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bodies, inspiring people
across the country to form
loosepolitical andsocial alli-
ances and search for the re-
mains of their own missing
lovedones.

In Tijuana, that move-
ment predates the Ayotzi-
napa case.

One father’s desperate
search forhiskidnappedson
in2007 led to thediscoveryof
abandoned properties
where a Tijuana bricklayer
named Santiago Meza, also
known as “El Pozolero,” dis-
solvedasmanyas650bodies
in caustic acid for the Arrel-
lano Felix cartel. He left
their remains —mostly just
tiny fragments of bones and
teeth that didnot dissolve in
the acid — in partially-con-
structed houses he worked
onasamason.

“We had to do the hard
workof convertingourselves
into investigatorsnot for our
own will, but forced by cir-
cumstances, when the au-
thorities did not do their
proper job. We had to enter
(the properties) ourselves,
apart from authorities, to
discover these units,” said
FernandoOcegueda, the fa-
ther who discovered the
properties and founded the
group United for Baja Cali-
fornia’s Disappeared, which
organized a dozen different
parent collectives.

Since then, family mem-
bers have been risking their
ownsafety tosearch for their
missing relatives in Tijuana.
They form into groups both
for protection and for politi-
cal purposes, so as to lobby
state officials in greater
numbers.

In Baja California, such
parent groups have located
the bodies of 109 missing
people so far in 2020 — all
buried in clandestine grave-
sites in rural hillsides across
the state, according to Fer-
nando Ortegoza, the presi-
dent of MOVED, an um-
brella group of collectives
that represents about 120
parents.

Ocegueda’s 2007 discov-
ery drew international law
enforcement attention and
brought answers to hun-
dreds of families. But the
disappearances in Tijuana
continued.

Ramirez, a 21-year-old
factoryworker,was anew fa-
therwhenhedisappeared in
2019.

His family had recently
relocated from Jalisco for
work, according to his
mother. Ramirez, his wife
and then-6-month-old baby
daughter settled four
months prior in the Viñedos
Casa Blanca neighborhood
of southeastern Tijuana,
where the rent is cheaper,
but crime ismuchhigher.

His mother, Maria Dolo-
res, says Baja California
state law enforcement au-
thorities have been reluc-
tant to investigate her son’s
missing-persons case. So
she’s been gathering clues
herself.

She has video from a
home surveillance camera
across the street fromwhere
he disappeared, statements
from the store clerk who re-
portedlysawhimlastandre-
cords from the border fac-
torywhereheworked.

But she can’t access her
son’s bank records without
police intervention.

“(Police) haven’t given
me a response about my
son’s bank card. He had an
account. I want to know if

there were any charges. I
want to see the bank state-
ment,” she said last week
outside anabandonedprop-
erty in Colonia Campos, a
neighborhood in eastern Ti-
juana. “They told me the
bank hasn’t responded to
their requests.”

Dolores said even though
her son disappeared on Jan.
28, 2019, the plastics manu-
facturing factory where he
worked inexplicably has re-
cords showing that he con-
tinued showing up for work
throughFeb. 4.

“You’re not an investiga-
tor and neither am I, but we
both can see, ‘Wow, that
maybe seems important.
Like a possible line of inves-
tigation,’” she said. “But as
far as I know, (the police)
haven’t even asked about
that.”

Eson Multiwin, the Tai-
wan-based maquiladora
where Ramirez worked, did
not respond to a request for
comment, nor did it confirm
Ramirez’s last documented
day of work. A spokesman
for state police, which runs
the team that investigates
kidnapping, didnot respond
toquestions about the case.

Like the vast majority of
other parents searching for
theirmissing children,Dolo-
res said she doesn’t know
why authorities haven’t re-
sponded to her about the
bank statements or other
clues in her son’s case. She
onlyknowskidnappingsand
disappearances in Tijuana
are commonplace and no
one ever gets caught.

David Contreras, a re-

tired detective sergeantwho
served for 27 years with the
San Diego Police Depart-
ment — much of it on the
border-liaison team gather-
ing intelligence inMexico—
estimated nearly a quarter
of the municipal police he
encountered participated in
corrupt activities. Most of it
involved small bribes or
other minor offenses, not
major crimes.

Still, Contreras, who has
worked as a private investi-

gator in Tijuana negotiating
ransom payments for kid-
napped family members,
said “it’s not uncommon” for
Mexican law enforcement to
be involved inkidnappings.

“If we’re talking about
wealthy and successful busi-
ness people in Tijuana, and
they don’t trust law enforce-
mentwiththeirmissing-per-
sons case, then what hap-
pens with common folk who
can’t afford to hire a foreign
company fromtheU.S. or Is-
rael to negotiate the return
of their lovedone?”he said.

A common misconcep-
tion among Americans is
that Tijuana municipal po-
lice officers are comparable
to police in the United
States, Contreras said. He
described their duties as
more like first responders or
security guards—only there
to secure a scene and call a
biggeragency incaseswhere
investigation is needed.

“By the time state police
gets there, three, six, maybe
even 12 hours has gone by
and a lot of the evidence is
gone,” he said.

Emma Medrano, who is
searching for her missing
son, a U.S. citizen from San
Diego, said police told her
they located some of the
empty houseswhere her son
was held. She said Baja po-
lice worked diligently to find
her son at first, but then
quickly gaveup.

“They’re not answering
my calls,” she said. “And the
FBI doesn’t have that infor-
mation. They’re working to-
gether, but they’re not shar-
ing everything with the FBI.
Why?”

Medrano answered her
own question. “They looked
until they found out who did
it,” she said. Shebelieves the

authorities are “involved ...
with someone powerful ...
someonewithmoney.”

A state spokesman said
police continue to very ac-
tively investigate her son’s
case and they are working
with U.S. authorities. A
spokeswoman for the FBI
said the agency is unable to
confirm or deny the exist-
ence of an investigation.

In 2013, Human Rights
Watch found that among
more than half of the forced
disappearances they docu-
mented inMexico, therewas
“compelling evidence that
state actors participated in
the crime, either acting on
their own or collaborating
with criminal groups.”

At a minimum, experts
say, the inability of Mexican
law enforcement to find the
missing and bring those re-
sponsible to justice is anoth-
er symptom of a larger crisis
of impunity for violence.

In Baja California, less
than 2 percent of kidnap-
pings are solved and less
than 4 percent of homicides
result in convictions, ac-
cording to data from Mexi-
co’s National Institute of
Statistics and Geography
for 2010 through2016.

In more recent years, Ti-
juana’s staggering homicide
rate has earned it the title of
“the most violent city in the
world” from a Mexican citi-
zen-lednonprofit called “Se-
curity, Justice andPeace.”

“When we or these
groups find bodies, those
numbers go into the current
year’s homicide tally, even if
the deaths maybe occurred
a decade ago,” said Isaías
Bertín Sandoval, the secre-
tary of security forBajaCali-
fornia, during a news confer-
ence lastmonth.

Bertín, who is part of a
newer administration, has
indicated state authorities
aremeeting with federal law
enforcement authorities
and human rights groups to
address Baja California’s
historical issue of forced dis-
appearances and provide
more assistance to the par-
ent groups.

Their efforts have been
noted among parents and
researchers, but most say
it’s nowherenear enough.

“The interesting trend is
that municipalities are in-
creasingly accepting that
their obligation to the fam-
ilies of the disappeared is to,
at the very least, not get in
the way of searches,” said
Michael Lettieri, Ph.D. a
Senior Fellow for Human
RightsattheCenter forU.S.-
Mexican Studies at UC San
Diego.

OnSept. 27,Bertíngavea
news conference after 16 ho-
micides were reported in
Baja California over just a
fewhoursbetween lateSept.
26 and early that morning.
Though no one had been ar-
rested for those crimes, he
did report a handful of sus-
pected vandals had been
caught and were being held
in jail after a protest in
downtownTijuana left dam-
age to several private busi-
nesses andcity buildings.

Within 24 hours, the al-
leged vandals would be in
front of a judge and charged
with intentional damage to
property of others and van-
dalism tobusinesses andur-
ban facilities,Bertín said.

The group was pro-
testing the case of themiss-
ing 43 college students from
Ayotzinapa.
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Alfredo Ruiz watches another volunteer dig at a house in Tijuana in September where relatives believe the remains of a missing manmay
be located. Family members of people missing in Mexico have organized into different collectives to help each other search.
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People protest the disappearance of 43 Mexican college students
at a demonstration in Mexico City in October 2014.

AP FILE
The son of a street vendor in Tijuana cries on the hood of a police car
after learning his father had been shot and killed in August.
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A volunteer shines a light on walls in a Tijuana house in September where search groups have been looking
for remains of their missing relatives. The groups are for protection and to increase political pressure.
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