1  ·  I SEMESTER 2016 43Política y gobierno

Federalism, drugs, and violence

state plunged into a wave of criminal attacks against local authorities that 
reached an unprecedented level of forty attacks during the 2011 state elec-
tions.31 

During the contested 2011 gubernatorial and municipal elections, in 
which Luisa María Calderón, the president’s sister, ran for gubernatorial 
office, polarization between federal and leftist state authorities became 
particularly acute. The Knights Templar took advantage of this conflict and 
through coercion and the assassination of political candidates and party ac-
tivists tried to influence the election campaigns and the election outcome. 
After the election, the Knights were able to capture the state government 
and a large number of the state’s municipalities; they looted municipal cof-
fers, expanded criminal taxation to businesses and local citizens, and de-
manded social obedience. When leftist mayors who did not want to 
surrender their budgets to the Knights Templar requested federal protec-
tion, national authorities simply did not respond. One striking case is that 
of Ygnacio López, a reputed town doctor, social activist, and leftist mayor of 
Santa Ana Maya, who was killed after he went on a hunger strike to protest 
the bankruptcy of his municipality.32 

The breakdown of intergovernmental cooperation meant that federal 
authorities no longer had access to local information and that local authori-
ties no longer had proper federal protection against criminal attacks. La 
Familia and the Knights Templar capitalized on these conflicts and rapidly 
moved to take over local governments and populations via lethal violence. 
Unlike in Baja California, where intergovernmental cooperation allowed 
the federal government to partially recover the state’s monopoly on vio-
lence and reestablish order, in Michoacán the punishment strategy the fed-
eral government used against leftist subnational authorities opened the 
way for the Knights Templar to capture state and municipal powers and 
become the state’s de facto rulers.

The case of Michoacán is not unique. The federal intervention in the 
leftist state of Guerrero followed a similar logic of punishment against sub-
national authorities. When the leftist mayor of Acapulco, Félix Salgado 
(2005-2008), requested federal assistance after receiving death threats from 
criminal organizations, federal authorities accused him on national televi-

31 Trejo and Ley (2015) provide evidence of this wave of attacks in Michoacán and the rest of 

the country. Their statistical analysis shows that mayors in leftist states were significantly more 

vulnerable to criminal attacks than those in PAN-ruled states.
32 Anonymous interview with López’s close collaborators. See also Reforma (2013).
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sion of protecting organized crime (Pacheco, 2007). Although they publicly 
retracted two weeks later, Salgado, and his leftist successors became vul-
nerable to criminal attacks. Confronted with the federal government’s se-
lective judicial prosecution and without proper federal protection, PRI and 
PRD mayors in Guerrero were incapable of defending their municipalities 
from criminal takeovers (Trejo and Ley, 2015).

In the northern state of Zacatecas, the federal government did not assist 
the leftist governor, Amalia García, in avoiding the spillover effect from the 
epidemics of violence in neighboring Tamaulipas.33 Unlike in Aguascalien-
tes and Guanajuato, where federal authorities worked closely with PAN gov-
ernors to avoid spillover effects from violence in neighboring states, federal 
authorities accused the Zacatecas governor of corruption and ineptitude 
when federal prisoners who had been relocated in the state escaped. The 
Zetas —the lethal DTO from Tamaulipas— easily gained control over im-
portant parts of the state.

Chihuahua: Ciudad Juárez 

The federal intervention in Ciudad Juárez (PRI) in the northern state of 
Chihuahua (PRI) illustrates a case of contingent cooperation: one in which 
exceptional circumstances drove the federal government to collaborate 
with the PRI but in which president Calderón did not adopt a strategy to 
punish PRI subnational authorities —as he did against the Left in Michoacán. 
It shows that contingent intergovernmental cooperation contributed to 
bring down an epidemic of criminal violence to pre-crisis levels in Juárez.

After more than a decade of turf wars between the Juárez and the 
Sinaloa cartels, criminal violence spiked in 2008, leading governor José 
Reyes Baeza and Juárez’s Mayor José Reyes Ferriz to request federal inter-
vention (Zubía, 2008). As in other parts of the country, the federal interven-
tion led to a major criminal backlash and to the unprecedented escalation 
of criminal violence that turned Juárez into the world’s most dangerous city. 
Federal and subnational authorities blamed the escalation of violence on 
each other and the initial intergovernmental cooperation broke down 
(González, 2008).

Yet, the mishandling of a civilian massacre in the working-class neigh-
borhood of Villas de Salvárcar, in which president Calderón publicly crimi-

33 Interview with Amalia García, governor of Zacatecas (2004-2010).
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nalized a group of fifteen high school students who had been tragically 
killed by a group of cartel hit men who confused them with a rival gang, 
triggered a wave of civil outrage that forced Calderón to refashion the fed-
eral intervention (Aziz, 2012). Although the president initially bypassed 
state and local governments in developing the early stages of “Todos So-
mos Juárez” (We Are All Juárez) —a key social intervention that involved a 
major expansion of public infrastructure, transportation, day care centers, 
and cultural opportunities for young students— mounting pressure from 
civil society forced the federal government to cooperate with the PRI subna-
tional authorities in the implementation of the program.34

Even though the national attorney had gathered important evidence 
that governor Reyes Baeza and the state attorney had provided protection 
to the Juárez Cartel (Lagunas, 2012), the federal government strategically 
declined to prosecute them or leak information to the media —as it did in 
Michoacán— and decided instead to cooperate with the incoming PRI state 
governor —as it did in Baja California. In this new scheme of cooperation, 
federal authorities were instrumental in persuading Héctor Murguía, the 
new mayor of Juárez, to appoint colonel Julián Leyzaola —the former Ti-
juana police chief— as head of the Juárez police. After a rough start in 
which Murguía, his security staff, and Leyzaola survived separate attacks 
from federal forces (Luján, 2011) and the municipality’s federal transfers 
for security reform were suspended, the federal government eventually 
supported Leyzaola’s effort to purge the local police and worked together 
with city authorities to overcome the crime epidemic through a combinati-
on of iron-fist policies, police reforms, and an extensive social intervention.

While civilian mobilization played an important role in demanding in-
tergovernmental coordination, cooperation between federal and subna-
tional authorities took place because it involved governors and mayors from 
the PRI —the party that did not question president Calderón’s election and 
that was a likely legislative partner for the president’s agenda of market-
oriented reforms— rather than from the leftist PRD. This contingent coop-
eration paid off: The intelligence information shared between reformed 
local police forces and the military and federal police facilitated the decapi-
tation of cartels and private militias and the seizures of drug shipments and 
weapons, and the adoption of an extensive program of public goods provi-
sion contributed to depleting the cartel’s private militias. These actions 

34 Anonymous interviews with two leading social activists in Juárez.
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weakened the Juárez and Sinaloa cartels and empowered local govern-
ments to resist the violent attempts to capture local governments and civil 
society— as the Knights Templar succeeded in doing in Michoacán. It 
must be said, however, that although the contingent cooperation between 
PAN and PRI authorities brought the epidemic of violence to an end in 
Juárez, the city remained a relatively violent place for the same reasons that 
Tijuana remained a conflictive urban center.

The contingent cooperation between PAN federal authorities and PRI 
subnational officials that contributed to the de-escalation of an epidemic 
of violence in Juárez, also took place in Monterrey, in the northern state of 
Nuevo León, where powerful business associations and different civil so-
ciety groups forced federal and PRI subnational authorities to cooperate in 
bringing violence under control (Conger, 2014). Note that in other states 
where there was no civil society pressure, PAN federal authorities did not 
assist PRI governors and mayors in confronting DTOs —as the case of Tamau-
lipas emblematically shows. While there was no cooperation in Tamaulipas, 
it is noteworthy that the federal government did not punish PRI subnational 
officials through selective prosecution or exposing them as corrupt in na-
tional media, despite widespread evidence that linked former PRI gover-
nors and mayors with the Gulf Cartel or the Zetas.

Conclusions

A little over fifty years ago, in his seminal study of federalism, William Rik-
er introduced the importance of political parties into the study of intergov-
ernmental cooperation and suggested that vertical party alignment 
produced more coherent and efficient policies than vertically fragmented 
federations. Building on this argument, students of drug violence in Mexi-
co have argued that the inability of federal and subnational opposition gov-
ernments to logistically coordinate their actions to fight drug cartels 
explains the six-fold increase in violence since the 2007 federal interven-
tion in the War on Drugs.

In this article we have challenged the coordination argument and sug-
gested that the uneven spread of inter-cartel violence after the federal 
intervention was not the result of logistical differences between govern-
ments from different parties. We have presented extensive quantitative 
and qualitative evidence showing that intergovernmental partisan conflict 
between Right and Left led conservative federal authorities to develop 
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cooperative military and policing interventions in subnational regions 
where the president’s co-partisans ruled but confrontational and biased 
interventions where his main political enemies were in power. Through 
case studies we have shown that the partisan use of the army and federal 
forces and the politicization of law enforcement not only contributed to a 
major increase of inter-cartel and criminal violence in leftist subnational 
regions but also made opposition local authorities and municipalities 
more vulnerable to criminal attacks and even criminal capture of govern-
ments and societies.

Our empirical findings have three important theoretical implications for 
the study of governance and criminal violence in federations.

First, by introducing partisanship and partisan conflict to our under-
standing of intergovernmental relations, we have shown that electoral in-
centives can define policy outcomes in federations. While students of 
distributive politics have long recognized the important role of electoral in-
centives in the allocation of public spending, scholars of security and polic-
ing have only recently begun to recognize the partisan use of law 
enforcement. Consistent with theories of distributive politics and with 
Wilkinson’s important finding of the partisan use of police forces to control 
inter-religious violence in India, we have provided extensive evidence of 
the partisan use of law enforcement in Mexico’s War on Drugs —of the po-
litical incentives that led Mexico’s president to deploy federal forces to pro-
tect his subnational co-partisans facing major surges in inter-cartel violence 
but to punish and leave unprotected his enemies facing similar conditions.

Second, our findings challenge the widely held Weberian assumption 
that government officials will always want to adopt policies that maximize 
the state’s monopoly of violence. Consistent with Wilkinson’s and Stan-
iland’s findings for South Asia and with those of Acemoglu, Robinson, and 
Santos and Auyero for South America, our results show that under condi-
tions of acute political polarization between Right and Left, conservative 
federal authorities in Mexico sought to “manage” criminal violence for 
electoral purposes. They purposefully devised military and police, judicial, 
and communications interventions to protect the president’s subnational 
co-partisans and coordinate security policy with them but deliberately left 
the president’s political enemies unprotected, refused to cooperate with 
them, and then publicly blamed them for corruption and ineptitude. This 
finding strongly suggests that the generalized assumption that state agents 
will always seek to monopolize violence is unwarranted: under conditions 
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of acute political polarization state agents can reward their allies but toler-
ate private violence to punish their political enemies.

Finally, beyond theory, our findings have important policy implications 
for Mexico. Contrary to the coordination argument, which has led scholars 
and policymakers to cast doubt on the efficacy of Mexican federalism and 
emphasize a centralist approach to policing, our findings point to the crucial 
need for effective checks and balances to constrain the discretionary use of 
military and police forces and law enforcement agencies by national execu-
tives in federations. Whereas the centralist temptation in countries such as 
Mexico has led national officials to single out municipal authorities and local 
police forces as corrupt enemies in the War on Drugs, our findings suggest 
that unchecked federal power contributed in important ways to the intensi-
fication of inter-cartel violence, to the rapid institutional erosion of munici-
pal governments, and to the capture of local institutions by drug lords and 
organized crime. Imposing stricter controls on Mexican federal authorities 
to prevent presidents and federal prosecutors from ever again using the fed-
eral police and the army to punish political rivals and to assist co-partisans 
would be an absolutely essential institutional reform in establishing the rule 
of law and ending Mexico’s unprecedented waves of criminal violence. Pg
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