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ACRONYMS AND KEY SPANISH 

TERMS 
Note: Most of the acronyms come from the Spanish titles, but are translated into English. 

ADR   Alternative Dispute Resolution 

 

CDMX   Mexico City, preferred name for what was formerly called the Federal District 

 

CIDE   Center for Research and Teaching on Economics 

 

CNPDyPC  National Center for Crime Prevention and Citizen Participation (SESNSP) 

 

CNSPM   National Conference on Municipal Public Security 

 

DF   Federal District 

 

DI   Democracy International 

 

DPK   A consulting firm; the initials are drawn from the founders’ names 

 

ECD   Early Child Development 

 

Edomex   Mexico State, one of Mexico’s 32 states 

 

FASP   Fund for contributions to public security 

 

FORTASEG  Subsidy for strengthening public security 

 

GOM   Government of Mexico 

 

IJA   Institute for Alternative Justice (Jalisco) 

 

IMEPLAN  Metropolitan Planning Institute (Guadalajara and environs) 

 

ILO   International Labor Organization 

 

INL   Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs 

 

IT   Information Technology 

 

JP   Justice of the Peace 
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JPV   United for the Prevention of Violence (USAID Project) 

 

Justicia Cívica  Mexican term for enforcement of municipal regulations by municipal, “judges” 

 

Justicia Cotidiana “Everyday justice” or non-criminal cases decided by state courts  

 

Justicia Comunitaria Dispute resolution within communities 

 

Justicia de Proximidad Term used by CIDE (2015) for justicia comunitaria stressing disputes among 

neighbors 

 

LGBT Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender. Sometimes LGBTIQ to add intersex and 

“queer” 

 

LOP   Life of project 

 

NGO   Nongovernmental organization 

 

NL   Nuevo León 

 

OCG   Organized criminal groups 

 

Projust   Promoting Justice, USAID project  

 

PRONAPRED  National program for the social prevention of violence and crime 

 

SEGOB   Secretariat of Government (Mexico’s Ministry of the Interior) 

 

SESNSP   Executive Secretariat of the National System for Public Security 

 

SETEC       Executive Secretariat for the Implementation of the Criminal Justice System 

 

UBSEMUN  Subsidy for strengthening municipal security 

 

TSJ   Superior Tribunal of Justice, the highest court at the “state” level 

 

UK   United Kingdom 

 

UN   United Nations 

 

US   United States 

 

USAID   United States Agency for International Development 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

INTRODUCTION 

This document, prepared by a three-member team of experts hired by Democracy International (DI) for 
USAID/Mexico, responds to the latter’s request for information on the status of “community justice” in 
Mexico. The term is defined as mechanisms to resolve disputes among neighbors and especially those that 
for whatever reason do not reach the courts and other formal institutions. It draws on an argument 
presented in a document on Everyday Justice or “Justicia Cotidiana” elaborated by several universities, 
independent academics and NGOs (CIDE 2015) and focuses specifically on issues affecting marginalized 
urban communities with a high incidence of violence and crime. As elaborated below, this document 
responds to 5 questions posed by USAID referring to existing strategies, funding and activities relevant to 
this theme as well as recommendations on USAID involvement. The data collection methodology included 
a desk review of existing documents and three weeks of fieldwork in four locations (including Mexico City 
where both local and federal authorities were interviewed) during which the DI team conducted informant 
interviews, focus groups, observation and collection of additional documents and statistics.  

COUNTRY BACKGROUND 

Mexico is a federal republic and its courts and other justice institutions are organized accordingly into federal 
and state jurisdictions. Despite over a decade of concerted efforts to reform its criminal justice systems, 
Mexico’s crime levels remain high, and after several years of improvement, crime levels have begun to rise 
again. The current Peña Nieto administration shifted from a completely hard-on-crime approach to a “social 
crime prevention” program whereby municipalities were provided funds for a list of prevention activities. 
More recently the administration expressed an interest in reforming non-criminal justice, which represents 
87 percent of the state court caseload and may have still larger consequences for citizens. The same 
document on Justicia Cotidiana (CIDE, 2015) providing these statistics included a section on community 
justice, noting that members of marginalized communities especially in urban centers, lack or avoid access to 
formal mechanisms and so may resort to violent means for resolving their disputes. This section provoked 
USAID interest and is thus the focus of the current report. Although Mexico’s extremely low 
judge/population ratio explains some access problems, costs, complexity and mistrust of formal institutions 
seem to account for much more. From this comes the idea, also introduced in the CIDE report that 
alternative mechanisms need to be introduced. 

FINDINGS IN RESPONSE TO USAID’S FIRST 4 QUESTIONS 

VISIONS OF COMMUNITY JUSTICE HELD BY FEDERAL, STATE AND MUNICIPAL 

AUTHORITIES, AS WELL AS OTHER STAKEHOLDERS 

Findings were relatively negative, with none of the above prioritizing community justice or interpreting it in 
accord with the CIDE and USAID definition. However, there is a growing interest in several mechanisms – 
especially civic justice (justicia cívica), community policing, mediation, and community participation -- that 
could contribute to its realization. That community justice receives little attention is largely because over the 
past decade criminal justice, human rights abuses, and crime prevention have been prioritized as more 
urgent problems. 

MAIN SOURCES OF SUPPORT FOR COMMUNITY JUSTICE 

Unfortunately, there is little DI’s team could identify for this theme, but the component parts—civic justice, 
community policing, and mediation—do get financing from all levels of government. States in particular 
contribute to mediation in their Public Ministries and Judiciaries. Community involvement, outreach, or 
participation, is often mentioned as part of each of the other three, but appears not to have its own 
dedicated funding. 
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ON-GOING ACTIVITIES RELEVANT TO COMMUNITY JUSTICE 

Given the absence of an integrated approach, on-going activities can only be discussed by parts: 

Justicia Cívica -- Jueces cívicos, municipales or calificadores: These are municipal officials (with no direct 
connection to the judiciary) charged with judging minor infractions as defined by local laws. They are not 
well known, but those interviewed had a reasonable amount of work, including in some cases resolving 
family and civil disputes among neighbors. At their worst they represent a heavy-handed approach to 
sanctioning misdemeanors, but at their best (some of which the DI team saw) they could be an important 
tool for resolving community disputes. At present, their number is limited, although given a limited 
knowledge of their existence, current demand keeps them busy but not overwhelmed. 
 
Mediation: Mexico is experiencing a long-delayed mediation revolution with proponents claiming the 
technique could work improvements, ranging from reducing court caseload to creating a new culture of 
peaceful co-existence. Experience elsewhere suggests little of this is true, but does support mediation’s 
status as an acceptable and sometimes preferable way of resolving many common disputes. Among the 
forms it takes in Mexico are court-annexed mediation, mediation in the Public Ministries’ alternative justice 
centers, community mediation (including that practiced by or alongside jueces cívicos), and mediación 
escolar (training of students in mediation techniques). Most relevant for community justice is community 
mediation; here the success of the Public Ministries’ ADR centers could provide useful lessons. 
 
Community Policing: USAID has significant limits on its work with police, so this section is included only for 
two reasons: as a reminder that a successful community justice program will need a special kind of police, 
and because several community policing programs in Mexico (e.g. Guadalupe, NL) have introduced some 
important community outreach mechanisms. 
 
Gender Implications: Mexico’s formal and alternative justice institutions are largely staffed by men, but this is 
rapidly changing, albeit from the bottom to the top. In terms of community outreach, justicia cívica, and 
mediation, women are typically more frequent users, while complaints are most often directed at men. 
Prejudice against women and LGBT individuals may still affect service delivery, but as regards the rules 
applied no gender bias could be identified.  
 

GAPS AND SHORTCOMINGS (RANGING FROM VISION TO PRACTICE) IN 

SUPPORT FROM GOVERNMENTS AT ALL LEVELS, NGOS AND DONORS 

A first issue involves the potential lessening (of an already low) interest in community justice on the part of 
government or other stakeholders in the face of a rising crime rate. Beyond this there are problems with the 
underlying theory, not as regards limited use of or access to courts and other formal mechanisms, but rather 
for the effect on violence. Still, even if unresolved disputes do not augment violence, they have other 
negative effects on citizens and for this reason merit attention. Existing justice and crime prevention 
programs lack both good statistics and impact evaluations; this particularly feeds the faith in mediation as a 
solution to many problems beyond unresolved disputes. Finally, both citizens and government officials have 
a limited knowledge of on-going and often innovative programs, meaning limited use, redundant funding, 
and little learning from lessons of experience, while largely explaining (along with possibly lesser interest) the 
absence of an integrated approach to addressing community justice needs.  

RECOMMENDATIONS TO USAID 

Any new program especially in community justice requires more background studies; good statistics; greater 
focus on gender dynamics; and a design that facilitates evaluation by defining expected results and indicators 
to measure them. As for substantive elements, USAID might usefully start by providing assistance to the 
justicia cívica program (under the current or a proposed new law) in CDMX, emphasizing elements like 
mediation and community involvement rather than simply aiding the implementation of more civic justice 
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courts (which CDMX can do on its own). Further police reform will be needed, and if USAID cannot 
provide it, it should coordinate with other donors or USG agencies (perhaps the British Embassy and/or 
INL) that can. Other pilots might be supported in municipios with funds and an expansion plan, although 
again USAID should ensure an integrated approach that is not overly heavy on the public order dimension. 
Whatever is supported will also need an information campaign as insufficient information is a frequent 
explanation of the low demand for existing services. Outreach to women groups should be encouraged 
since many of the issues that are brought up to municipal judges and mediation centers are family-related 
matters most often affecting women. 
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ASSESSMENT PURPOSE AND 

QUESTIONS 

ASSESSMENT PURPOSE 

In August of 2016, USAID/Mexico issued a request for proposals for an assessment of the status of 
community justice in Mexico. The following report is presented by Democracy International (DI), as per its 
resulting contract with USAID and the work plan as approved by the agency (Annex A).  

USAID’s interest in community justice drew from a report (CIDE, 2015) solicited by the Office of the 
President of Mexico via his Consejería Jurídica (Legal Counsel1) and produced by several Mexican 
universities, NGOs and research institutes, under the direction and organization of CIDE (Centro de 
Investigación y Docencia Económicas). The report was largely devoted to justicia cotidiana (everyday justice) 
or the resolution of non-criminal disputes principally through the formal justice system. However, it included 
a short chapter on community justice (called justicia de proximidad) which caught USAID’s attention. The 
underlying hypothesis here is that community justice or the resolution of disputes “among neighbors” 
constitutes a way of preventing such conflicts from escalating into violence or violent crime. Although 
USAID has been supporting Mexico’s criminal justice reforms for years and also has on-going projects in 
crime prevention and human rights, attention to community justice appeared as a novel way to address a 
series of interrelated issues – both attacking some of the causes of violence as well as expanding access to 
justice and potentially increasing popular confidence in state institutions and the rule of law, especially 
among marginalized populations in large urban centers. While the report doesn’t limit community justice to 
the latter areas, the examples it uses and subsequent research by CIDE experts imply that it is here that 
expanding community justice is most needed. 

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

As noted in the RFTOP and DI’s work plan the assessment was to be directed at the following themes and 
the implicit questions they posed: 

1. Description of the national government’s vision for community justice, including its relationship to 
crime prevention and the formal justice system, the extent to which the vision is reflected in policies 
and regulations, and any differing visions held by state or municipal authorities, or by other 
interested parties (e.g. NGOs, academics, justice sector officials) 

2. An inventory of the main lines of support to community justice from federal, and selected state and 
municipal governments 

3. Description of the nature and role of community justice in selected states and municipalities, as well 
as their gender implications. 

4. Identification of gaps and/or shortcomings (ranging from vision to policy and practice) in support 
from federal, state and municipal governments as well as NGOs and donors. 

5. Recommendations for programming, considering opportunities and constraints, for USAID support 
currently estimated at $10-15 million. 

                                                           
1 Mexico has not had a Ministry of Justice since 1917; the Consejería, a much smaller office, fills that part of a Ministry’s functions 
relating to providing legal advice and drafting new legal initiatives.  
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METHODS AND LIMITATIONS 

METHODS 

As per USAID’s initial request, this assessment focuses on inventorying what exists in terms of community 
justice (either government-sponsored or organized by community members), the results it has produced, 
and using this analysis to craft recommendations for USAID support.  

The report is based on an initial review of available documents (from Mexico or elsewhere) on community 
justice and fieldwork done in Mexico by a team of three consultants. The team visited Ciudad de México 
(CDMX), Mexico State (Estado de México or Edomex), Jalisco, and Zacatecas conducting interviews, focus 
groups, observation, and collecting additional documents and statistics on the topic. In Edomex, Jalisco, and 
Zacatecas, fieldwork focused on the capital city and a few nearby municipios.2 In Mexico City, the DI team 
interviewed local authorities and several agencies of the Federal Government in order to tap their views on 
the topic as well as to assess any support they offered for its development. During and after the fieldwork, 
Mexican team members collected additional information on Morelia (Michoacán) and Guadalupe and 
Monterrey (both in Nuevo León). Not included in the fieldwork, but highly recommended as a base for 
further actions, is a national community justice needs assessment to identify the conflicts most frequently 
encountered at the community level and how community members deal with them.3 

As regards the initial document review and efforts to identify interested NGOs, it bears mentioning that 
community justice is not a topic receiving much attention. We found no NGO that focused on the issue, 
although a few did work on aspects like community policing, mediation or community mobilization. The lack 
of attention stems less from community justice being regarded as unimportant, but rather that its significance 
pales alongside more popular topics like criminal justice reform, corruption, human rights abuses, and crime 
prevention. Statistics were also problematic as they are in Mexico’s entire justice sector. However, the DI 
team could get interviewees to estimate use of certain services and made its own estimates by observing 
activities during visits to service centers.  

LIMITATIONS 

The principal limitations are a result of time and logistical constraints. In three weeks, the DI team was able 
to visit only a few locations, and even there had problems getting interviews with very busy officials. Four 
cases, or five including the federal authorities, were hardly representative of the range of experience and the 
team may well have missed some important trends and developments at the state and municipal levels (and 
for the latter, even within the states visited). The locations were approved by USAID, but neither the 
agency nor the team had a clear idea as to the ideal selection criteria. The DI team took some guidance 
from the CIDE document and thus specifically omitted states with large indigenous communities, as 
indigenous justice was also excluded from the CIDE report. This in no way implies lesser importance, but 
simply a shared sense that it represented a very different phenomenon. DI included CDMX as required by 
USAID and in selecting additional states focused on those with larger municipios with above average crime 
rates and significant portions of their populations living in marginalized colonias or delegations. However, 
those criteria would have included a large swath of Mexico, and in some sense might have excluded 
Zacatecas (city and state) as its high crime rate is largely attributed to homicidal conflicts among warring 
drug gangs. Zacatecas otherwise has a lower crime rate than many other cities or states.  

                                                           
2 In Edomex, the team visited Toluca, the state capital; in Jalisco, it worked in Guadalajara (the state capital), Zapopan, Tlaquepaque 
and Jocotepec, and in Zacatecas in the state capital (also called Zacatecas) and nearby Guadalupe. Working in state capitals allowed 
visits to state as well as municipal authorities. 
3 CIDE (2015) cites some local studies, but so far as can be determined none has been conducted nation-wide. 
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As the team quickly learned, “justicia de proximidad” rings few bells, but most interviewees had some idea 
of what was meant by justicia comunitaria or justicia de barrio. For a relatively underdeveloped topic, it was 
also difficult to determine which government agencies (or NGOs) might be responsible for its furtherance. 
Although the Consejería Jurídica at the federal level had a major responsibility for the CIDE report, we were 
unable to arrange interviews with that entity during the fieldwork or to determine whether justicia de 
proximidad was an intended part of the topic.4 However, contrary to the fears of both USAID and the 
consulting team, we did identify some relevant practices and trends, all of which are included in the next 
sections on findings. 

  

                                                           
4 A Mexican team member did obtain an interview after the draft report’s submission to USAID.  However, the interviewee was 
not directly involved with the CIDE report and could not answer questions about the reasons behind the request for the report or 
whether justicia de proximidad had been included from the start. 
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COUNTRY BACKGROUND  
Mexico is one of Latin America’s three federal countries, and its courts and other justice sector institutions 
are organized accordingly into federal and state jurisdictions. Municipalities (municipios5) do not have their 
own judiciaries or prosecutors and since 2010 municipal police were increasingly encompassed within the 
unified state police (policía única) although neither this model nor the more recently proposed mixed 
version has been enacted into law.6 This has implications for the development of “community justice,” which 
refers to dispute-resolution mechanisms within municipios or their subdivisions (delegations and 
neighborhoods -colonias and barrios). It bears noting that the principal sub-national divisions or entidades 
federativas include both the states and Mexico City, once called the Federal District (as it is also the seat of 
federal government) but now known as Ciudad de México or CDMX.7 With over eight million residential 
inhabitants (as well as several million more who commute into it for daily work) CDMX is the second 
largest “entidad federativa” by population and the number of residents in each of its 16 delegaciones 
(boroughs) exceeds those of several states.  

Over the past few decades Mexico has produced significant changes in its justice sector, with the most 
important focused on criminal justice. These started even before the 2008 constitutional amendment 
mandating new criminal procedures codes and by extension changes to all the institutions involved in their 
application (police, prosecutors, judges, private and public defense bar, prisons and so on).8 To a lesser 
extent other jurisdictions (labor, administrative, commercial) have experienced their own reforms, and there 
have been important modifications to the governance structures and organization of both federal and state 
courts. Despite significant increases in budgets and the number of judges and court units, Mexico remains 
“under-judged,” with barely four judges per 100,000 inhabitants. This is especially evident at the state level,9 
and severely limits access to justice for many citizens. Cost is another obstacle. Mexico’s Constitution 
guarantees “free justice,” but this only applies to the absence of court fees. Except for criminal defendants 
qualifying for subsidized assistance, court users must still pay their own lawyers. Moreover, all parties 
(including those with subsidized assistance) must pay for expert witnesses, forensic tests, and reproduction 
of documentary evidence, and assume the costs associated with travel, days of work lost, and informal 
“fees” to bailiffs and other court staff to assure they carry out their duties. However, the most important 
impediment is arguably the widespread distrust of formal institutions.10 While the distrust extends to all 
social classes, it appears strongest among lower income, marginalized groups.  

Although the reforms had promised greater efficacy in investigating, prosecuting, and so deterring criminal 
acts, Mexico’s crime levels remain high. A growing concern with enhancing citizen security through 
additional means motivated the Peña Nieto administration to introduce community crime prevention 
programs, aimed at youth-at-risk in particular. Local researchers have criticized the programs, probably 

                                                           
5 Although often translated as “municipality” municipios are more like US counties. They often incorporate an urban center and 
many smaller centers in more rural areas. Alternatively a larger urban “city” may be composed of several municipios.  
6 The policía or mando único originated under the Calderón administration. The model was reactivated in 2014 under Peña Nieto, 
but despite its popularity with state governors, it has not been adopted within all states. 
(http://www.animalpolitico.com/2016/06/mando-unico-cumple-6-anos-sin-aprobarse-mil-200-municipios-siguen-sin-policias/) and 
http://tamaulipaszonadeguerra.com/uncategorized/el-mando-unico-policial-ahora-mixto-y-flexible-reforma-o-deforma-servira-para-
perder-el-tiempo-ganando-tiempo/. The mixed model would allow federally-accredited municipal police to decide whether to 
merge with the state force or maintain organizational independence, probably realistic only for larger municipios.  
7 Although called a city (which it is), CDMX operates like a state, with its own legislative assembly and judiciary (as well as its 
executive branch). 
8 In 2014, the current administration promulgated a single criminal procedures code to be adopted at the federal level and by all 
states, thereby requiring further institutional changes. 
9 Magaloni and Elizondo (2011). 
10 Even with the attention to the criminal justice reforms, trust in the judiciary rose only from 15 to 20 percent since 2011, and in 
the Public Ministries from 40 to 45 percent. Zepeda (2016);13-64.  

http://www.animalpolitico.com/2016/06/mando-unico-cumple-6-anos-sin-aprobarse-mil-200-municipios-siguen-sin-policias/
http://tamaulipaszonadeguerra.com/uncategorized/el-mando-unico-policial-ahora-mixto-y-flexible-reforma-o-deforma-servira-para-perder-el-tiempo-ganando-tiempo/
http://tamaulipaszonadeguerra.com/uncategorized/el-mando-unico-policial-ahora-mixto-y-flexible-reforma-o-deforma-servira-para-perder-el-tiempo-ganando-tiempo/
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accurately, for their poor design and invisible impacts.11 Moreover, as opposed to community justice 
programs in the US and other advanced countries, the Mexican versions do not foster coordination 
between justice actors (police, judges, prosecutors) and the municipalities receiving funds to design their 
own activities. A larger concern is the focus on criminal justice, which represents only 13 percent of the 
state court caseload. Most local cases involve family (35 percent), commercial (20 percent) and other civil 
matters (30 percent).12 On the assumption that failure to resolve these disputes (only a portion of which 
reach the courts) may escalate into violent conflicts and criminal acts, the GOM is now exploring what it 
calls justicia cotidiana (everyday justice, but essentially that provided by state courts, the so-called “common” 
jurisdiction) and justicia de proximidad or community justice, the resolution of problems generated among 
residents of communities, neighborhoods or cities.  

The Mexican government’s constitutional responsibility (Article 17) for providing access to justice is not 
limited to court services, and includes other formal and informal mechanisms. For indigenous communities 
this is understood to incorporate their use of their own traditions, but the issue of most interest here (as 
elaborated in CIDE, 2015: 100-114) is the creation, improvement, and scaling up of mechanisms beyond the 
court system (which also requires considerable modification) to resolve disputes that disrupt daily life within 
communities –arguments (riñas) among neighbors, disputes over land use, and complaints about treatment 
by local authorities. Many Mexican states and municipios have extra-judicial organizations intended to treat 
these issues (CIDE, 2015: 101), but they are little known or used, and may provoke the same mistrust as 
justice sector organizations. While Mexico has promoted the use of ADR (alternative dispute resolution), it 
is most developed in the Public Ministries of a few states.13 Here it is used to negotiate agreements between 
the responsible and the affected party for lesser crimes and misdemeanors. ADR specifically for non-criminal 
cases is less developed, and its court-annexed version is little used.  

CIDE’s (2015) government-commissioned study of justicia cotidiana makes numerous recommendations on 
necessary improvements to practices of courts and other formal mechanisms. Some of these were followed 
up in the President’s 12-point initiative on the topic, promising changes ranging from transferring the 
separate labor jurisdiction to the ordinary court system to enacting a general law on ADR for non-criminal 
disputes.14 However USAID’s interest in the connection to crime prevention suggests an emphasis on 
justicia de proximidad or dispute resolution within urban and peri-urban areas with low income, 
marginalized populations. Here it has been suggested that the relative absence of formal and informal 
mechanisms to resolve minor conflicts can turn them into violence.15 Moreover, these neighborhoods are 
also incubators of or sources of recruits for organized criminal groups (OCGs). As further explored below, 
the GOM’s continuing interest in community justice is uncertain, but there are a series of developments at 
all three government levels that might be leveraged into more specific attention.  

  

                                                           
11 México Evalúa (2014 and 2015). 
12 CIDE (2015); 16. 
13 Zepeda (2016) showing use by number of cases and percentage so treated. Several other Latin American countries (most 
notably Argentina and Colombia) have embraced ADR for civil as well as criminal disputes. 
14 Mexico, Presidencia (2016 a and b) and http://www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/2016/04/28/1089428 
15 Interviews with Ana Laura Magaloni on her research in an outlying delegation within the CDMX. However, Magaloni and her 
group are now placing more emphasis on violence caused largely by youth gangs. 
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FINDINGS 
The following discussion is organized around USAID’s first four questions, although the brunt of the findings 
refers to themes/questions 3-4, the first two having produced somewhat curiously negative answers. 
Question 5, on recommendations, is treated in a separate section below.  

THEME/QUESTION 1 

Description of the national government’s vision for community justice, including its 

relationship to crime prevention and the formal justice system, the extent to which the 

vision is reflected in policies and regulations, and any differing visions held by state or 

municipal authorities, or by other interested parties (e.g. NGOs, academics, justice sector 

officials) 

For this and for the second question, DI’s findings are relatively negative. The team identified no federal, 
state or municipal government that prioritized community justice, when defined (as per CIDE) as a focus on 
mechanisms to resolve disputes among neighbors, or had a vision as to how it might be developed. There is, 
as elaborated below, a growing interest in justicia cívica at the municipal level with a greater or lesser 
tendency to incorporate additional elements, but it generally has more to do with “maintaining public order” 
than resolving disputes among neighbors. There are some partial exceptions, which are also discussed later. 
In our limited survey of academics (beyond the CIDE group) and NGOs, we also found little or nothing to 
report.  

That said, when community justice is broken down into its apparent basic components—ADR, community 
policing, certain, if lesser-known, municipal services, and neighborhood outreach programs or citizen 
participation—DI did find an interest within a few NGOs and among both higher officials and those directly 
involved in implementing each part. In short, among our interviewees of all types we could identify no 
strategic vision as to the need for or how to develop community justice, but did encounter an emerging 
interest in the elements that appear most likely to produce it. Some of this interest comes from a presumed 
impact on crime prevention or citizen security goals, but a part also arises in concerns about other justice 
related issues—access, increasing public confidence in and willingness to cooperate with justice sector 
actors, or making services more responsive to citizen demands. 

This rather negative finding requires further explanation. At all levels of government, citizen security has 
been the dominant related theme under the present and prior administrations. An initial emphasis on 
criminal justice reform was joined by a more assertive—and most would say aggressively reactive—
approach to policing under the Calderón administration. The Peña Nieto administration added a new 
approach focusing on crime prevention within high-risk neighborhoods (called “polígonos”) in a selected 
number of municipalities (identified both by crime rates and socio-economic characteristics believed to be 
contributing factors). These crime prevention programs incorporated federal funding for a list of primary 
(largely environmental or situational), secondary (work with youth at risk of getting involved in gangs) and 
tertiary (reintegration of those already sanctioned or already involved in gangs) activities all aimed at 
reorienting potential (or actual) delinquents toward more positive lifestyles. The initial list of fundable 
activities (now substantially reduced to eliminate those criticized by observers) did include elements that 
could be considered as part of a community justice model, but more for their crime prevention than dispute 
resolution impacts. The distinction is subtle but important. Crime prevention programs in Mexico as 
elsewhere combine activities that mitigate the root causes of crime and violence, with use of dissuasive 
strategies and engaging communities in their implementation as well as in other actions to protect their own 
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environments. This is a different theory of change from that proposed in the CIDE document although the 
jury is hardly in as to how well each works in Mexico (or in many other settings16). 

The community justice thesis as expressed in the CIDE document—unresolved disputes among neighbors 
contribute to rising levels of violence—was never denied by any interviewee, but by the same token, was 
rarely/never embraced as an idea so strong as to require concerted action on the part of any government 
level. There were indications that two parts of the whole—mediation and community policing—were being 
promoted as a means of reducing violence across the board (and not only for the legally marginalized) 
although not necessarily as part of a larger vision.17 After years of limited attention (and even an earlier 
USAID project under ABA implementation) mediation is enjoying a resurgence among some groups as a 
solution to Mexico’s violence problem and there are projects with federal, state, municipal and donor 
funding to introduce it as an alternative to formal justice mechanisms. It has been adopted by two  
somewhat duplicative federal programs—PRONAPRED (now apparently eliminated from federal budgetary 
support) and the National Center for Crime Prevention and Citizen Participation (CNPDyPC)—as part of 
their crime prevention activities.18  

Community policing is also receiving attention, especially at the state level, but despite the term’s increasing 
popularity, the DI team was hard pressed to find any operative definition of what it meant or examples of 
its real application. Guadalajara, for example, claims to be promoting a metropolitan community police 
(intended to coordinate the actions of nine existing municipal forces, which still maintain autonomy from the 
“unified” state police). However, this remains a paper-project introduced by its metropolitan planning 
institute (IMEPLAN), the first step of which will be naming an Agency Director who will then design the 
program.19 Some proponents also mention training police in mediation, and we found examples of police 
being included in courses, but the connections between the two elements remain as weak as the definition 
of what community policing is, and what its longer term results will be as regards to reducing violence, 
increasing citizens’ trust in the police, or simply helping communities address their problems. More details on 
this topic are included in section 3 below. 

The third component, existing municipal (or federal and state) services20 and especially the activities of 
jueces cívicos (further elaborated below), is ignored by many mediation and community policing 
proponents, some of whom seem completely oblivious to the judges’ existence. A few states and 
municipios have suggested expanding the civic justice mechanism, but at the federal level, it was never 
mentioned spontaneously, and there appeared to be both reservations as to its potential (CNPDyPC) or 

                                                           
16 There is a vast literature on crime prevention programs but most of it draws on US experience and that in other developed 
countries (most notably the UK). The literature is hardly conclusive as most efforts at evaluation focus on geographically limited 
settings, and even there multiple evaluators often come to different conclusions. See for example, Sherman (2012); Berman and Fox 
(2010); Abt and Winship (2016). Many questions have been raised as to the transferability of any method to less developed and/or 
culturally different settings, but in addition, as Berman and Fox note, many apparently successful initiatives experience diminished 
impacts over time.  Moreover, within all this work, the only attention to unresolved disputes relates to curbing inter-gang homicides 
as in Chicago’s Ceasefire programs (Bonner, McLean and Worden; 2008). 
17 The basis for this statement, and the sources on which it draws are elaborated below in the sections on mediation and 
community policing.  
18 PRONAPRED (the acronym for the National Program for the Social Prevention of Violence and Crime) was initially located in 
the now extinct SETEC (the Criminal Justice System’s Technical Secretariat, created under the Calderón administration). It started to 
operate in 2013 with funding of 2.5 million pesos, and is currently in SEGOB’s Subsecretariat for Prevention and Citizen 
Participation. Its activities tended to duplicate those of CNPDyPC (as the names indicate), located in the Executive Secretariat of the 
National System for Public Security (SESNSP), like SETEC a deconcentrated administrative agency of SEGOB with technical and 
budgetary autonomy. PRONAPRED had its own funding for its projects whereas CNPDyPC uses two funding sources (FASP, for 
police support) and Subsemun (retitled Fortaseg) 20 percent of which was to go to crime prevention (and the rest to other security 
programs, usually the police).   
19 The proposed new arrangements are still more complex, but outside the scope of the current report. 
20 As mentioned in CIDE (2015) these include, at the federal and state levels, Procuradurías ambientales or of ordenamiento 
territorial (addressing environmental and land-use issues, respectively), none of which could be visited. This was partly for lack of 
time, but also because even CIDE’s report on the former’s activity in CDMX indicated a limited number of users.  
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limited understanding of its operations (PRONAPRED).21 USAID’s JPV (United for Violence Prevention) 
program has proposed working with jueces cívicos in one municipio, but as this remains at the study level, it 
is unclear how or whether it will be merged with other elements. 

Finally, and despite its mention in CNPDyPC’s title and inclusion in some proposals stressing other elements, 
citizen participation or community outreach remains as vaguely defined as community policing. Many crime 
prevention proposals do emphasize community mobilization, but more as a means to generate support for 
their activities than as a source of ideas as to the community’s own concerns and priorities. Most of the 
justicia cívica proposals reviewed, including those with mediation elements, engaged citizens more as 
complainants (or targets of their complaints) than as simple disputants with disagreements to be resolved. 
Surprisingly, the most positive approach to community participation occurred in some (but hardly a majority 
of) community policing plans. This involved (as elaborated in the sections on community policing) meetings 
by police with community residents to discuss the latter’s’ concerns and some more elaborate arrangements 
as in Guadalupe (NL) where neighborhood committees developed their own security agendas for 
discussion with the police.  

THEME/QUESTION 2 

An inventory of the main lines of support to community justice from federal, and selected 

state and municipal governments. 

The DI team could find no examples of support from any level of government for the development of a 
“system of community justice,” but both community policing and mediation are attracting interest and 
funding. Discounting federal and state financing for ordinary police activities, the area receiving most funding 
from both sources as well as from municipios is mediation. As noted the two federal crime prevention 
programs (PRONAPRED and CNPDyPC) provide funds to municipios interested in expanding mediation in 
several areas—within schools (mediación escolar), within municipal offices, and within the community writ 
large. However, funding is largely for one-time training (or at best training of trainers) and local governments 
are expected to recruit and pay (or otherwise reward) trainees for their subsequent activities. A community 
mediation model provided by CNPDyPC was essentially a training program, accompanied by a seemingly 
arbitrarily designed structure (e.g. maximum of five mediators from various disciplines in each center, salaries 
set between Pesos 5,000 and 10,000), the adoption of which was a condition for funding.22  

It should also be noted that state governments do provide funding for mediation centers within their 
judiciaries and public ministries. Neither type of center is aimed specifically at resolving community disputes; 
there are also significant limitations on their reach. Judicial centers for the most part deal with cases already 
filed in the courts whereas Public Ministry centers handle only complaints of a criminal nature. However, 
some judicial mediation centers (e.g. in CDMX and Jalisco) provide training for mediators attached to 
municipalities, private centers, and even in the police. In Jalisco the training was free of charge, although 
travel and lodging for participants had to be provided either by the sponsoring municipality or by the 
participants. This training is part of a certification program under which the judicial center would authorize 
mediators whose decisions would then take on the force of law. As discussed below, this is a controversial 
requirement and not necessarily in line with what many mediation advocates envision. The training of extra-

                                                           
21 This could change quickly, however, given the late November meeting of the National Conference on Municipal Public Security 
(CNSPM) in which several municipios presented their plans. Although apparently not prepared for this theme, Alvaro Vizcaíno, the 
Executive Secretary of the National System for Public Security, suggested the rapid elaboration of a unified legal framework for 
justicia cívica linked to a model of policia de proximidad, also in preparation. www.elnorte.com. The elaboration of a national justicia 
cívica law was already included in the President’s 12-point initiative, but until now did not seem high on the list of priorities.  One 
can hope it does not move up to the short list, as the team’s findings suggest no one knows much about the “system” nationwide, 
meaning that any general law would be working with very limited information. 
22 These rules were set out in short documents provided by CNPDyPC, with no indication of the basis for the design or any sign 
that its effects had been or were intended to be evaluated. 

http://www.elnorte.com/
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judicial mediators is too new to evaluate results, but the numbers targeted are impressive. Public ministries 
train and certify their own mediators (now called facilitators) with any further requirements stipulated by 
national law.23   

Most federal and state funding for police still follows the Calderón line—vehicles, arms, other equipment, 
and training, but not in community policing. There has been some donor support for development of 
community policing models (including by USAID in Guadalupe, Nuevo Leon and by the British Embassy for 
development of a model now to be applied in several cities).  

The third component—justicia cívica—has received support for its further development in several 
municipios (e.g. CDMX, Morelia, and Monterrey). There are indications that this is a growing trend, although 
not necessarily for its impact on “dispute resolution among neighbors”. Most support occurs through the 
enactment of new laws, rather than additional funding. As these judges are paid and appointed by 
municipios, any plans for the creation or expansion of their services will hinge on finding space in municipal 
budgets. More cynical observers have commented that expansion could be self-funding given the judges’ 
ability to levy fines on those violating municipal regulations. 

As for outreach or community participation, even to the extent it is included in community policing plans, 
the team could identify no dedicated funding for this purpose. Possibly a closer examination of budgets, 
there and in other programs, would uncover amounts reserved for this purpose. For the most part, 
outreach, when not organized for purposes other than mobilizing support for some activity, appeared to be 
something participants in any of the three other components did on their own initiative—for example, in 
visits by jueces cívicos and police to neighborhoods in the areas they covered.  

THEME/QUESTION 3 

Description of the nature and role of community justice in selected states and 

municipalities, as well as their gender implications. 

As noted, the DI team could identify no examples of an integrated approach to community justice (per the 
CIDE definition as dispute resolution among neighbors). It did encounter numerous examples of activities, 
sponsored at the federal, state or municipal level (and sometimes all combined), that could evolve in that 
direction, assuming their often different aims could be merged under a larger common vision and purpose. 
These activities are discussed individually here. Section four addresses some of the issues involved in their 
integration or linkage. 

JUSTICIA CÍVICA: JUECES CÍVICOS, MUNICIPALES, OR CALIFICADORES 

This surprisingly overlooked (and relatively unknown24) aspect of local (municipal) governance seems to be 
an untapped resource whose potential is only now being realized. The juez cívico (under a variety of names 
and with related but not entirely uniform functions) has its roots in colonial times as the juez de barandilla. 
The juez cívico is an administrative or executive official, with no direct relationship to the judiciary. S/he (and 
all those interviewed were men) is appointed by the municipio according to criteria set by municipal or 
state law, and is usually charged with enforcing municipal (or state) regulations defining non-criminal 
misdemeanors (faltas or infracciones). Where the perpetrator (and most were also reported to be men) is 
found responsible, s/he could be sanctioned with a warning, a fine, or a brief (up to 36 hours) stay in jail, or 
in some cases (depending on local law) might be assigned community service or if a public official, removed 

                                                           
23 Ley Nacional de Mecanismos Alternativos de Solución de Controversias en Materia Penal, enacted December 29, 2014 at 
http://www.profepa.gob.mx/innovaportal/file/6749/1/ley_nacional_de_mecanismos_alternativos_de_solucion_de_controversias_en_
materia_penal.pdf  
24 Significantly it is not mentioned in the CIDE (2015) report. However, as mentioned in an earlier footnote, there is a move 
among several municipal governments to promote the institution, and the federal government appears to be responding, albeit with 
the typical suggestion of a uniform model.  
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from office. If the action is determined to be a criminal offense, it will be referred to the Public Ministry, and 
if it is neither falta nor crime, a helpful judge might suggest it be addressed to another judicial authority. It 
was noted by interviewees in two separate states and agreed by others that since the Criminal Codes 
(defining crimes) were often written with no reference to laws or regulations defining faltas, certain issues 
arose for both the arresting officer and the juez cívico as regards whether they should be sent to the Public 
Ministry immediately. Jueces cívicos sometimes exercised their discretion here, but police, concerned they 
might be accused of violating rules under the Criminal Procedures Codes, sometimes delivered the arrestee 
to the Public Ministry, letting the prosecutors make the initial determination. Where the prosecutors 
decided the action was not a crime, this could result in a longer initial detention as the accused person was 
sent back and forth between the two agencies. 

The list of actions constituting faltas varies by state and municipality, but commonly includes public 
drunkenness, other types of disorderly or disruptive conduct, graffiti, disposing of garbage on public or 
private property, verbal or minor physical attacks on others, letting domestic animals wander uncontrolled 
and obstructing public passageways. Cases brought before a juez cívico may be the result of direct police 
action, police action in response to a complaint, or a complaint directly addressed to the judge. Some judges 
(by law or practice) may also settle other types of disputes among community members, even when not 
involving a falta. The judge interviewed in Zacatecas reported that 60 percent of his “cases” were in fact 
family matters where he used some variety of mediation to reach agreements.   

Some judges are directly authorized to conduct mediations (e.g. in Zacatecas, and in a more limited 
fashion—only for faltas—in other municipios); others do it as a matter of course. All judges interviewed by 
the team had received mediation training, but this seemingly was not always the case. In Edomex, the juez 
cívico (called oficial calificador) may also be accompanied by an oficial conciliador who does mediation.25 
However we were not able to interview either and thus do not know how well this works. Morelia’s new 
justicia cívica law mentions a pre-existing mediation center (created in 2008), but limits judges (with the 
participation of mediation center staff) to “conciliation” only for dealing with faltas. On their own, the 
center’s mediators can resolve disputes among neighbors not involving faltas or crimes.  

There are on-going debates, related to the Judicial ADR Centers’ ambitions to certify all mediators, as to 
whether the agreements reached through mediation should have the force of law. To some extent this 
seems superfluous.26 If the agreement is not honored, parties will have to follow one of the same recourses 
regardless of its legal status, resubmitting the issue to the same judge or taking it to the courts or Public 
Ministry depending on whether noncompliance constitutes a legal issue, and if so of a criminal or non-
criminal nature.   

To be effective in maintaining public order (their primary purpose) and resolving disputes among citizens 
(where this is part of their mandate), the jueces cívicos require, in addition to their own skills (and adequate 
staff, equipment, and compensation), three further conditions: 

 Public knowledge of their availability and services 

 Accessibility 

 Adequate cooperation from the police 

                                                           
25 Mexican jurists make a distinction between conciliation (where the conciliator suggests a solution) and mediation (where the 
mediator simply helps the parties arrive at their own agreement). This distinction (albeit sometimes with reversed definitions) is 
common throughout Latin America, although in countries like the US which have used ADR for much longer periods, it does not 
usually hold. Some Mexican interviewees also found it irrelevant. As one juez cívico noted, in settling a case, he often uses a 
combination of conciliation, mediation, and a third category (restorative justice, or arrangements to compensate damages).  
26 Although as noted by the DI team’s lawyer, the procedural advantage of having the force of law, is that the complainant need 
not (again) prove the merits of the case, but simply show non-compliance, for a judge to order forced execution. Still see note 29 
on how slowly judicial execution usually proceeds. 
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In the four entidades federativas visited (including CDMX), there were problems with each of these 
conditions. First, public and even official knowledge of their presence and services appears very limited. 
Municipal authorities presumably recognize their presence as do some state officials (including in the state, 
police and judiciaries), but it was unclear how much more was known about their actions, and at the federal 
level, we found very limited awareness and understanding. Among the public writ large, there were 
indications of very limited knowledge although given that all of the judges interviewed seemed relatively 
busy, some elements of the population clearly know they are there, and may seek their services without 
police intervention. (We suspect, however, that some complaints to police were made without the 
complainant having any idea of what would happen next.) Still the statistics on workloads cited indicated 
relatively limited demand and thus probably limited knowledge. In Mexico City, the 250 jueces cívicos 
working in 51 municipal courts (juzgados) were said to handle 150,000 cases annually. This is very few for a 
city with a population of over eight million, although averaging 600 cases per judge and 2,900 per court 
annually. Moreover, the workload was very unevenly distributed, with 40 percent of the cases lodged in one 
(Cuauhtémoc) of CDMX’s 16 delegations. Although in theory every municipio has at least one juez cívico, 
the majority seems to have no more. 

Accessibility is also a factor, starting with the limited number of judges and courts even in the largest cities. 
In the sites visited, “civic” courts were open 24/7 with judges working shifts of eight or 12 hours, making 
them far more accessible on those terms than the formal courts, which usually operate from 8 or 9 AM to 3 
or 4 PM. However, the jueces cívicos often work in inconvenient sites. In Zacatecas the court we visited 
was co-located with a police station, convenient when a detainee was involved but possibly less so for 
complainants with other types of cases (e.g. child support, a frequent issue). This was also the case in 
Zapopan, one of the nine municipios within Guadalajara’s metropolitan area. In Tlaquepaque (another 
municipio adjoining Guadalajara), the judge was located in an office near the tourist center, possibly more 
convenient for users than its former site at some distance from the center. Offices in Zacatecas and 
Tlaquepaque were in poor conditions and virtually inaccessible for anyone with mobility problems. 
(Zapopan’s judges appeared to have more adequate offices within the police facility although none were 
visited directly). 

DI’s field visits indicated good cooperation with the police, in part because of the frequent co-location of 
the judges with the police stations. We do not, however, know whether this is the norm, and did hear 
complaints about collusion between judges and police, or sometimes just police malfeasance in determining 
whether an alleged infractor should be taken before a judge. Good practices that seemed to enhance or 
reflect cooperation included visits made to communities by the Zacatecas judges and the police, and a very 
pro-active coordinator of the jueces cívicos in Zapopan. This coordinator as well as the coordinator in 
CDMX, and the judge interviewed in Zacatecas, had numerous suggestions for how the institution could be 
strengthened to provide better services to more citizens.  

The underlying issue, but also a possible area for donor contributions is that expanding the practice would 
require more funds for both infrastructure and personnel. Donors cannot provide personnel and that will 
thus continue to be a sticking point for cash-strapped municipios. They can however help with 
infrastructure—more and better offices with better equipment—and any training that might be needed, 
especially in mediation and to enhance police-judge coordination.  

A final concern, elaborated below, is the emphasis in justicia cívica (even in the new laws) on public order 
rather than dispute resolution. In both Morelia and Monterrey, the new regulations are examples of this; the 
still unapproved CDMX law seems to allow more leeway in this area, but its nods to diversity, citizen 
participation, and use of mediation for disputes other than those involving faltas are only a small part of the 
document, which devotes far more space to defining faltas and sanctions. While ordering public spaces is a 
part of community justice, the setting of rules without much or any citizen consultation as to their own 
priorities is problematic.  
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MEDIATION 

Mediation has become so popular among Mexico’s crime prevention and justice reform advocates that it 
merits a study on its own. Its apparent success in the criminal justice area, via the Public Ministries’ 
Alternative Justice Centers, has doubtless spurred its reemergence after a decade or more of neglect, but it 
also has taken on a life of its own in non-criminal matters, and if peripherally, in discussions of community 
justice. Since there are so many forms of mediation and venues for its use, they will be discussed individually 
below. 

Court-annexed mediation  

Mexico’s civil procedures codes have included mediation, conciliation and arbitration as alternative means 
for resolving disputes for years, but the state judiciaries’ adoption of the practice via the creation of 
mediation centers is more recent. The practice is now so widespread that there are meetings and 
committees to join center heads in discussing their progress and plans. Informants mentioned the existence 
of 31 such centers throughout the country and 26 state laws supporting their implementation. The team 
visited judicial mediation centers in CDMX, Jalisco, and Zacatecas; only in CDMX did it observe much on-
going business. In the other two locations we were given figures that indicated the small complement of 
mediators were neither overwhelmed nor without work, but the percentage of complaints referred to 
mediation and reaching agreements was still relatively low. In CDMX, the center’s director said they 
addressed roughly three percent of all cases filed with the courts. In Jalisco, it was estimated the number 
might reach six percent. In Zacatecas, the center director did not provide sufficient information to make an 
estimate, but during the team’s hour and a half visit, no users were present.  

Mexico’s courts first adopted mediation as a means of reducing their own caseload. Judging by the statistics 
supplied this has not been a successful venture. More pointedly, the President of one Tribunal Superior de 
Justicia (TSJ)27 said he did not want cases to come to the judicial center, preferring that mediation be done 
away from the courts in private and municipal centers. If removing mediation from the courts is the 
universal goal, it appears to be met, not only in terms of users served but also in the location of the 
centers—increasingly in “Judicial Cities” located far from population centers, and often inconvenient to 
reach by any form of public transportation.28 (Moreover in Zacatecas, getting to the Center, once having 
reached the Administrative City—for all state services—might well involve, as it did for the DI team, a cross-
country trek with no good signage as a guide).  

In principle, the advantage of court-annexed mediation for the user is that any agreement reached has the 
force of law, and is thus enforceable through a second judicial proceeding if not honored. It is not clear, 
however, how speedy this second enforcement would be; knowing how slow enforcement has been in 
ordinary civil cases, this might not be a great advantage.29 The disadvantage for the user is having to file a 
complaint in the court in the first place, most likely using a lawyer (as Mexico’s courts and procedural laws 
are not organized to deal with pro se litigants30). The DI team was told some potential complainants go 
directly to the alternative centers, but was not supplied with any figures and suspect they are minimal. Again, 
as with the jueces cívicos, lack of user knowledge is said to be an issue. The President of CDMX’s TSJ noted 
that his court had tried to publicize mediation but doubted that the educational campaigns had much effect. 
The Centers’ larger contribution may be in training other mediators—for private practice, for municipalities, 

                                                           
27 The TSJs are the highest level state courts with responsibility for overseeing the performance of the entire state system. 
28 Jalisco’s IJA (Instituto de Justicia Alternativa ) is not located in the removed Judicial City, but rather in a colonia within Guadalajara. 
It also has 9 additional centers throughout the state, making it more accessible than single centers located in Judicial Cities. 
29 A World Bank study done in collaboration with CIDE in 2002 (World Bank, 2002) reviewed a random sample of debt 
enforcement cases (juicios ejecutivos) filled in Mexico city’s first instance and JP courts in the preceding two years. So few of them 
reached a judgment that a second sample of adjudicated cases had to be drawn to track enforcement, and here the number going 
through the entire, convoluted process was minimal. In short, taking an agreement that was not honored to the courts for 
enforcement might not result in much. 
30 Pro se (self) representation is allowed in civil cases, but is not advisable given the many legal complexities even for filing a case. 
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and even for police. However, while the training of participants is on-going, no statistics are available on the 
results in terms of non-court annexed mediations attempted, reaching agreements, and ending in 
compliance with the accords.  

Court-annexed mediation, given all these limitations, is arguably not an effective means of “resolving 
disputes among neighbors” especially for those who already distrust state institutions in general and the 
courts in particular. The claims that it will reduce recourse to the formal system have been questioned 
universally. If it works on the scale of the Public Ministries (see next section) it might serve this purpose, but 
at present it appears not to be organized to serve and perhaps not really aimed at this end.  

Alternative Justice Centers in Public Ministries 

This appears to be an example of successful mediation in practice—successful in terms both of reducing the 
prosecutors’ caseload and resolving simple disputes relating to minor crimes and misdemeanors. For present 
purposes it is less relevant as it deals only with criminal matters, albeit of a minor nature, and moreover 
requires that parties approach the Public Ministries to register their complaints. USAID has been supportive 
of this mechanism through its three successive projects focusing on criminal justice reform; under the on-
going Promoting Justice Project (Projust) it has developed a model both for the Public Ministry’s intake 
system and for the ADR centers to which it will refer cases. Not all states have installed alternative justice 
centers. Jalisco as a late code adopter has yet to do this, but is required to do so under the federal laws 
shaping both the new criminal procedures and alternative justice as applied within them.  

To the extent statistics are available, some state Public Ministries appear to refer up to half of the criminal 
complaints received to their centers, and according to the USAID project reach agreements in roughly 45 
percent of those referred. According to the implementer (DPK) of this part of the project, compliance rates 
are quite high—often 80 percent or more. While the use of alternative mechanisms for criminal complaints 
is not an example of CIDE’s “community justice,” it could provide lessons as to how to extend practices to 
non-criminal disputes. In this regard the Public Ministries’ experience appears far more useful than that of 
the courts. Ease of access is one contributing factor, as in the most successful states there is an effort to 
locate centers at least within regional prosecutors’ offices with an eye to further decentralizing them. 
Edomex’s Public Ministry for example reported that centers existed in its 9 regional fiscalías with plans to 
expand them to 45 more sites. There have been complaints in the past (some of which persist) about the 
illegal use of mediation to resolve domestic violence cases or pressuring of complainants to use the centers 
when they might prefer a criminal investigation. That the team heard no such complaints during its 
interviews is unsurprising, but not definitive as those interviewed about the centers were all ministry officials.  

There appears to be no information on user satisfaction although the statistics on agreements reached and 
compliance with them suggest acceptance of the practice. While interviewees insisted (contrary to 
information received several years ago31) that only criminal disputes are treated, the centers may serve to 
defuse some disputes among neighbors, thus contributing to maintaining the peace within communities. 
Lacking information on who uses the centers and for what issues, the DI team cannot reach any conclusions 
on their potential impact in the more violence-plagued neighborhoods targeted in the community justice 
arguments. However, the same can be said of most of the mechanisms described here—justicia cívica, other 
types of mediation, or even community policing efforts and some crime prevention programs. Here as 
elsewhere the absence of serious impact studies is a major concern, but the available statistics do indicate 
that the Public Ministries’ centers are a success with whoever uses them.  

 

 

                                                           
31 When the team leader and principal author surveyed developments in Baja California a few years ago, informants implied that 
some non-criminal disputes were also mediated in the centers, possibly the kinds of things that might go to a juez cívico instead. This 
could not be checked (nor can any current practices) so it remains only a supposition. 
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Municipal mediation services 

In the past, justicia cívica has often included some aspect of mediation, but except for states like Edomex 
with an oficial conciliador or Zacatecas where the juez municipal has legal authority to mediate, the 
practices were largely informal and depended on the skills and inclinations of the individual authority. More 
recently, and possibly spurred by the judicial and prosecutorial versions, there has been more attention, at 
the federal, state, and municipal levels, to expanding the availability of mediation services within municipal 
centers or as resources within the larger community. Most of this interest still exists more on paper than in 
reality, inhibited in large part by limited municipal budgets for hiring personnel or creating service centers. 
The two federal crime prevention programs (one, PRONAPRED, now apparently to disappear) have 
included subsidies for municipal programs although largely as short-term training. As an interviewee in one 
CDMX delegation noted, the larger costs for expanding mediation services (infrastructure and personnel) 
would have to be assumed by the delegation, but they could always use whatever PRONAPRED provided 
for training and publicity.  

Two judicial ADR centers visited (in Jalisco and CDMX) provide training for municipal mediators (as well as 
those in private centers or even police) and based on their examples, it is likely that others will follow suit 
possibly making PRONAPRED and CNPDyPC’s contributions redundant. However, judicial training also 
seems to enforce another questionable requirement—that all mediators be lawyers or at least law students. 
This requirement does not exist in many countries with a much longer experience with ADR (e.g. both the 
US and Colombia). Moreover, many mediation experts (although not in Mexico) believe that lawyers are 
not particularly suited to ADR (except for the sub-category of law-based arbitration and mediation).  

As USAID knows from experience in other countries (most notably Colombia), selection and training of 
local mediators is only a first step. The trainees need some sort of supervision and a means to register 
agreements (even if not, as proposed by some Mexican informants, via judicial validation32). Unpaid 
mediators (a proposal heard from CNPDyPC staff) often disappear or work infrequently while efforts to 
find “non-monetary” incentives have so far produced little in Colombia and elsewhere. 33  

Assuming local governments or the states in which they are located can find a way around the budgetary 
issues, there are some interesting proposals as to how services might be introduced or expanded. This is 
especially true of Mexico City, whose proposed law on civic justice was unique among those reviewed in its 
emphasis on community mediation as a means of resolving disputes other than those involving faltas.34 The 
less formal ideas forwarded by interviewees in other states, ran along similar lines—expanding the number 
of mediators and service units and adding mediation training for other staff. Most of this, however, would 
have to be financed locally, and even training should be more than a one-off proposition if it is to be 
effective. 

Mediación Escolar 

Although this area (training of students in mediation techniques) might be considered as part of municipal 
services (since is usually a municipal program) the change theory behind it is sufficiently distinct to warrant 
separate mention. PRONAPRED and CNPDyPC provide funding, but again on a short-term basis, for such 

                                                           
32 In some municipios ( Zacatecas, for example) this is required, but the DI team has no idea of how widely accepted it is. The 
need for judicial validation was frequently voiced by judges, directors of Judicial ADR centers, and even some jueces cívicos. It 
certainly is not a requirement in most countries (including in Latin America) with a longer ADR tradition and suggests Mexican 
jurists’ incomplete acceptance of the ADR logic.  
33 Brazil also experienced problems with the unpaid “facilitators” intended to help judges in small claims courts. After a few years, 
they began to ask for a salary as well.  
34 The CDMX bill (Proyecto de ley) was provided to the DI team who was assured, seemingly overly optimistically, that it would 
be passed by the local Assembly within days. The two other laws reviewed in detail (Morelia and Monterrey) are very similar in their 
the sections on faltas and procedures , but despite the existence of municipal ADR services, the laws mention them only as an 
alternative means of dealing with faltas. Since municipal centers obviously do more, the laws are thus examples of less integrated 
visions of community justice services. 
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initiatives. There are already local consultants or consulting firms specializing in designing and implementing 
school programs. The underlying notion is that the impacts will occur along multiple dimensions. Students 
will learn techniques and apply them to their own disputes; their mastery of mediation skills would reduce 
violent behaviors outside as well as within schools; student mediators will also influence their parents and 
communities contributing to an overall cultural change toward negotiating differences rather than resorting 
to violence.  

No one can say that this will not occur, but evidence from Mexico or other countries (on an earlier 
“popular justice” movement in California, see Merry, 1993) is at best anecdotal and hardly supportive of the 
cultural change thesis.35 Still no negative results have been reported beyond a possible waste of funds on 
programs with a potentially limited chance of introducing change. Given the many such magic bullets that 
are constantly emerging in the US and other developed countries—early childhood development or ECD, 
mindful meditation for students, violence interrupters à la Chicago’s Ceasefire or the “becoming a man” 
program36 also from Chicago—it is likely that others will join school mediation training in Mexico. One 
NGO interviewed, Cauce Ciudadano, in fact reported using the Chicago Ceasefire model in some of its 
projects.37 

The team interviewed one of the consultants working on the topic, who had helped implement a large 
school mediation program in Toluca (Edomex). Since there was no time to observe the program in action 
or get him or others to discuss documented results beyond its implementation, all that can be said is that 
the program is likely to spread to other venues, most probably with federal crime prevention funding. It has 
an attractive thesis, but so far as could be determined no evidence that it works to reduce violence in any 
significant way. 

JUECES MENORES, JUECES DE PAZ, AND JUECES DE BARRIO 

Jueces menores and jueces de paz are the lowest level judges, in the states where they exist. They belong to 
the state judiciary and are part of its career personnel, although they are not always lawyers. (It should be 
noted that some local judiciaries, among them CDMX, have law-trained justices of the peace who operate 
much like first instance judges, only seeing lesser claims—these JPs are not the subject of the current 
discussion). Jueces menores and jueces de paz are typically located in small municipios where a first instance 
judge is not present; their most common responsibility is to serve as an auxiliary to the latter, carrying out 
tasks s/he cannot perform because of distances involved. In theory (and in Jalisco where we interviewed one 
juez menor assigned to a municipio located at an hour’s drive from Guadalajara), both jueces menores and 
this type of juez de paz can resolve small-value complaints, but often do not do so because of the lack of 
staff and other facilities required for their processing. In Jalisco the principal difference between the two 
types of judges was only that a juez menor was usually located in a slightly larger municipio, and was more 
likely to be a lawyer. The team’s research did not allow it to ascertain the presence in other states of either 

                                                           
35 Although Abt and Winship mention school-based programs in their review of evidence-based approaches, they rate both the 
evidence and the impacts as modest, and do not specifically cite mediation as a technique. Their source, Alford and Derzon (2012), 
providing a meta-analysis of 491 US programs, of which only 46 were found suitably documented for inclusion, do not, 
unfortunately provide information on the composition of the programs. The authors do highlight the importance of multi-
dimensional interventions rather than relying on one element. 
36 On ECD see The Economist, October 29, 2016; 53-54. On mindful meditation, see Washington Post, November 14, 2016; B1. 
On violence interrupters, see Bonner, McLean, and Worden (2008); on “becoming a man” see 
http://chicagotonight.wttw.com/2016/06/28/study-program-risk-youth-cuts-arrests-35-percent. All of these programs report some 
success in their limited applications, but observers often caution about the small, time-limited samples, their lack of sustainability 
(both as a program and for results); difficulties of transferring them from one site to another, and as the Economist notes in its 
review of ECD, citing a Harvard study, “..[t]he danger is to assume that any intervention no matter how ill-conceived and ill-designed 
will work.” In short, using the title of a program with some success somewhere is insufficient to produce similar results – as regards 
impact, method matters more than labeling.  
37 There are several Ceasefire models (usually identified by the city where they operate) and while all work with youth gangs, their 
methods differ significantly. Chicago is noteworthy for its use of violence “interrupters,” former gang members who work with gangs 
to try to stem homicides among their members. 
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type of low-level judge. We do know, however, that these are traditional positions dating back to colonial 
or early post-colonial times. 

Depending on the judges’ inclination they may also do some informal mediation, coordinate with police 
assigned to their districts and otherwise help to “keep the peace.” Since the communities are small, it 
appears the judges are well-known by inhabitants and a potential source of various types of legal and other 
advice. Although these lower-level judges operated alongside “jueces cívicos,” it was not clear how they 
coordinated with the latter. The jueces menores and jueces de paz are the state judiciaries’ one concession 
to judicial outreach, but it appears they are largely assigned to communities outside the scope of this 
report—because they are more rural, smaller, and while they may have significant levels of common crime 
and/or violent conflicts, these are not the sort targeted in the community justice thesis.  

Jueces auxiliares (or de barrio) were neither interviewed nor identified in the sites visited, but references to 
their existence in Guadalupe and elsewhere in Nuevo Leon, were found in a report on community policing 
there (USAID, 2015). They are not members of the judiciary and their relationship to the formal justice 
system is not documented. In Guadalupe they were said to be elected by the community, served on a 
voluntary basis (i.e. without pay) and by 2015 numbered 436 (for a municipio with roughly 700,000 
inhabitants). As part of Guadalupe’s program in particular, 85 percent of them received mediation training in 
2014. Again, the report provides no information on the relationship of these voluntary officials to jueces 
calificadores, as jueces cívicos are called in Nuevo Leon. Guadalupe’s jueces auxiliares also worked in 
coordination with a lesser number of neighborhood committees (comités vecinales) as part of a community 
policing model (see below). These committees have been a feature over the years in many states, although 
often criticized as a means of getting out the vote and channeling patronage. 

COMMUNITY POLICING AND POLICE 

USAID has limits on its ability to work with police so this section is added with that limitation in mind. 
However, USAID has supported some experiments with community policing (e.g. in Guadalupe, NL’s 
Guardia de Proximidad) as have other donors in other sites. Interviewees in SEGOB, for example, noted 
that the British Embassy is funding a program to develop and apply a community policing model for a 
selected number of municipios. The team was provided with a short list of candidate sites but no 
information on the final choice.  

SEGOB’s two deconcentrated secretariats have also supported community policing efforts (including that in 
Guadalupe,) through their crime-prevention programs (PRONAPRED and CNPDyPC). However, most of 
their prevention and security funding has gone into advancing the policía única model along with the vetting 
of existing police, and the equipping of the new forces. Despite the development of some models, like that 
in Guadalupe (unfortunately abandoned with the recent change of municipal administrations), it remains 
unclear as to what exactly is meant by community policing in Mexico. Moreover, to the extent it involves 
day-to-day patrolling in neighbors to acquaint residents with “their police,” it has been met with police 
resistance for two reasons: a purported understaffing not allowing this practice, and certain conflicts with the 
new criminal justice model and the many other responsibilities it places on police officers.  

While some of the communities visited did appear to have well under the “internationally recommended”38 
staffing numbers, Mexico as a whole has a large number of police—just not always well trained, well-
behaved or adequately motivated. Numbers have gone down in many states and muncipios as a result of 
the vetting process, and the DI team was told there are currently municipios (presumably small and rural) 
without any police present. However, the estimate offered by one Police Commissioner that he would 
need double the international figure (or 600 police per 100,000 inhabitants) did appear excessive.  

                                                           
38 The UN is often cited as the source of this statistic, purportedly between 250 and 300 police for 100,000 inhabitants. However, 
the means for its calculation is unknown and most probably is just an average of all the countries for which statistics are available. As 
with many other such “international” standards no one currently takes credit for the number, not even the UN. 
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The conflicting responsibilities posed by the new criminal procedures were never explained in detail, but 
several interviewees contended that a fear of violating the new laws may focus police more on rule 
compliance in investigating crimes and making arrests than on the more people-friendly aspects of any 
community policing model. The issue appears to be that the new Criminal Procedures Code (now only one 
for the entire country) places specific requirements on the police as to how they investigate a case, collect 
and handle evidence (i.e. the chain of custody), and treat suspects and witnesses. At least at present, the 
police are so concerned with adjusting to these norms that they have little time to deal with the softer 
aspects of policing—visiting communities, involvement in community events, and so on. Thus, it is a time 
conflict, not one of incompatible rules defining conduct. 

Even within the currently diverse models for community policing or policía de proximidad, the DI team did 
encounter several practices that appear to be a necessary part of this approach. Many of them seemed to 
be adopted by individual police chiefs, rather than official policy, although there were examples of the latter 
as well. 

A first such practice is community outreach, typically through scheduled meetings between police authorities 
and community groups and leaders. The Guadalupe (NL) model is the most complex example, involving 
neighborhood committees and the formulation of their own security agendas to be discussed with the 
police, the aforementioned jueces auxiliares, and a municipal cabinet for “the social prevention of crime and 
violence.” While all the pieces were seemingly put in place by 2015, information on changes to crime rates, 
perceptions of security, or attitudes toward the police was not available (and possibly not collected) and as 
mentioned, the new municipal administration did not continue the project. How many of the pieces remain 
functioning is also unknown, especially as the DI team not having visited Guadalupe, had to rely on 
published documents and what the one team member from Monterrey reported.39  

A second practice, adopted in Guadalupe and in many other municipios (including some that were visited) 
is “sectoralización” or the division of the territory covered into sectors, with individual police officers or 
units responsible for results (and for meeting with inhabitants) in the smaller areas (quadrants) to which 
they are assigned. This practice was in effect in CDMX (then called DF) from 2000 to 2012 where it was 
known by the title of coordinaciones territoriales. During those years, the practice took place at the colonia 
or barrio level, involving daily meetings of police with higher authorities to review results in their “quadrants” 
and weekly meetings allowing residents to discuss their complaints and concerns. Our principal informant on 
the practice claimed it was discontinued, although other interviewees reported that it had simply been 
moved “up” to the delegation level. Curiously, CDMX formerly had no decentralized police stations, 
apparently a means of keeping police out on the streets. It is now beginning to introduce them, possibly 
because the stations are more convenient for citizens who can now go there rather than trying to track 
down police on the street. The average time for CDMX police to report to a call-in is said to be only four 
minutes, but there are many reasons a citizen might want to speak with police beyond reporting a crime.  

A third practice was reported in Zacatecas, Jalisco and CDMX. As no relevant interviews were held in 
Edomex, it could not be determined whether it held there as well. This involved the coordination of police 
with the jueces cívicos (under whatever name they had), often facilitated by having the latter located in a 
police station. Since the administrative judges rely on the police for much of their business, the coordination 
is important in bringing in alleged rule violators, but also in referring citizens to the judges for other services 
they might provide. 

Finally, there is the formal or informal practice of mediation by some police officers. This is a recommended 
aspect of good policing since many disputes both among neighbors or within families can often be 

                                                           
39 The team member from Monterrey has the impression that the jueces auxiliares remained in place but no further information on 
their actions. One of the further puzzles of the Guadalupe experience is how few police were actually involved (by one count only 
400 and according to the report still less than that) in the guardia de proximidad. This comes to only 60 per 100,000 inhabitants, but 
the answer may be that the experiment was extended only to parts of the entire municipio  In any event, the guardia worked 
alongside the state police. 
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deactivated on the spot without escalation to either an administrative or judicial complaint. Of course this 
kind of police discretion is a two-edged sword, and some observers believed it was used abusively in their 
locations. Nonetheless, police discretion and efforts to defuse conflicts are inevitable and the best way to 
avoid abuses is through monitoring and a good complaints system. 

Whether or not as part of an official community policing model (which arguably, and contrary to apparent 
federal preferences, should not be a one-size-fits-all proposition) all four practices should be encouraged as 
part of good policing. As one of our interviewees noted, there has been far too much emphasis on certifying 
and accrediting good police, but virtually nothing as regards “certifying” the organization. Any such 
organizational certification should take these practices into account, along with other characteristics of an 
effective organization of any type—for example, monitoring, incentives, a career-based training program, a 
complaints mechanism both for system users and for those inside and so on.  

It seems unlikely that USAID will get any further into police work so this section is only a reminder that 
someone has to do it if efforts at improving community (or any type of) justice are to prosper. In fact, a 
variety of surveys, in Mexico and elsewhere, indicate that citizens prioritize police presence as a means of 
enhancing their own security. Mediation and other soft measures (which the Mexicans call “social 
prevention”) may not rely directly on good policing, but without the latter one incentive for resolving 
conflicts peacefully disappears.  

OTHER ORGANIZATIONS WORKING ON COMMUNITY-JUSTICE RELATED ISSUES 

The team did interviews with two organizations offering different views on community justice, although 
neither one was specifically devoted to that end. The first was the Consejo Ciudadano (Citizen Council) of 
Mexico City, a privately founded and largely privately funded organization devoted to creating a civic culture 
within Mexico. The council has two main lines of activity: one helping citizens with legal (and especially 
criminal) complaints get assistance, and the other comprising a proposed series of campaigns to improve the 
use and condition of public space.  

The first set of activities includes a hotline similar to that used by the police, but one suspects offering far 
more detailed information and advice to the complainant. The hotline operates 24/7 and receives calls from 
outside CDMX as well. Within CDMX, complainants who want to report their issue to the Public Ministry 
may be accompanied by another staff member (called an agente vecinal). The public campaigns, described in 
a glossy publication provided to the team members, are of the sort promoted by Antanas Mockus, the 
former mayor of Bogota (who in fact has functioned as a consultant to the council). They are available for 
use by municipios and delegaciones although it appeared few had accepted the offer.40 The campaigns are 
certainly an improvement in their specificity (e.g. not littering, respecting traffic laws and so on) over the 
government’s emphasis on developing a “culture of legality, but even if taken up, as in Bogota (and Medellin 
or Brazil, for that matter) they may largely benefit those living in richer areas. The CDMX council is one of a 
network of some 15 similarly funded organizations. The network’s importance is less its specific activities 
than the potential for private sector funding (or public-private partnerships) for making improvements, 
possibly in areas more closely related to community justice. 

The other organization visited, Cauce Ciudadano (http://cauceciudadano.org.mx/) constitutes a dramatic 
contrast, as some of its founders are former gang members, its ideology stresses bottom-up mobilization, 
and its members demonstrate considerable mistrust of government agencies at any level. Cauce Ciudadano 
focuses on violence prevention within communities, using many of the standard citizen security measures, 
but relies on donor funds rather than government contributions to support its activities. Resolving disputes 
among neighbors may figure in its goals, but not as a major line of activity although it includes mediation in 
its programs. Many donors, including INL, fund its projects in several Mexican states and, we were told, in 
other countries. As regards violence prevention and work with juveniles Cauce Ciudadano may be more on 

                                                           
40 One exception in CDMX delegations was the suggested public recognition of and awards to good police officers.  

http://cauceciudadano.org.mx/
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the mark than SEGOB, if only because it takes the longer view and does not limit itself to activities than can 
be completed in less than a year. However, its analysis of the causes of violence does not appear to include 
“unresolved disputes among neighbors,” emphasizing instead deprivation, education, lack of employment 
opportunities, limited access to social services, and insufficient social capital.  

Finally, it is worth mentioning neighborhood committees and leaders as briefly discussed above in the 
sections on jueces auxiliares and community policing. These committees and leaders are not present in all 
states and municipios. They also predate the current interest in crime and violence prevention, although 
their early histories had more of a political logic behind them. The problem for USAID or any donor 
wanting to use them is their historic politicization, but like parties themselves, they also provide 
communication channels with the mass of inhabitants of any area. In facilitating upward and downward 
communication they may be vital to the success of any crime prevention or community justice initiative and 
the real risk here is not their manipulation but rather their disappearance if such communication (in either 
direction) does not produce results.  

GENDER 

The above discussion has introduced gender elements where relevant, and the team did attempt to elicit 
information on gender aspects as regards service providers and users, as well as impacts on the latter (or on 
those who chose not to use the services). In this context, gender means women—the team simply found 
no convenient opportunity to ask questions about LGBT issues. As regards the laws reviewed, and especially 
those relating to faltas, it found no gender bias of any type, except possibly for prohibitions on prostitution.  

As seems to be the case throughout the region, women are increasingly represented within the formal 
justice system (unfortunately more at the bottom than at the top of the positional hierarchy, but to the 
extent promotion is from within that is a natural first step). This may not be true of administrative judges, 
and the only ones interviewed were male, although the coordinator in Zapopan is a woman. Interestingly, 
the jueces cívicos said most of the defendants brought to their attention were men whereas more 
complainants were women. The one set of holding cells visited—in Zapopan—had a special, smaller section 
for women, although as the visit was made during a national holiday, there were no detainees of any gender. 
Evidently there was no provision for LGBT persons and we didn’t think to ask how they would be handled. 
Although not relevant for present purposes, many police forces and Public Ministries have special offices to 
handle domestic violence, crimes against women, and feminicidios. 

The mediation centers visited in both the courts and the public ministries featured social workers and 
psychologists as well as facilities for children accompanying users. Given the shabby conditions provided for 
some jueces cívicos visited it was apparent that facilities for children were an impossibility. Those located in 
a police station shared forensic doctors, psychologists, and social workers with the latter.  

Unfortunately, the available information only suggests that women are more likely to use justicia cívica, but 
with no indication of the types of problems they take to the judges or in fact which women do so.  
However, as most faltas are quality of life issues, their resolution should be of a concern to families with 
children and should enhance women and their children’s ability to move freely in their communities.  
Information on women’s use of mediation is generally lacking in Mexico, but studies in other countries (e.g. 
Colombia, USAID 2012) suggest women are majority users.  Mexican jueces cívicos who do mediation 
mentioned that family matters (including child support and division of assets because of divorce or 
separation) are a major theme, which would suggest this is an issue brought up to them mostly by women.  
The latter are particularly important for poorer citizens who may be unable or reluctant to consult with 
lawyers and take their cases to court.  In short the capacity of an expanded type of justicia cívica, including 
not only judges but also mediation and coordination with the police, to improve women’s situation in their 
communities is extensive. What impedes its realization is lack of information, restricted resources, and 
limited coordination among the parts, all of which can and should be addressed. 
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As mentioned there have been concerns in the past about mediation being used for domestic violence 
cases, despite this being illegal. We heard no comments about this happening now, but it would require 
more analysis and observation to determine whether this problem had been eliminated. Otherwise, the 
team’s impression is that the four community justice components – mediation, administrative judges, 
community policing, and citizen participation—assuming they were faithfully implemented, did serve 
women’s interests, and most probably were frequently used as much if not more by women than men. The 
obstacles of limited information and access likely affected all genders equally although there is always the 
risk, and not only in Mexico, that a still predominately male police force may take women’s or LGBT 
complaints less seriously.  

THEME/QUESTION 4 

Identification of gaps and/or shortcomings (ranging from vision to policy and practice) in 

support from federal, state and municipal governments as well as NGOs and donors. 

The bad news for efforts to introduce community justice or simply continue with the softer, social approach 
to crime prevention in marginalized urban communities is that after a few years of apparent success in crisis-
hit areas like Ciudad Juarez, violent crime levels are again raising. Most analysts do not attribute this to the 
failure of crime prevention programs, but rather to changes in the strategies of the major organized criminal 
groups (OCGs) and in relationships among them and between them and the state.41 As The Economist 
(October 29, 2016; 31) neatly summarizes the current situation, the Peña Nieto administration “faces 
amounting alarm among Mexicans who worry that half a dozen of the country’s states have become 
ungovernable because of organized crime, corruption and social conflicts.” The nation’s homicide rate rose 
sharply in 2015 and “armed vigilantes now operate in 20 states.” As in other countries, the resulting panic 
could easily generate a return to hard on crime methods (some of them never abandoned by many newly 
accredited police forces). PRONAPRED’s apparent elimination was arguably more for incompetence and 
redundancy than a rejection of its mandate, but the trends do not bode well for CNPDyPC, whose funding 
also goes to equipping police forces for more reactive work. However, although USAID is clearly not going 
to provide support for these mano dura policies, it still should be interested in what other new, and we 
hope sustainable trends portend.  

As regards the federal authorities’ request for the CIDE report, there are also questions as to the extent of 
their interest in community justice, or even the larger theme of justicia cotidiana. One effect of the report, 
partly reflected in the 12 initiatives announced by the Presidency, was to advance proposals for the further 
consolidation of a “national justice system,” where uniform laws and structures would be defined from the 
top. Some observers believe this to be the real motivation behind the request (from the Presidency via its 
Conserjería Jurídica) for the CIDE study, an aim not only of the administration but also of a number of 
nationally influential jurists. Proponents have mentioned a French model for judicial training, for example, 
one program and possibly one school, for all judges. While a French-style school and other aspects of 
France’s unitary system would be politically (and financially) difficult to apply in Mexico, if this is where 
proponents were aiming, increasing access to users wherever located may be far down on the list of goals. 
Since the origins of the Consejería Juridica’s initiative remain murky, this thesis at most constitutes idle 
speculation. Meanwhile there are other actors within the federal government who appear open to 
expanding informal services to communities where formal ones are in short supply and to donor support in 
this effort.  

                                                           
41 Since crime levels are usually calculated with homicide rates, the activities of OCGs are particular relevant. They do not account 
for all homicides but in Mexico may take credit for at least 50 percent, and when they war with each other or declare truces the 
rates can vary substantially. Although much crime in Mexico is committed by individuals or locally organized bands, high impact 
crimes (homicides, violent assaults and extortion) tend to be the work of larger groups. 
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THE THEORY OF CHANGE UNDERLYING COMMUNITY JUSTICE AND ITS 

VARIOUS WEAK POINTS 

As mentioned, no interviewee questioned the notion that unresolved disputes among neighbors could 
produce violence in marginalized communities, or that these disputes remained unresolved because of a lack 
of access to or faith in formal institutions. The second half of the statement—failure to use formal 
mechanisms because of lack of access and lack of trust—is arguably less debatable, although this contention 
is based largely on team members’ individual experience and a few pertinent facts (like Mexico’s low 
judge/population ratio) rather than on the relatively scant scientific evidence.42 Mexico apparently has never 
had a broadly based unmet-legal-needs survey or a related study documenting how individuals resolve 
common potentially justiciable issues.43 Absent such information, even this part of the community justice 
thesis is largely a matter of conjecture—that people with limited access (some of it self-imposed) to formal 
institutions lack satisfactory means to resolve disputes, which may then fester and cause continuing 
inconveniences.44  

Going from this relatively uncontroversial holding to the argument that unresolved disputes result in higher 
levels of violence is a far bigger jump. There are plenty of anecdotes to illustrate the point, but “an example 
is not an argument”45 and moreover, many of the anecdotes are suspiciously similar—the argument 
between two neighbors that ends in one of them pulling out a pistol and shooting the other. It has been 
suggested, in fact by some CIDE staff investigating the thesis in Iztapalapa (a delegation of CDMX), that 
while unresolved conflicts do occur in this setting, most violence is attributable to other sources and 
especially the presence of juvenile or other criminal gangs. Ironically, the gangs’ presence and fear of their 
potential involvement may discourage ordinary citizens from trying to resolve their lesser disputes through 
aggressive confrontation or physical violence. Providing citizens with peaceful means for resolving minor 
disputes may have other benefits—relieving the associated stress, facilitating other activities, or healing 
harmed relationships—but the impact on levels of violence remains uncertain. The questionable impact on 
violence is thus no argument for abandoning the programs if only in the interest of realizing the rights to 
justice promised in Mexico’s constitution and possibly restoring faith in the state. 

For these same reasons, however, it is also not clear that providing more dispute-resolution services (or 
locating them closer to communities) will increase their use. Where residents distrust government 
institutions (at any level) or fear bands operating within their neighborhoods, they may be reluctant to take 
advantage of new services. There are also issues regarding unfamiliar offerings (like mediation) or those that 
are familiar but associated with bad experiences. There are positive examples from other countries (most 
notably Colombia’s justice houses which do manage to operate in conflict-afflicted communities) but there 
are also ample cases (including in Colombia) of a plethora of new offerings not being used.46 

                                                           
42 Mexico does have surveys (some done internally, others conducted by international agencies like Latinobarómetro) tracking 
levels of trust in formal justice institutions. However, further reasons (and there are potentially many more) for not accessing these 
agencies have not been explored. 
43 While the team leader and principal author of this report has reservations about these studies, largely arising in their tendency to 
turn every problem into a “legal need,” the information they provide is important. One can later provide several grains of salt to 
determine, for example, whether marital dissatisfaction or lack of employment is a legal need or something more readily resolved by 
other kinds of services. Conceivably surveys identifying “psychological,” economic or social problems might produce the same list of 
issues. 
44 In other settings, even urban ones, anthropological and sociological studies often find that community members develop their 
own informal systems for dispute resolution. This occurs within religious communities and ethnic enclaves in urban areas as well as 
among participants in a single industry or market (e.g. diamond merchants in New York or Amsterdam, or vendors in Addis 
Ababa’s’ Merkato -- city market). Such findings demonstrate the importance of collecting information both on common disputes and 
alternative means that already exist to resolve them. 
45 The statement is attributed to the Nobel economist, Robert Solow. It’s not entirely correct, but an example is a convincing 
argument only in the case of a black swan – demonstrating the existence of something believed impossible. 
46 Since Colombia seems incapable of sticking with one or two proven methods, it continues to introduce new local-level officials –
equity conciliators operating outside the justice houses, justices of the peace, and the like – most of whom have proven relatively 
ineffectual.  
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In short, the part of the community justice argument relating to unavailable services is generally accepted 
and acceptable, but its relationship to violence levels is unproven, and whether making services accessible 
will guarantee their use is less simple than it sounds. 

There are other issues, less central to the initial thesis that merit brief exploration. First is the question of the 
impact of reducing violence in the polígonos (marginalized communities with high crime rates and/or 
negative socio-economic characteristics) on crime levels outside their boundaries. There is a disturbingly 
classist aspect to this argument, which seems to imply not only that more crime and violence occurs there 
(possibly true, but only for certain types of crime—crime like Willy Horton,47 follows the money, and some 
crimes logically gravitate to richer areas48) but also that most perpetrators originate there as well. 
Marginalized communities do provide low-level recruits for criminal bands, but their leaders often reside, 
and sometimes originate elsewhere. Thus, reducing crime and violence levels in the polígonos may well 
reduce over-all rates, but possibly have less effect in middle-class and richer areas, and it is the impact on 
the latter that explains popular sympathy with a focus on marginalized settings.49 If over time, violent crimes 
like robberies, extortion, kidnapping, violent assaults, carjacking, and homicides do not decrease where the 
other half lives, support for the programs may well decline.  

Second, is the challenge of developing crime prevention and community justice programs in areas controlled 
by criminal bands. Aside from ignoring the issue and forging ahead (arguably not advisable), there are two 
common approaches to dealing with the problem. One (seen in Brazil’s favelas) is to eliminate the bands 
first; the other (apparently successfully attempted by a few donors—including USAID and the IADB in parts 
of Central America and the countries like Trinidad and Tobago50) is to work around the bands, organizing 
community members to deal with other problems, including the creation of programs for youth-at-risk. 
There is a third approach, the Ceasefire interrupters (Bonner, McLean, and Worden; 2008), but its 
transferability remains highly questioned, as does its relevance for community justice since its principal aim is 
reducing homicides among gang members. While the other two examples are also drawn from crime 
prevention programs, they should be applicable to community justice efforts. However, the Brazilian 
approach has been criticized for a failure to strengthen other mechanisms of community control, whereas 
the programs “working around the gangs” continue to risk offending the resident criminals by their very 
presence, by dealing with disputes contrary to gang preferences, or eventually by interfering with their 
recruitment of new members. Programs can and may have to avoid the issues by working only in 
communities where gangs and criminal bands are less active, but these also are likely to be areas with lower 
levels of violence to start.  

THE UNTESTED FAITH IN MEDIATION 

Mexico is hardly the first country to put many of its eggs in the mediation basket nor is it likely to be alone 
in finding that many promised benefits do not emerge quickly or at all. That mediation is an effective means 
for resolving some types of disputes is widely accepted, but that it has a significant impact on reducing 
violence, can be used to create a new culture of peaceful negotiation of differences, can be taught in schools 
as a means of dissuading youth-at-risk from joining gangs or will even be accepted as a useful tool by citizens 
distrustful of most government services is far less certain. Several Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, and Peru among others) have introduced mediation programs, especially for those unable or 
unwilling to access formal justice institutions, with varying degrees of success. However, it bears noting that 
Colombia, which has been doing this for over two decades (with a good deal of USAID assistance), has 

                                                           
47 When asked why he robbed banks, Horton answered “because that’s where the money is.” 
48 See Corporación Andina de Fomento (2014), 97-104 on patterns of crime in different regions of Buenos Aires and Bogota.  
49 To explain further, if homicides decline in the polígonos, this will decrease nationwide rates (unless homicides go elsewhere, less 
likely for this crime in particular but arguably very possible for other types of crime).In fact driving these other crime types out of a 
polígono might send them to another nearby community or to a better-off neighborhood, and in the latter case could convince 
inhabitants that the programs are not working.  
50 See IADB, n.d. Information on methodology was collected by the TL and principal author of the current report during a mid-
term evaluation of the Trinidad and Tobago project in 2010. 
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hardly reached a mediation-based “nirvana.” The provision of mediation services through Colombia’s justice 
houses has been deemed a success, although many critics doubt its sustainability absent USAID’s continued 
support (USAID, 2013). Colombia could afford to maintain the houses and pay the mediators (most of 
whom serve without pay), but aid dependency (and some issues with Colombia’s labor laws51) have 
discouraged the transfer to full national support. Both Mexico and donors (including USAID) could use this 
example of successful service provision while from the start ensuring that sustainability has a fighting chance. 

Still, it would be best for all parties to curb their enthusiasm as to mediation’s broader effects. Mediation 
training is not an expensive investment. However, raising expectations about additional benefits could well 
distract attention from its other positive results, while diverting funds from other potentially useful 
mechanisms.  

LACK OF STATISTICS AND IMPACT EVALUATIONS 

In Mexico, as in much of Latin America, performance statistics throughout the justice sector are 
underdeveloped, and when they exist, are insufficiently analyzed and utilized. Mexico is a sufficiently 
developed country (as compared to say Paraguay or Honduras) to make this a remarkable failing, and it has 
invested sufficient funds in automated systems to make the failing still more noteworthy (although hardly 
unique in the region). Whatever the reason (a legal culture more interested in words and grand concepts 
than in measurement; a resistance to transparency and accountability; or bad guidance from advisors and 
donors52) it needs to be remedied. Things are changing, if slowly, and the DI team was able to get some 
numerical estimates about service users and providers but hardly enough to draw many conclusions that 
one might like to reach (for example, on the gender implications). 

The lack of good statistics is related to another failing—the absence of good (sometimes any) impact 
evaluations. DI takes the point, expressed by a PRONAPRED spokesperson, that it may be too early to 
evaluate the impact of a school mediation training program, but at the very least one would expect the 
definition of realistic results indicators and some effort to track progress beyond the number of students 
exposed to the training. Unfortunately, and region-wide, the last two to three decades of justice reform 
have tended to define success as putting a system in place rather than its production of the desired 
improvements in performance (which often are not even elaborated). In these terms, criminal justice 
reforms are successful when the new codes are enacted and new institutions created with proponents 
rarely bothering to explain what benefits are expected (more investigations successfully completed; higher 
clearance rates for high impact crimes; greater public confidence in “the system,” more crimes reported or a 
lower cifra negra, the Latin American term for unreported crimes; fewer pretrial detainees with those 
detained held for less time; eventually lower crime rates, and so on). This failure to define and track 
presumed benefits may be just as well for reform proponents as there are indications that few of these 
logical goals have been met. Still in order to fix the problems, it would be important to know what they are.  

As a new venture, the community justice elements (rarely envisioned as an integrated system, see below) 
might thus start on a different footing. Not only mechanisms but anticipated improvements should be 
defined (and tracked) from the start. PRONAPRED’s failure to do this may well have cost it its budget; it 
would be unfortunate if CNPDyPC’s crime prevention programs succumbed to the same failing or if efforts 

                                                           
51 The same issues exist in most Latin American countries. They arise in the automatic conversion of any contract lasting more than 
a year into a permanent employment relationship. Colombians have found ways around this rule, although because they are often 
illegal, they usually do not work for long. Local employees in the World Bank’s Bogota office in fact threatened to sue the bank for 
its violations, causing the bank to revise its policies throughout the region and temporally submit all long-term contract employees to 
a 6 month “freeze.” In other countries, the rule is often ignored, although it is based on the same ILO model laws. 
52 Donors’ contribution to this oversight should not be overlooked. In most donor countries, judicial statistics are now used to 
monitor performance, identify problems, and track the results of any reforms. Use of statistics even predated the computer 
revolution.  Unfortunately, most donor staff seems oblivious to this fact, possibly explaining why their investments in automation 
have so frequently omitted any attention to collecting and analyzing information on outputs. USAID is no exception to this rule. 
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to promote community justice also were abandoned because of an inability to define and track the benefits 
they could bring.  

UNINFORMED USERS 

For all of the proponents of the various mechanisms mentioned, one common complaint was the lack of 
sufficient information on the services provided, how to access them, and what users could expect. DI’s team 
found it amazing that citizens were able to access and use the various types of justicia cívica, as this seems to 
be a completely unadvertised service. Presumably word of mouth or uninformed complaints to police (who 
then referred the complaint or the complainant to the judge) explain what use did occur, but any effort to 
expand the program (as planned in several states) will require better publicity. The same comment was 
made by officials in the judicial ADR centers, and by members of the network of citizen councils about their 
services or those provided by others. And given that some public education programs have been tried, it 
would be well to study their reportedly unsuccessful results to understand why they failed and so do better 
on the next round. 

INFORMATION AT ALL LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT ON DIFFERENT COMPONENTS 

It is not only citizens who are uninformed. Donors frequently are unaware of support provided by other 
assistance agencies (and even those funded by other agencies of their own government) and Mexican 
officials at all levels of government often seem to know only about the programs in which they are 
specifically involved. In an area like community justice that rests on the provision of services to ordinary 
citizens, this lack of information will work against success and also can lead to the discounting of promising 
approaches. No federal official interviewed had a very positive view (or in many cases a complete 
understanding) of the work of jueces cívicos. The CIDE report itself fails to mention them, possibly because 
no participant knew of their existence. Meanwhile officials at lower levels of government, while often 
attentive to higher level directives (for example, the rules on qualifying for federal subsidies), frequently 
didn’t understand or doubted their wisdom.  

Shared knowledge also was limited within the same levels of government – whether federal, municipal or 
local. Police and jueces cívicos often worked together, but judiciaries and public ministries tended to ignore 
other state (or local) actions, at most trying to control them—hence the Nuevo Leon Public Ministry’s 
recent effort to restrict the actions of the juez calificador because the office conflicted with the provisions of 
the new Criminal Procedures Code.53 The insistence by the directors of two judicial ADR centers that they 
accredit all mediators is another example, as is the frequent contention that a judge must validate mediation 
agreements. 

Lack of information among government officials, NGOs and donors foments redundancy, discourages 
coordination of efforts, and limits experience-based learning. It also undermines the efficacy of individual 
programs. The aforementioned federal preference for uniform models often seems to draw on an 
inadequate understanding of the heterogeneity of local situations. Federal representatives interviewed also 
seemed unduly influenced by anecdotal successes that on closer examination were anything but that—for 
example Guadalupe, Nuevo Leon’s community policing model that has now gone off the tracks. One hopes 
that before a new general law on alternative dispute resolution in non-criminal matters is enacted, the 
drafters consult with and review the situation already in existence. Otherwise their efforts may represent a 
step backwards on some positive trends. Unfortunately, judging by recent related ventures, inattention to 
events on the ground and thus a step backwards seems more likely than not. 

 

                                                           

53 http://www.milenio.com/region/juez_calificador-procurador_figura_juez_calificador_0_274172765.htm 
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ABSENCE OF AN INTEGRATED VISION/MODEL OF COMMUNITY JUSTICE 

If there are exceptions to this rule, they are not evident in the legislation shaping the various parts—justicia 
çívica, community police, mediation of various types, and community involvement (which in the examples 
reviewed never existed on its own and most often occurred as a statement that citizens should help 
enforce the rules). In short, a “system” may exist, but it lacks an integrated vision and is instead driven by the 
logic of each element, among which only mediation focuses (and not always) on community justice as 
resolving disputes among neighbors. Interviews with municipal staff working in parts of the “system” 
sometimes revealed a more integrated, community-justice focused view, but this does not appear to be the 
official position anywhere. A community justice system could conceivably be composed of one element (e.g. 
mediation) but after reviewing the situation the DI team finds that improbable because all the elements to 
some extent depend on the others. As Alford and Dezon (2012) say of school-based programs (themselves 
at most a part of the whole), integrated, multi-dimensional interventions have more chances of producing 
impacts. 

To develop an integrated vision, a first requirement is to understand the existing situation, which as noted 
above, still remains to be done. Several CIDE researchers are now working in a few colonias within a single 
delegation in CDMX to develop this type of information. This is a step forward, but hardly affords a 
representative view of comparable communities throughout the country. Although their research has 
apparently raised doubts among participants as to the “unresolved-disputes leads to more-violence” 
formula, as well as exposing them to the role of jueces cívicos, it has only altered their understanding of the 
benefits of providing dispute resolution mechanisms, rather than changing their minds as to their 
importance. Still as explained by a junior researcher, who may not represent the group view, the suggested 
remedies seem partial and apparently omit mechanisms like mediation and policing. They do, however, 
emphasize community involvement in defining problems and solutions, something too often missing in 
approaches focusing on one of the other elements. 

Having listened to the views of partial integrationists and more often to those advocating a single 
mechanism, whether mediation (as a whole, but more often in one of its several forms), policing, justicia 
cívica or citizen participation, the DI team remains convinced that a community justice system should draw 
from all, but only to the extent they focus on resolving disputes within a community. Their additional 
purposes (e.g. public order, assisting victims of crimes or accidents, dissuading juveniles from joining gangs, 
mobilizing neighbors to demand better services) are legitimate, but removed to a greater or lesser extent 
from the end pursued here. Whether envisioned as a system within a system, or an overlapping structure, 
building community justice is a separate endeavor. Moreover, community involvement is essential to its 
efficacy. A model constructed entirely from the top, whether at the federal, state or even municipal level 
seems less likely to incorporate the needs and priorities of the often heterogeneous municipios where it will 
be applied.  

Institutions matter and will comprise the essential building blocks, but unless they are oriented toward 
recognizing and responding to the demands of different communities their ability to help resolve the 
disputes of individual members will be extremely limited. Where and how citizens are involved requires 
further exploration, an area where donors could help, less with answers than by funding alternative 
mechanisms. Donors could also help by emphasizing community justice as a goal worth pursuing on its own 
as despite the lip service given to the term (as justicia comunitaria not justicia de proximidad), DI found it 
was often conflated with maintaining public order or crime prevention, two worthy but hardly equivalent 
endeavors.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
As per USAID’s requests (Question 5 of the list provided to the contractor), the following 
recommendations for programming consider opportunities and constraints for USAID support, currently 
estimated at $10-15 million, for work on community justice. 

Despite all the DI team’s caveats as to the extent of government (and citizen) interest in community justice, 
or simply its willingness to prioritize the theme, USAID and other donors could well play a role in 
developing a more effective system, so long as they recognize that GOM agreement if not enthusiasm is a 
vital condition, and that whatever they support will have to work within the various financial, legal, and 
political limitations on what can be done. Strengthening (or perhaps creating) community justice is essentially 
a municipal project, although state and federal funding is desirable and may be available. However, especially 
as regards personnel requirements, the municipalities will have to find the funds needed for any service 
expansion. USAID’s best option may be to work first with municipios that appear to have funding for and 
interest in some expansion, while helping them leverage whatever federal and state financing may be 
available. Federal financing (essentially the subsidies channeled through CNPDyPC) remains problematic 
because current budgetary laws make it impossible to commit funds for periods of over a year (and are 
further complicated by the various steps along the way that usually mean funds must be expended in even 
less time). The following are suggestions for elements of a program (or individual activities) that USAID 
might consider in advancing community justice in targeted communities. Here community justice should be 
understood as dispute resolution, not crime and violence prevention, although there is no reason (except 
for the drain on local resources) that the two cannot exist side-by-side or ideally, coordinate their actions. 

Two further explanations of what follows are in order. First, elements 1, 2 and 3 refer to general 
characteristics of any program, although the first could be a stand-alone activity. Elements 4, 5, 6 and 7 
constitute substantive program activities. Second, in selecting these substantive activities, DI’s strategy is 
based on working with existing institutions, however flawed, rather than attempting to create something 
completely new. This has privileged a focus on justicia cívica, to take advantage of the current municipal 
enthusiasm about the practice, but also considers perceived weaknesses in the existing structures and the 
expansionist drive. If these weaknesses can be addressed (as suggested below), justicia cívica expanded to 
include mediation, better policing, and citizen involvement (elements of which exist in many of the new 
proposals) is the most likely candidate for addressing community justice needs. Its ability to do so will not be 
automatic and donors’ assistance will thus be directed at ensuring that its more limited ends (e.g. 
augmenting municipal budgets, reinforcing public order) do not become its sole raison d’etre. 

GENDER 

To enhance the gender impacts of community justice, or simply to improve its overall ability to ease 
community disputes and encourage a culture of peaceful interaction (convivencia), it is suggested that more 
outreach programs be done by judges, mediators and police, ideally in combination. Periodic meetings with 
concerned community members, much like those done in CDMX under the coordinación territorial system, 
would be particularly useful – especially if aimed at organizations and associations in which women play a 
part (e.g. parents’ and teachers’ associations, church groups, and with small businesses run by women or 
with female employees). Outreach is important in informing people about available services, but also 
enhances upward communication, letting citizens tell authorities about their own concerns and stressing 
how they would like the system to operate. Depending on the community, women may already be more 
likely than men to participate in these meetings, or may have to be encouraged to join in – thus outreach 
should be proactive and judges, mediators, police and other community authorities should be encouraged 
to invite participation and taught techniques to do so.   
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In addition, given the fact that women tend to participate and use those services in a regular way, facilities 
and sensible infrastructure for them and their families should also be considered when enhancing a 
community justice program so they could attend in further numbers and even to invite more women to do 
so –including older people and grupos vulnerables, which usually are supervised and cared by women. --
Facilities should include children’s care, family bathrooms, wheel chair and handicapped ramps, and so on. 
While it seems not to be relevant it is well appreciated by women and their relatives. This would increase 
the number of users and the perception that the justice system works.     

STUDIES  

Donors should always be cautious about requiring and financing studies as the delays they create can prove 
a major obstacle to taking any action forward. However, so little is known about dispute resolution within 
marginalized (or other) communities in Mexico that it would be inadvisable to proceed without collecting 
additional information. The ideal would be a nationwide unmet-legal-needs survey including questions about 
how disputes were normally resolved (if at all) and why these methods were used.54 However, the size and 
cost of such an undertaking as well as the time required for its realization might well diminish its benefits. 
Instead, USAID (or another donor) might conduct some smaller surveys in a few communities or municipios 
where it believes it might introduce further work. Once a survey methodology is developed and piloted, it 
could be applied elsewhere, possibly eventually by the GOM. USAID might want to finance a few studies 
before committing to any further action, and certainly should not get into detailed project planning without 
more information. This might mean a project designed with an incorporated study component to be done 
early on as the basis for better informed actions.  

While probably less well-received, USAID or other donors might also contract some evaluations of 
mechanisms like mediación escolar and the training provided to other mediators by the Judicial ADR 
Centers. It might also finance smaller studies on the merits of requiring judicial validation of agreements, as 
well as the work of community mediators and those associated with jueces cívicos. And finally, it, or another 
donor, might look at experiments with community policing to test their effects and sustainability—the 
experience in Guadalupe, NL among others, merits reexamination. The mechanisms established in 
Guadalupe seem unduly complicated, but they possibly survived or at least were more practical than it 
appears. 55 The underlying issue is that much work in Mexico (whether initiated by the government or 
donors) seems to proceed on the basis of speculation, partial knowledge, intuition, and what criminal code 
reformers liked to call “axiomatic principles” (most of which were patently false or at least highly inaccurate 
– for example the claim that adversarial systems are intrinsically protective of human rights hardly stands up 
before a review of events in the US in the 1950s or even today). One cannot explore all questionable 
beliefs, but before continuing to finance them, a closer examination would be wise. 

STATISTICS 

Mexico’s statistics within its justice sector are improving, but still leave much to be desired. Except in a 
handful of states, it remains impossible to trace the impacts of the criminal justice reforms in terms of such 
simple indicators as time to process investigations, percentage of cases investigated, the same percentages 
for high impact crimes, types of infractions submitted to alternative centers, percentages of total complaints 
they represent, and so on. Mexico’s automated “case tracking systems” are simply not designed with an eye 
to collecting the most logical types of performance data, let alone to permit data mining to investigate 
additional hypotheses about service. For a better case tracking system for Public Ministries, Mexico might 

                                                           
54 The experience of the CIDE group (under Ana Laura Magaloni’s direction) with such surveys was not positive, but given the 
surveys’ success in compiling useful information in many other settings (ranging from Australia to Mali) it would be worth a try. Much 
depends on how questions are phrased and who does the interviews, which necessarily have to be face-to-face. 
55 According to information provided by one Mexican team member, the jueces auxiliares and neighborhood committees have not 
disappeared, but knowledge of their current activities is not available. 
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look to Guatemala (which unfortunately does not use the system it has created to improve the institution’s 
performance, but that is an entirely different issue.) 

If USAID enters into a community justice project, case-tracking systems that generate basic performance 
statistics should be a non-negotiable condition. The costs of introducing any such system should not be 
high,56 but it should be designed to allow expansion across units within a single state and to permit eventual 
interoperability with services provided by the courts and the Public Ministry. For each municipio and 
eventually for each state, projects should also include the creation of an analytic unit that can review the 
statistics to track outputs, trends, problems and the impacts of any changes/reforms. Again if this is limited to 
municipal mediation centers and jueces cívicos, this would require a dedicated analyst rather than a complex 
office. The only question is where it would be located – whether with the coordinator for the jueces cívicos 
(preferred) or with the judicial or Public Ministry’s alternative center. Existing laws, as in CDMX, may dictate 
the logical answer (in CDMX, probably the judicial center) whether or not objectively the best choice.57 

DESIGNING INTERVENTIONS TO FACILITATE EVALUATION OF 
IMPACTS 

Impact evaluations are too often an afterthought, required and designed only after the project is well 
underway, or nearing its end. If an intervention or project has a purpose (as should always be the case), 
then its initial design should not only specify its intended impacts but also include means of measuring 
whether they have occurred. If, as often happens, designers believe that the long-term impacts may not be 
visible within the project lifetime (LOP), then their theory of change should incorporate some intermediate 
effects that can be tracked. This should be more than the number of people trained or similar outputs, but 
might include, in this case, the changes in the trainees’ performance once they get back to or assume their 
new jobs. In evaluation terms, if the impacts are too long-term to measure, evaluation within the LOP can 
focus not on outputs but on outcomes—the modifications to performance that designers believe will 
collectively and over time produce the desired long-term results. Ideally the input-output-outcome-impact 
chain should have an evidence base, but even where one does not exist, the chain should be specified so 
that evaluators (and implementers) can check its validity over time.  

This admonition might appear to contradict the above point on additional studies, but it only implies leaving 
room for modifications to the theory of change should the background studies suggest it is inaccurate. Of 
course, if the background studies nullify the entire undertaking—for example finding that inhabitants in 
marginalized communities have invented perfectly acceptable means for resolving their disputes—then the 
project might be terminated. This is a risk of beginning an undertaking with extremely incomplete 
information, but in this case the risk does not appear very high and thus warrants taking. However, 
specifically in the case of community justice, given doubts about the impacts on violence levels, it would be 
wise not to use this as the sole impact (although it could be included as a hypothesized effect). Instead one 
might focus on changes in the portion of disputes resolved post-intervention as opposed to the numbers 
before, and might also focus on ways in which dispute resolution improved community relations or the lives 
of individual members.  

WORK IN CDMX 

Assuming, as the DI team was assured, that the new Civic Culture law is enacted, CDMX would be an ideal 
laboratory for piloting an integrated approach. Even with delays or eventual non-passage, there is enough 

                                                           
56 And if they are, someone knowledgeable needs to question the vendors. IT applied to justice institutions has unquestionably 
been affected by high levels of both corruption and incompetence. 
57 In CDMX, the judicial ADR center seems inextricably involved. This is an important source of support for the project, but it may 
contribute to an undesirable bureaucratization (and judicialization) of the process. However, these are issues best not taken up at 
present. If other projects are done in states/municipios where this is not a requirement, results could then be compared to test the 
jurists’ contentions that judicial involvement is best. 
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already going on in CDMX to warrant entry, and a pre-passage involvement might also be a means of 
strengthening the law. Like other justicia cívica regulations reviewed, the CDMX initiative places an 
enormous emphasis on maintaining public order and incorporates a lengthy list of faltas and sanctions.58 
However, it atypically stresses the role of “community mediation” in resolving “conflicts and controversies” 
among neighbors, rather than mentioning it only in the contest of dealing with alleged infractions. It also 
emphasizes diversity, assistance to vulnerable minors and adults, and citizen involvement including the use of 
“permanent links with organized groups and citizens in general” to identify the problems that concern them. 
In short, it has the germs of a community justice, approach as opposed to the current trend to promote 
civic justice exclusively to control the unruly.59 It is here where donor assistance could encourage greater 
development; moreover it seems unlikely that USAID or other donors will have much interest in assisting 
with efforts to curb littering, public urination and swearing, or some slightly more serious infractions. 

The proposed law covers only local executive (or as Mexicans prefer, administrative) agencies (including 
police); it does not include the judiciary. However, while the bill is silent on this point, existing local 
legislation does require that all mediators be trained and certified by the TSJ’s Alternative Justice Center. 
The judiciary’s involvement is not necessarily ideal, but USAID will have to work with this requirement. 

The CDMX contribution to this any project will necessarily include the contracting and payment of any 
additional officials (mediators and administrative judges). USAID could finance refurbishment of existing 
offices, construction of new ones, creation of automated (or if necessary, manual) systems to track activities, 
IT and office equipment, development of training programs and delivery of training beyond the one-off 
programs financed by PRONAPRED (should it regain its budget) and CNPDyPC, development of links with 
communities and neighborhoods, and public education campaigns (see below) to apprise citizens of the 
program and how to access it. Since CDMX is huge, the project could support the overarching structure, 
but focus further implementation delegation by delegation, ideally incorporating several with large 
marginalized communities. As with any other municipios added, delegations should be chosen on the basis 
of their willingness to take a broader view of justicia cívica, as well as to contribute funds to implementation.  

Since the new law also mentions the police role, USAID will have to explore the ways it can support it. This 
might involve workshops and training to explore areas of collaboration and coordination. These events 
might also explore the problems of the overlap between municipal infractions and crimes (the latter as 
defined by the Criminal Code) and how administrative judges and police can best handle them. A further 
analysis of the law and discussions with the CDMX authorities could identify other areas where assistance 
would be useful. 

Finally, given the concerns about abuses perpetrated by both police and administrative judges in CDMX and 
elsewhere, any such pilot will need to emphasize monitoring and complaints systems and more effective 
mechanisms for dismissing those found in violation of the rules. Currently, removing an administrative judge 
in CDMX is said to be an onerous and lengthy process, which thus needs to be examined and improved. A 
few interviewees also suggested that the current rules on faltas work excessively against the poor (more 
likely, for example, to be informal vendors who are arrested again and again). Still, the current system’s 
biggest success, the campaign against driving under the influence, arguably had more impact on upper and 
middle class individuals (those most likely to have a car). Moreover, the DI team’s interview with the CDMX 
coordinator of the administrative judges was delayed while he met with representatives of the informal 
vendors who sell their wares within the metro stations. The group is asking for changes to the current (and 
presumably new) law to recognize their legitimacy. Whether or not successful, this indicates a degree of 
openness to reviewing the current list of faltas. Another option, somewhat vaguely described in the law, is 

                                                           
58 Most of these have existed in one form or another for over a century, suggesting, inter alia, the desirability of a public review to 
ensure they are still important to all residents.  
59 This trend bears similarities to (and may have been influenced by) the “broken windows” methods introduced in New York City 
under Rudy Giuliani and William Bratton. Broken windows’ contribution to lowering crime rates continues to be debated, but the 
method is most discredited because of its tendency to target minorities.  
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the use of discussions with communities (here by the police and judges) to have them define where they 
want enforcement to focus. This practice (as community policing and prosecution) has been adopted in 
some US communities, and also has precedents in Mexico in the outreach programs in a few states.  

Civic justice, under its current and proposed new organization, doubtless has many flaws, and some of its 
inadequacies, like that of policing and mediation, arise in problems that neither community justice nor crime 
prevention efforts are likely to resolve. These include poor public services of other types, lack of 
employment opportunities, poverty in general, class and ethnic prejudice, and high levels of inequality. 
However, the performance of existing institutions could be improved, whereas the most popular alternative, 
relying only on community mobilization absent attention to what exists, has no successful large-scale 
examples to cite. To curb the public order emphasis, USAID support might emphasize creation of more 
mediators and mediation centers, especially in marginalized communities, outreach programs incorporating 
citizen inputs as well as public information and education campaigns, and possibly some campaigns like those 
suggested by the Consejo Ciudadano focusing on deterring behaviors specific communities find most 
disruptive. If the current or an equally enlightened coordinator remains in place, it could also enter into a 
program of public review of the existing list of faltas to bring them into the current century. This would be 
especially useful on a wider scale, as CDMX’s list of faltas resembles that in most other states and 
municipios. Updating the list could make the operations of jueces cívicos throughout the country 
considerably less onerous, remove opportunities for abuses (by the police as well), and eliminate some anti-
poor elements. 

OTHER PILOT PROJECTS 

Depending on funds available and the support given to the CDMX program, the project should be able to 
provide similar assistance to other municipios that also propose to expand their programs of justicia cívica, 
understood not only as administrative judges but also mediators, police, and citizen involvement, possibly 
through organizations like comités vecinales. DI’s team heard of several proposed models (in Zacatecas and 
Zapopan for example) and as mentioned, some new laws (e.g. Morelia and Monterrey), but does not know 
to what extent and on what terms the respective municipios and states are interested in pursuing them. If 
up to $15 million are available, other municipios should be included, but the selection would depend on 
further vetting of the possible candidates. We know that JPV intends to work with Morelia on its justicia 
cívica model, but believe any community justice project should go far beyond a single municipio, which may 
neither be the most representative case nor the most interesting in terms of likely results and replicability. 
DI does, however, caution that additional pilots should focus on proposals or laws that transcend the public 
order perspective. Public order is important and will be an inevitable part of justicia cívica. However, it is 
hardly the same as community justice and it is the latter that should drive assistance efforts.  

SUPPORT FOR AN ORGANIZATION FOR FURTHERING JUSTICIA 

CÍVICA AND COMMUNITY JUSTICE? 

Every time Mexico starts a new initiative it seems to create a committee, conference, or commission to 
unite interested parties. In the same spirit, if USAID funds a project with more than one municipio (and 
even if it starts with just one), it would be a good idea to create an organization of interested parties. This is 
low cost, and culturally appears essential to signify the seriousness of the undertaking. Judging by the 
experience with the courts’ alternative justice centers, it may also attract more interest. However, in this 
case, we suggest the organization also have a research arm, possibly entrusted to a university at the level of 
CIDE, Tec de Monterrey or ITAM, that is to say a university that does serious empirical research (some 
obvious exclusions are intentional). There are a few NGOs operating at this level, but they have been so 
(justifiably) critical of government policies that they might not be suitable as the face of the “committee” 
(although still available for contracting for individual studies). In effect, some of the studies mentioned in the 
first point above could be done through this research arm. 
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INFORMATION CAMPAIGN 

As mentioned earlier, many informants mentioned lack of adequate information to potential users as an 
impediment to the success of mechanisms already in place. Information campaigns that had been conducted 
were judged as insufficient to interest/inform citizens about the available options. Whether this was caused 
by poor design, insufficient outreach, or some other factor was never clear. Interviews with officials in 
SESNSP’s National Center for Crime Prevention and Citizen Participation indicated their interest in donor 
assistance here in particular. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

DI has focused on justicia cívica as an entry point for work on community justice, while stressing that donor 
assistance should emphasize its necessary inclusion of or linkage to three other elements—community 
policing, mediation, and community involvement—while downplaying the public order aim. It believes this 
can be accomplished in CDMX and probably elsewhere although it is reluctant to suggest other candidates 
based on three weeks of fieldwork. USAID already knows this, but it bears repeating that the present 
diagnostic is only a preliminary step and thus that it would be wise to contract some additional research to 
explore and test the validity of the recommendations made here before proceeding to design one or 
several inter-related projects. Such research might also explore the feasibility of making a series of grants 
directly to the most promising states or municipios, possibly working through a large contractor only for 
CDMX. Taking into account the scarcity of work on community justice anywhere in Latin America, an 
experimental approach to design and implementation might be a good choice, but how that could best be 
realized deserves considerably more reflection and information. 
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ANNEX A: STATEMENT OF WORK 

I.   SUMMARY 

 
Activity Title:             Community Justice Assessment (CJA) 

 
Development Objective:     DO 2: Rule of Law 

Project Purpose:           The purpose of this assessment is to assist USAID/Mexico to conduct a 
targeted analysis of the status of community justice in Mexico60 and an assessment of the primary 
needs, opportunities, and constraints to the further development of community justice in the 
country. The assessment will include the identification of priority areas that could benefit from 
USAID intervention and prioritized recommendations for programming. 

 
This contract for assessment of the needs of the rule of law sector will provide preliminary and 
general work prior to development of a specific design, which will be written by the USAID mission. 
This program strategy will not include the actual design of a project. The contractor is not 
responsible for substantially writing development objectives or paragraphs that will be utilized in any 
future statement of work. 

 
II.   BACKGROUND 

 
The Mexican government has devoted much attention and significant resources to the 
implementation of criminal procedure code reforms to revamp the criminal justice system at both 
the federal and state level. These    efforts have been highly visible. However, the government's 
attention to rule of law reform is not limited to the criminal justice system; there are lesser-known 
but important efforts to improve community justice as well. 
 
These efforts received a push by President Pena Nieto who commissioned a study of justicia 
cotidiana, which includes community justice, and highlighted the study's results. 

 
Among the results in community justice, the report noted that there is no promotion of alternative 
justice mechanisms at the community level, that there are few procedures and those that exist are 
not standardized, that there is a lack of dispute resolution capacity, and that there are no public 
policies that deal with community justice. At the same time, the report noted the importance of 
alternative dispute mechanisms to resolve community-level disputes. 

 
The Ministry of the Interior appears to have realized the importance of community justice. Since 
2013, it has invested in a programming line that seeks to build mediation capacity throughout the 
country. In 2013, it carried out 580 mediation-related activities, including activities dealing with 
training and providing infrastructure and equipment for mediation centers. Its investment that year 
amounted to almost $3 million. In 2014, the Ministry carried out 980 mediation-related activities 
worth approximately $3.2 million. 
 

                                                           
60 This is a translation from the term used to describe this concept in Mexico, 'justicia de proximidad."  This refers to efforts to 
resolve problems generated as a result of co-existence in communities, neighborhoods, and cities (see p. 14 of CIDE's "Informe de 
resultados de los Foros de Justicia Cotidiana," 2015 (attached) hereinafter "CIDE report"). Justicia de proximidad fits within the 
broader sphere of "justicia cotidiana." Justicia cotidiana, in turn, refers to "the institutions,  procedures, and instruments oriented to 
provide a solution to conflicts arising from the daily co-existence in a democratic  society." See p. 14 of the CIDE report. 
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III.  STATEMENT OF WORK  
 
This assessment includes two main tasks: 

a. An analysis of the current status of community justice in Mexico.  This will entail: 
i. Description of the national government's vision for community justice, including 

how it relates to crime prevention and the formal justice system, the extent to 
which this vision is captured in relevant policies and regulations, and any other 
differing visions that state or municipal officials may have. 

 
ii. Compilation of an inventory of the main lines of support that federal, select state, 

and select municipal governments have done to promote community justice; 

 
iii. iii..  Description of the nature and role of community justice in select states and 

select municipalities, to include a description of any gender implications of 
community justice; and 

 
iv. Detailing of gaps and/or shortcomings in the support provided by the federal, 

state, and municipal governments, as well as non-government actors and 
donors, in supporting community justice that range from political will to vision 
to policy to practice. 

 
b. Proposed recommendations for programming, taking into account opportunities and 

constraints and including prioritized areas of intervention and program recommendations. 
The analysis providing support for these recommendations should take into account 
political will, absorptive capacity, funding levels not to exceed $15 million, and political 
economy. 

 
IV.  METHODOLOGY 

 
The Contractor shall provide a four-person team to work directly with USAID staff to conduct 
the work in three stages: 

 
1. Preparation phase: The first phase of this assessment, which will last up to sixteen calendar 

days, will involve reviewing background materials and key documents; developing an 
assessment methodology that includes primary research questions and interview protocols; 
and preparing a schedule of interviews for the subsequent field work stage. A pre-trip 
phone call with USAID/Mexico is required during the preparation phase to review 
documents, discuss background reviews, and come to agreement on the primary research 
questions, interview protocols, and assessment schedule. meetings.  The administrative 
specialist is expected for up to six working days during this phase. 

 
2. Field-work phase: The team will conduct up to seventeen days of field research, including 

gathering and reviewing documents and data and conducting structured interviews  with 
key informants (and focus groups, if appropriate), stakeholders, and beneficiaries, and first-
hand observation (if practicable). The team leader can be allotted, if necessary, two travel 
days, in addition to these seventeen days, to travel to and from Mexico. The team will 
present a list of interviewees to USAID for prior approval before conducting interviews. 
The Contractor will be responsible for developing the list of interviewees and arranging 
meetings, as well as providing transportation to the meetings. USAID may provide one or 
two staff members to participate in the field work phase of the assessment, which will take 
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place in Mexico City and up to three states (to include municipalities), the exact number of 
states and municipalities to be agreed upon with USAID prior to the start of this phase.  

 
3. Report-writing phase: The Contractor will draft the assessment report, which will address 

the two tasks outlined above. The draft report shall be submitted for formal USAID 
review within 21 working days (30 calendar days) after departure of the Contractor from 
the country. USAID will have 10 working days (14 calendar days) to provide comments to 
the Contractor. The final report shall be submitted no more than 10 working days (14 
calendar days) thereafter.  
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ANNEX B: ASSESSMENT DESIGN AND 

METHODOLOGY 

OVERVIEW  

The principal methodology used in this research will be key informant interviews (KIIs) complemented by 
available quantitative data and focus groups with target populations. For the latter the DI team will rely on 
contacts with NGOs and other associations, giving us access if not to a representative group at least to 
some members of targeted beneficiaries of community justice programs. Mexican justice sector statistics are 
weak for the most part, with the exception of some surveys done and data compiled by the Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (INEGI), but the team will use what it can find, exercising the required 
caveats about reliability. 

PHASE I: PREPARATION AND DOCUMENT REVIEW  

DOCUMENT REVIEW AND OTHER PREPARATION 

Before arriving in country, the team will review key documents to gather relevant information on existing 
efforts to promote community justice in Mexico at the federal, state or municipal level, as well as 
information from other countries within and outside the region that have embarked on similar programs. 
Very little has been located from or on Mexico, both because this is a new area and because of the focus 
over the last decade on criminal justice. The most thorough coverage (which on community justice still only 
extends to 14 pages) is CIDE (2015). There is also the presidential initiative on justicia cotidiana, which 
mentions some items relevant to community justice, as well as a few documents on ADR, but these are 
restricted to criminal justice only. The Team Leader is also reviewing literature from other countries 
(Argentina, Colombia, Peru, Nicaragua, as well as Australia, the Netherlands and the US) on closely related 
topics. These will be useful in coming up with recommendation but of course tell us little about Mexico. It 
bears noting that while many of the initiatives described in the non-Mexican literature aim at poor and 
marginalized populations, most of these recommendations are conceived as a means of enhancing access to 
justice for individuals, not as promoting community peace or preventing violence. That is not to say they 
might not have that effect, but simply that no one is tracking it or has forwarded it as a goal of the 
programs.  

Because of limited time in the field, the team, and especially the two Mexican specialists, is gathering 
information on locations where community justice activities appear to have been initiated (in one case, 
Zacatecas, over 15 years under the rubric of “communal justice”). This was deemed interesting because of 
USAID’s interest in information on on-going initiatives; on the other hand, visiting a state with no activity 
would provide some important findings (especially as to why nothing has been done), in terms of the 
questions posed by USAID. During an initial phone conversation with USAID, DI discussed this criterion for 
site selection and USAID posed no objections.  

PHASE II: FIELDWORK  

IN-BRIEF AND CONSULTATIONS WITH THE MISSION 

Upon arrival in Mexico City, the team will participate in an in-brief with the Mission (currently scheduled for 
9AM on October 24th) to discuss the assessment and to ensure the team has a good understanding of 
USAID’s expectations regarding their work. DI’s Team Leader will stay in regular contact with the program 
manager at USAID and as required (probably weekly unless otherwise indicated), send short written reports 
on activities as well as informing USAID as to any difficulties or unusual incidents experienced.  
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ASSESSMENT INTERVIEWS AND COMPLEMENTARY DATA SOURCES 

The team will conduct in-depth interviews with a wide range of actors from different institutions, using the 
questionnaires annexed to this document. The team will use a semi-structured approach with a few closed 
questions that can be tabulated, a larger series of standard questions permitting open-ended responses, and 
an opportunity at the end of each interview for the respondents to expand on ideas the team may not have 
anticipated. Questions will focus on informants’ knowledge of issues of justicia de proximidad (and 
cotidiana), policies with which they are familiar in advancing it (and especially adopted at the level of the unit 
of government and/or within the institutions where they operate), anticipated impacts (if any) and what they 
see as the major challenges or opportunities to promoting community justice in Mexico. We will also use 
these interviews to develop background on levels and types of community-centered disputes and violence 
and how they are (or are not) usually handled. Depending on answers to the first question (on knowledge 
of/familiarity with the concepts) we will use one of two routes – for those who know the concepts, a 
discussion of what has been or could be done in these areas; and for those who do not, an exploration of 
related policies they may know under other names.  

The team will draw on two other data sources. In the Federal District (DF) and one municipality within each 
selected state, it will try to arrange focus groups with members of the targeted population (i.e. residents of 
poor, marginalized urban neighborhoods). This will have to be done through NGOs, churches or other 
organizations working with these groups. Consequently, the results will not be representative, but are 
intended to tap into the group members’ views on common sources of conflict among neighbors, how they 
are usually treated, and whether or why formal institutions are used to resolve them. The team will also 
collect any available statistics on the use of alternative mechanisms (including administrative agencies like the 
procuradurias ambientales or de ordenamiento territorial present in the DF and some states), as well as 
data, if available, on complaints presented to the courts, police and Public Ministry that fit the “disputes-
among-neighbors” category. These two additional sources of information, along with that from KIIs and 
publicly available data on population characteristics will contribute to the short political economy analysis 
offered in the report.  

The interview list (which is broad and will eventually need to be prioritized) will include at the Federal level, 
representatives from SECGOB, the Federal Judiciary, the PGR, and the Commission on Human Rights. 
Within the DF and the selected states, the team will interview representatives from the TSJ (Tribunal 
Superior de Justicia) as well as any small claims courts, ADR centers, or other court-sponsored services for 
marginalized citizens; the Public Ministry and especially its mediation centers; the police; other government-
sponsored ADR centers (aside from those in the Public Ministry or courts); if present, Procuradurias 
ambientales or of ordenamiento territorial; other executive agencies with similar services; and NGOs and 
other associations working with the urban poor. At the municipal level, the team will interview 
representatives of the office of the alcalde (mayor), locally based NGOs, and any municipal office 
responsible for community violence prevention activities, or if existing, community justice programs. The 
team will also interview academics with a known interest in the theme, including those who worked on the 
CIDE (2015) report. 

The list of actors and institutions provided for this assessment is extensive and even after the list has been 
reduced to the most essential actors/institutions, may not be possible to meet with everyone on the list. If 
appropriate, the team will split for some interviews to allow more coverage. The team expects to conduct 
interviews in the Federal District, the State of Mexico (Toluca and Ecatepec), Guadalajara, and Zacatecas. 

The selected locations were already discussed with USAID in an initial phone conversation as part of a 
slightly longer list of potential candidates, none of which were objected by USAID. Given the short 
timeframe and limited budget, as well as the questions posed in the SOW (Section C of the RFTOP), the 
team opted for states where it has identified some activities already in existence.  
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TEAM DISCUSSIONS AND ANALYSIS 

This is a 3-person team (plus the local logistics specialist) so coordination of work is not very problematic. 
The team members will travel and do interviews together, scheduling regular, short end-of-day meetings to 
discuss the information being collected and do a brief analysis of the findings and implications. All 3 team 
members will take notes on all meetings, compare results daily or as time allows, and share or rotate 
responsibility for posing questions in interviews. As this team has never worked together, its members will 
assess this process after the first 2-3 days and modify accordingly – perhaps assigning one-person 
responsibility for official note taking (but on a rotating basis). Each week-end (or Friday night if interviews 
end early), the team will have a 2-3 hour meeting to go over results and discuss any needed modifications 
to the process. 

As the debriefing is scheduled for a Thursday, with the three prior days in that week devoted to fieldwork, 
the team will meet over the preceding weekend to synthesize the findings and prepare the debrief. The 
Team Leader will be responsible for finalizing any visual aids (usually a PPT) based on input from the other 
two members.  

MISSION DEBRIEF  

At the end of the field work the team will meet with the Mission to provide their preliminary findings and 
recommendations. The debrief has already been scheduled for November 10th at 2PM, and the team’s 
programs has been organized around that deadline.  

PHASE III: REPORT WRITING 

DRAFT REPORT  

At the end of the fieldwork, the team will draft the Assessment Report from their home bases. The Team 
Leader will have the major responsibility for drafting, relying on input from the other team members. The 
others will also review report sections as they are drafted and provide suggestions on changes, additions, or 
corrections. The team will confer regularly on the drafting and report content by email and skype. The 
team’s preliminary findings will be solidified and fine-tuned during the drafting process as they are thought 
through in more depth and as they are written up and justified in the report.  

FINAL REPORT  

The report will be finalized after receipt of USAID/Mexico comments and adjusted as needed by 
commenters. The final report will include a copy of the Executive Summary. 
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ANNEX C: INTERVIEWS 

MEXICO CITY 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

Federal Executive 

 Lic. Ibeth Rodríguez & Lic. Francisco Angeles. Dirección General Adjunta de Diseño y 

Evaluación de Políticas Públicas. Subsecretaría de Prevención y Participación 
Ciudadana, SEGOB. 

Federal 

Government 

 Lic. Vanessa Arroyo Boy, Asesora del Consejero Jurídico, Consejera Jurídica 
Federal 

Government 

 Dr. Ricardo Sepúlveda Iguíniz. Director General de Política Pública de Derechos 

Humanos, Subsecretaría de Derechos Humanos, SEGOB.  

 Dr. Cesar Ricardo García Razo. Director de Planeación, Seguimiento y Evaluación de 
Políticas Públicas de Derechos Humanos. 

 Lic. Juan Antonio López Jiménez. Director General Adjunto para la Implementación 
de la Reforma de Derechos Humanos. 

 Mtra. Sandra Romero Hernández. Sub-directora de Área. Dirección General de 

Políticas Publicas de Derechos Humanos.  

Federal 

Government 

 LIc. Jorge Alberto Jaramillo. Director de Asuntos Internacionales. Dirección General 
de Coordinación Operativa. Secretariado Ejecutivo Nacional de la Secretaría de 

Seguridad Pública. 

 Mtra. Karely Villanueva Escamilla. Directora de Vinculación y Seguimiento del Nuevo 
Sistema de Justicia Penal. Secretariado Ejecutivo Nacional de la Secretaría de 
Seguridad Pública. 

Federal 

Government 

 Mtro. Elías Raffoul Vadillo. Director del Centro Nacional de Prevención del Delito y 

Participación Ciudadana. Secretariado Ejecutivo Nacional de la Secretaría de 
Seguridad Pública. 

Federal 

Government 

 Dra. Eunice Rendón Cárdenas. Directora del Instituto de los Mexicanos en el 

Exterior. Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores. 

Federal 

Government 

Judges, state courts 

(Poder Judicial) 

 

 Magistrado Edgar Elías Azar. Presidente del Tribunal Superior de Justicia de la Ciudad 
de México.  

 Alfredo Álvarez Cárdenas. Director General del Instituto de Estudios Judiciales. 

Tribunal Superior de Justicia de la Ciudad de México.  

CDMX 

 

ADR centers (courts, 

public ministries, and 

others) 

 Mtro. Pascual Hernández Mergoldd. Director General del Centro de Justicia 
Alternativa de la Ciudad de México.  

CDMX 

 Lic. Mario Torres Morales. Director Ejecutivo de Justicia Cívica. Gobierno de la 

Ciudad de México.  
CDMX 

Local Government 
 Dr. Jesús González Schmal. Autoridad del Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México. CDMX 

Government 
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MEXICO CITY 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

 Lic. Rosa Icela Rodríguez Velázquez. Secretaria de Desarrollo Rural y Equidad para 
las Comunidades, Gobierno de la Ciudad de México.  

CDMX 

Government 

 

 Lic. Martín Ponce. Asesor Delegacional, Delegación Venustiano Carranza, Gobierno 
de la Ciudad de México.  

CDMX 

Government 

 Mtro. Bernardo María León Olea. Comisionado Municipal de Seguridad, Morelia, 
Michoacán 

Morelia 

NGOs and other 

organizations 

working on themes 

related to 

community justice 

 Luis Wertman Zaslav. Presidente del Consejo Ciudadano de Seguridad Pública y 

Procuración de Justicia del DF, A.C. 

 Francisco Hoyos Aguilera. Director del Consejo Ciudadano de Seguridad Pública y 
Procuración de Justicia del DF, A.C. 

CDMX 

 Melany Olivares. Integrante de Transparencia Mexicana, A.C. CDMX 

 Sharo Álvarez & Darwing David Guzmán. Comunidades Seguras. 
Asociación Nacional de Consejos de Participación Cívica A.C.* 

CDMX 

 Lic. Oscar Mendoza. Socio consultor de Pauta política Consultores y proyecto de 

Justicia de Barrio.*  
CDMX 

 Carlos Cruz. Fundador y Director. Cauce Ciudadano A.C. CDMX 

 Dr. Ernesto López Portillo. Director de INSYDE, Instituto para la Seguridad y la 
Democracia, A.C. 

CDMX 

 Mtra. María Novoa. Directora del Centro de Investigación para el Desarrollo, A.C., 

CIDAC. 
CDMX 

 Mtra. Layda Negrete. Former Director of Justice Projects, México Evalúa, A.C. CDMX 

Academics and 

Experts 

 Dr. José Antonio Caballero. Investigador del Centro de Estudios Jurídicos del Centro 

de Investigación y Docencia Económica, CIDE. 
CDMX 

 Dra. Ana Elena Fierro. Investigadora y profesora del Centro de Investigación y 
Docencia Económica, CIDE.* 

CDMX 

 Mtra. Sofia Frech. Consultora independiente (trabajó en Presidencia con Calderón y 

en Corett).* 
CDMX 

 Mtro. Rafael Lobo Niembro. Director de Alinea Centro de Mediación y Solución de 
Controversias. 

Monterrey 

 Dra. Ana Laura Magaloni. Investigadora y profesora del Centro de Investigación y 

Docencia Económica, CIDE. 
CDMX 

USAID Contractors  Josefina Coutiño. Directora de Componentes 3 y 5. Tetra Tech DPK. PROJUSTICIA.  CDMX 
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MEXICO CITY 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

 Lainie Reisman. Chemonics, Oficina en la ciudad de México. Directora del programa 

Juntos para la Prevención de la Violencia. 

 Gabriela Mendoza. Directora General Adjunta, Juntos para la Prevención de la 

Violencia. 

 Eduardo Reyes. Especialista en Comunicación Juntos para la Prevención de la 
Violencia.  

CDMX 

 

STATE OF MEXICO (EDOMEX) 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

State Government 

 Mtro. Baruch Delgado Carbajal. Presidente de la Comisión de Derechos Humanos del 
Estado de México. 

EDOMEX 

Government 

 Mtro. German Adolfo Castillo Banuet. Subprocurador Jurídico, Procuraduría General 
de Justicia del Gobierno del Estado de México. 

 Mtra. Marcela Mora. Coordinadora General de Unidades de Atención Inmediata y 
Justicia Restaurativa, Procuraduría General de Justicia del Gobierno del Estado de 
México. 

 Lic. César Lanzarín. Coordinador de Vinculación, Procuraduría General de Justicia del 
Gobierno del Estado de México. 

 Lic. Eduardo Sánchez. Área Jurídica, Procuraduría General de Justicia del Gobierno del 
Estado de México. 

EDOMEX 

Government 

 

GUADALAJARA, JALISCO 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

State Government 

 Lic. Gerardo Ballesteros de León. Titular de la Unidad Jurídica, Administrativa y 
Finanzas del Instituto de Planeación del Área Metropolitana de Guadalajara, 
IMEPLAN. 

 Lic. Iván Hernández. Área Jurídica del IMEPLAN. 

 Arq. Laura Barraza. Coordinadora Programa Integral del IMEPLAN. 

Jalisco 

Government 

Judges, state courts 

(Poder Judicial) 

 

 Lic. Eduardo Moel Modiano. Consejero Ciudadano del Consejo de la Judicatura de 

Jalisco. 

 Lic. Lorena Ornelas. Asistente Técnica del Consejo de la Judicatura de Jalisco, 

ponencia del Lic. Eduardo Moel Modiano.  

Jalisco 

ADR centers  Mtro. Pedro Bernardo Carvajal Maldonado. Director del Instituto de Justicia 
Alternativa del Estado de Jalisco. 

Jalisco 
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GUADALAJARA, JALISCO 

Type of Informant Name and Position Level-City 

Local Government 

 Mtra. Tatiana Anaya Zuñiga. Directora de Juzgados Municipales. Gobierno del 
Municipio de Zapopan, Jalisco.  

Zapopan 

Municipality 

 Mtro. Roberto Alarcón Estrada. Comisario de Seguridad Pública del Municipio de 

Zapopan, Jalisco.  

Zapopan 

Municipality 

 Lic. Eduardo López Ramírez. Mediador, Centro de Mediación del Municipio de 
Tlaquepaque. 

Tlaquepaque 

Municipality 

 Lic. Virginia Gutiérrez Gutiérrez. Juez Menor, Municipio de Jocotepec, Jalisco.  

 Lic. Javier Zambrano. Juez Municipal, Municipio de Jocotepec, Jalisco.  

 Lic. Damián Salinas Zacarías. Abogado litigante del Municipio. 

 Amador Bahena Pinzón. Director de Seguridad Pública y Vialidad del Municipio de 

Jocotepec, Jalisco.  

 Antonio Diego Vargas. Sub-Director de Seguridad Pública y Vialidad del Municipio de 

Jocotepec, Jalisco.  

Jocotepec 

Municipality 

NGOs and other 

organizations 

working on themes 

related to 

community justice 

 Mtro. César Octavio Pérez. Director Centro de Justicia para la Paz y el Desarrollo, 

A.C. 
Guadalajara 

 José Muñoz García. Presidente del Comisariado Ejidal. Casa Ejidal del Ejido Las Pintas, 

Municipio del Salto, Jalisco.  

 Asistentes: Todos los miembros del Ejido y dos de sus representantes jurídicos. 

El Salto 

 

 Mtra. Daniela Jiménez. Consultora independiente. Guadalajara 

 

ZACATECAS 

Type of Informant Name and position Level-City 

State Government 

 Dr. Francisco José urillo Ruiseco. Procurador General de Justicia del Estado de 
Zacatecas. 

 Lic. Serguei Alejandro Romano. Subprocurador de Control, Justicia Alternativa y 
Capacitación. Procuraduría General de Justicia del Estado de Zacatecas. 

 Lic. Juan Francisco Sandoval. Secretario Particular. Procuraduría General de Justicia del 

Estado de Zacatecas. 

 Dr. Liliana Vélez Rodríguez. Coordinadora de Capacitación. Procuraduría General de 

Justicia del Estado de Zacatecas. 

Zacatecas 

State 

Government 

ADR centers 

(Poder Judicial) 

 Mtro. Juan Gerardo Flores. Director del Centro Estatal de Justicia Alternativa, CEJA. 
Poder Judicial del Estado de Zacatecas. 

Zacatecas 
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ZACATECAS 

Type of Informant Name and position Level-City 

Local Government 
 Lic. José Jerónimo Reyes Hernández. Juez Comunitario, Juzgado Comunitario del 

Gobierno Municipal de Zacatecas.  
Zacatecas 

Municipality 

Academics and 

Experts 

 Dr. Juan Manuel Rodríguez Valades. Profesor e investigador de la Universidad 
Autónoma de Zacatecas. Ex Secretario del Ayuntamiento de Guadalupe, Zacatecas.  

 Dr. Iván Noé Martínez. Profesor e investigador de la Universidad Autónoma de 
Zacatecas.  

Zacatecas 

*Focus Group Conducted 
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ANNEX D: DESK REVIEW OF 

DOCUMENTS61 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

The term justicia de proximidad, translated by USAID as community justice, is a very recent addition to 
Mexican discussions about justice needs, although there are several concepts of less recent vintage – justicia 
comunitaria, justicia de paz, justicia restaurativa – that bear some relationship. 62 All share the emphasis on 
resolving disputes among neighbors in communities or cities, with the major difference being the notion, 
forwarded by those promoting it, that justicia de proxmidad not only provides access to “justice” to a wider 
range of social groups, but that it also is a means of preventing these conflicts from escalating into violence. 
The study done by a group of academics (CIDE, 2015) at the government’s request, which introduced the 
concept, also introduced the term justicia cotidiana. The latter, of which justicia de proximidad, is a small 
part, extends to all issues handled by “common justice” (the state courts) relating particularly to non-
criminal matters, the bulk of the state courts’ work. Both terms are recent, but refer to needs and activities 
already existing in Mexico.  

 
Thus Mexico’s “community justice” is not equivalent to what U.S. justice experts and many in other 
countries following their advice mean by the term63.  In the U.S, community justice, on which there is an 
extensive literature, refers to what are often called citizen security programs elsewhere – efforts to mobilize 
communities to cooperate with justice sector institutions (police prosecution, courts and so on) to curb 
outbreaks of violence and protect residents from criminal offenders as well as discouraging youth from 
engaging in criminal actions. The concept, which arose in the 1990s first as community policing now extends 
to community prosecution (Wolf, 2013), and community (or problem-solving) courts (Wolf, 2002).  
 
Several Latin American countries are at least attempting community policing (but neither community 
prosecution nor courts) in conjunction with efforts to incorporate citizens in crime prevention. However 
Mexico’s major crime prevention or citizen security programs, like PRONAPRED (Mexico, Gobierno 
Federal, SEGOB, 2014) tend to work with municipalities without involving justice sector institutions, most of 
which (except for the rapidly disappearing municipal police forces) are organized at the state or federal 
level. 64 This may be one reason why their impact has been quite limited, although local critics (e.g. Mexico 
Evalúa, 2014) cite a litany of other weaknesses. It may also partly explain the Mexican government’s current 
interest in the role of justicia de proximidad and justicia cotidiana in promoting peaceful relations at the local 
level. 

 

MEXICAN JUSTICE REFORMS 

Most of the Mexican government’s recent efforts in the justice sector, and the largest share of academic 
research, have gone into the areas of criminal justice reform, combatting criminal activities, and citizen 
security. The literature here is huge, but as a consequence, there is still relatively little on non-criminal 

                                                           
61 Done prior to field research and thus not entirely consistent with later findings. 
62 An earlier term justicia comunitaria, appears somewhat forgotten although recognized in laws like that of the state of Zacatecas 
(http://www.congresozac.gob.mx/e/elemento&cual=70), creating a system of municipal or community judges. Lay justices of the 
peace also exist in some states to deal with minor disputes/misdemeanors involving community members. There is apparently little 
literature on either institution, regarding where they operate, how and why they are used, and what their impacts might be. 
63 However, see Merry (1993) on popular justice, which comes close to the Mexican sense of justicia de proximidad. 
64 The author while doing research for the IADB on these municipal programs in Xalapa (Vera Cruz) in 2012 thus found very little 
contact between the state police and the municipality, with the latter not even having access to the police geographic data on 
criminal incidents.  
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matters, and thus on justicia cotidiana or community justice (justicia de proximidad). As stressed in CIDE 
(2015), Mexico’s state or common courts handle the vast majority of legal cases, and criminal matters 
represent only 13% of their caseload with the rest involving civil, commercial, family, labor, land, and 
administrative issues. While Mexico has made progress in reforming some of these other areas, much 
remains to be done as illustrated by the long list of problems and possible remedies presented in the CIDE 
document. Additionally, other treatments, whether authored by researchers or the government, tend to 
focus on the changes introduced rather than tracking the results in terms of improvements to services and 
broader access.65  
 
Despite complaints about delays, poor treatment, corruption, and unnecessary complexity,66 Mexicans do 
use the formal system to address a variety of non-criminal legal problems – for example to settle disputes 
over child support, divorce, debt collection, real property, tenancy, employment and contracts, or to contest 
administrative fines and fees.67 There are impediments, however, to wider use. Although the Constitution 
establishes that justice is “free” to users, it still has its costs – ranging from those for hiring an attorney (not 
always required, but definitely an advantage) through paying associated legal (for DNA tests, expert and 
other testimony) and illegal fees, to the time and money lost to court appearances. For the economically 
comfortable, these expenditures are bearable, but for the poor they significantly limit use, especially when 
they have to travel far to access formal services.68 While the government’s recent (April 2016; Mexico, 
Presidencia de la República) announcement of a 12-part plan to improve everyday justice, includes some 
aspects of access (especially in the creation of itinerant judges to reach removed areas and the expanded 
use of ADR), its main thrust is to simplify, standardize and accelerate services delivered by formal institutions 
– including not only courts, but also administrative agencies at the local, state and federal levels. If realized 
even in part, the initiatives should certainly ease the situation of those who choose to use the courts to 
address any of a variety of legal problems. However, code reform, the addition of oral hearings for 
commercial cases, or online adjudication will do very little for inhabitants of poor communities facing the 
normal impediments of costs, distrust, and even distance.69 Although again, the current study will not focus 
on criminal justice, it bears noting that citizens’ dissatisfaction with its results have further aggravated their 
distrust of all formal institutions in the justice sector (as well as accounting for a good part of the 
underreporting of criminal incidents – estimated in Mexico’s victims surveys at 93%70 ) 
 
Although Peña Nieto’s program notes that improved everyday justice will facilitate “social peace and 
harmonious co-existence,” this is more closely associated with the sub-category of justicia de proximidad or 
community justice. Defined as means for resolving disputes among neighbors, its value is seen as reducing 

                                                           
65 Unfortunately, this is a region-wide tendency; a reform’s success is measured by the placement of new structures or enactment 
of new codes, not by the impacts on performance produced.  
66 See Mexico Evalúa (2016) for a compilation of citizen opinions on justice although limited to the criminal justice system. 
67 There are separate state courts for labor and administrative cases, but they can be considered as part of the ordinary court 
system; the labor and administrative jurisdictions also have associated federal courts.  Agrarian courts constitute a separate federal 
jurisdiction which also operates at the state level. Agrarian conflicts are amongst those that affect the poorest sectors of society the 
most, in peri-urban and rural contexts (e.g., Milpa Alta and Xochimilco in DF, or El Salto in GDL). The current study will not 
examine these courts’ activities, but will look at how their presence may affect the potential for resolving “disputes among 
neighbors” through alternative mechanisms or alternatively, how alternative mechanisms might affect the issues these formal bodies 
see. 
68 Mexico has a remarkably low judge-population ratio (3.41 state judges per 100,000 inhabitants and possibly 4 when federal 
judges are included. INEGI, 2014), far less than the rest of Latin America where numbers range from 6.4 to 20 per 100,000. This 
works hardships on those living in rural areas, but also affects residents of peri-urban settlements attached to larger cities. There is a 
further problem with first instance criminal courts, usually located adjoining prisons themselves located far from urban centers. This 
is an advantage for detainees but not for their families, witnesses, suspects not held in detention and those whose conditional 
release requires checking in with the criminal courts periodically.  
69 Online resolution is often touted as a means of overcoming physical distance but it requires computer and legal literacy, access 
to internet connections and a computer (we are still not at the stage of SMS texted trials) as well as confidence both in one’s own 
abilities and the courts themselves. It is also far more complicated than often imagined. See for example Rowden et al (2012) on the 
use of remote participation in hearings. 
70 ENVIPE, 2016 at http://www.beta.inegi.org.mx/proyectos/enchogares/regulares/envipe/2016/) 
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tensions, avoiding a conversion to violent conflicts, and otherwise maintaining the peace. Unlike everyday 
justice, it appears to be less court-focused, or if provided by courts through means alternative to the usual 
formal hearings. The aim here is the provision of dispute-resolution services for those too poor, too 
distrustful, or too far removed to use formal services, but still plagued by a lack of means to deal with 
problems that may not even have a legal definition.71 
 

COMPARATIVE EXPERIENCE 

Within Latin America, Mexico has come late to a focus on this area, despite an early interest among some 
activists and academics in promoting alternative dispute resolution (ADR) as a better (than formal justice) 
means of resolving many individuals’ problems.72 ADR has now taken hold in Mexico’s criminal justice 
system (although with varying degrees of emphasis among states73), and to some extent does serve to 
moderate disputes among neighbors since it is also applied to non-criminal complaints and nuisance cases 
filed with the Public Ministries. However, its use in other areas is limited, and conciliation or mediation 
offered by courts is rarely used.74 In this Mexico contrasts with several other countries that put significant 
emphasis on ADR and other access enhancing mechanisms as a way of resolving simple legal disputes 
(although more as a means of resolving individuals’ problems than reducing tensions within communities in 
the style of Mexico’s “justicia de proximidad” ). Several countries have taken ADR much further into civil 
and other non-criminal areas (in fact contrary to Mexico, many of them still do not use it for criminal 
justice). Worth mentioning are Argentina whose Foundación Libra helped to spread the ADR message 
across the continent; Peru, which contrary to Argentine practices, has made conciliation a compulsory first 
step in civil adjudication; Brazil which uses ADR as an adjunct to its small claims courts; and Nicaragua and 
Honduras whose justice “facilitators” 75are also trained in ADR (Parker, 2002 gives examples, including 
Mexico). Promotors of these practices have sometimes written them up but there is little serious academic 
work on their effects.  
 
ADR seems to be a universal solution in enhancing access and addressing disputes unlikely to reach courts 
because of their nature, monetary value, or the identity of and relationships among the parties.76 To 
enhance its impact, it is often combined with a diverse mix of still more innovative mechanisms that may be 
especially useful in reaching poor citizens. Two have already been mentioned: Brazil’s small claims courts and 
the Central American justice facilitators, both of which were aimed at promoting justice for the poor, 
although the few studies done on the former (Mondaini, 2004) suggest that Brazil’s small claims courts are 
most often used by more educated, middle class citizens with disputes of too small value to warrant hiring 
an attorney.77 At the federal level, Brazil’s small claims courts handle pension disputes and have been so 

                                                           
71 See Queensland Government’s discussion of the types of disputes, which even in Australia may not have clear legal definitions – 
the sorts of things that divide neighbors but are not mentioned specifically in the law. 
72 The region’s ADR movement began through its promotion by consultants linked to USAID projects, who drew on earlier 
experience in the United States. 
73 ADR is now part of the uniform criminal procedures code adopted in 2014, but the quality and quantity of services offered vary 
across states and the Federal government has yet to publish a law regulating practices. The latter is one of Peña Nieto’s initiatives for 
all, and not just criminal cases. See Parker (2002) which despite the title’s mention of restorative justice has a good deal on ADR 
used to this end, including in Mexico. 
74 Or if used, as in many other countries in the region, this frequently constitutes a compulsory step prior to litigation, involving a 
symbolic and not very serious effort by judges to invite disputants to conciliate. The current study will examine some more recent 
efforts, often external to the courts, to establish new services and develop a better understanding of the benefits of ADR in 
resolving non-criminal disputes.  
75 Justice facilitators are the rough equivalent of the paralegals uses in Africa in particular (Maru, 2006). 
76 There are also claims that it reduces court caseload, but there is no evidence that this is the case and many reasons to doubt this 
is an effect – largely because most ADR users would not have gone to court in the first place. 
77 Small claims court users do not need attorneys, and there are limits on their use by organizations (more likely to hire an attorney 
to represent their claims). 
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successful as to worry the government about paying awards.78 Peru’s lay justices of the peace are another 
example – a traditional fixture in rural communities, they settle minor disputes with a mixture of formal law 
and local tradition and have generated numerous studies on their activities and impacts (Brandt, 1987 and 
1990; Instituto de Defensa Legal, 1999)79. Peru also has law-trained JPs in urban areas although as in many 
other countries, the advantages for the ordinary user are not apparent. In fact a World Bank study 
(Gonzales, et al, 2002) found they were mainly used for collection of small debts by banks and pension 
funds. While law-trained JPs in Peru and other countries, including Mexico, may not expect their clients to 
come with attorneys, they typically use procedures every bit as complicated as the ordinary civil courts.  
 
Brazil has also been a leader in introducing mobile courts – including putting judges on boats to reach 
remote Amazonian settlements. The practice has been imitated in other countries (most notably 
Guatemala), but Brazil seems most successful and useful as a means of bringing justice to peri-urban areas. 
As Brazilian judges noted (interviews by author in 2002), when itinerant courts are used to reach remote 
locations, their judges may spend more time traveling than dealing with court users. Several countries (some 
Argentine provinces, Colombia80) also sponsor justice brigades – groups of officials who visit peri-urban or 
rural settlements to inform residents of available services and to the extent possible apply them on the spot.  

Most of these practices are seen less as a means of establishing peaceful relationships within communities 
(or “among neighbors”) than as a way to provide services to citizens with disputes too small to take to 
court or who for other reasons do not or cannot use formal court services. They are typically promoted for 
their access enhancing effects with little or no attention to their impacts on community relations. This may 
simply be a matter of emphasis but it does imply that their success would be measured differently. 
Interestingly, several more developed countries are showing an interest in similar programs and not 
necessarily for the poor alone. This is part of a reaction to high costs, excessive formality, and the zero-sum 
responses provided by the formal court system. Thus they turn to other mechanisms for addressing 
common sources of tension in urban areas – disputes among condominium dwellers, issues about noise or 
use of public areas even in wealthier areas. The US was an early adopter, although its fascination with ADR 
as a means to resolve both community and inter-personal disputes seems to have faded more recently 
(Merry, 1993 was already noting this decline). Cultural change, the traditional reliance on the judicially 
promoted, less-structured “settlement” process to keep cases out of court, and a suspicion (King, 1999; 
Spain, 199481) that ADR was second-class justice for second-class citizens may be partly to blame. 82 
Interestingly, Europeans, who long resisted ADR’s attractions, are now showing interest – see for example 
HIIL(2016) on the Dutch experience extending even to the promotion of online mediation as well as 
Queensland Government (2016). 
 
As regards community justice in the Mexican version with its emphasis on reducing tensions among 
neighbors, there is one Latin American country pursuing a similar aim. This is Colombia, which because of its 
internal conflicts and the occupation of many remote areas by guerrilla, paramilitary, and drug trafficking 
bands has for some time sought ways to bring justice to long-abandoned territories, including peri-urban 
settlements abutting major cities. Its situation thus has important parallels to that of Mexico, making its 
experience still more relevant. Colombia, thanks in part to several USAID projects, has long privileged ADR 
in one form or another, but it is the delivery mechanisms that most merit attention. These include Justice 
Houses (USAID 2013), equity conciliators (USAID, 2010 and 2015), and several other actors (justices of the 
peace for example) that are trained in ADR and expected to offer it to the communities. Unfortunately 

                                                           
78 This comment is based on the author’s research for the World Bank (2004) and subsequent discussions (2008) with the Brazilian 
Finance Ministry and Social Security agency. In the first full year of the federal courts’ operations, the money set aside by the 
government to pay claims ran out by the end of April or 4 months into the fiscal year. 
79 As noted above, Mexico also has some lay JPs, but unlike the Peruvian situation, little is known about their activities or impact. 
80 For Colombia, see USAID (2015 and 2010). 
81 See also Pedroso and Trincão (n.d.) for doubts arising in Europe and Brazil. 
82 Another reason for a fading interest may well be the adoption of compulsory arbitration in many contracts between banks and 
other large corporations and their individual clients. 
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most ADR providers in Colombia (including those in Justice Houses) are unpaid, putting their continued 
presence in doubt. 83 The justice houses also face sustainability challenges although they are extremely 
popular with both urban and rural users. Since all operate at the municipal level, scant municipal budgets are 
the major issues. All these programs are the creation of the Ministry of Justice and Law (MJL), which lacks 
adequate funding and so relies on donors to implement these projects.  
 
Most recently, the MJL has introduced another program, for the creation of local justice systems or LJSs 
(sistemas de justicia local) in conflict-afflicted municipios. Yet because of these bodies location their future is 
again in doubt with their creation financed by donors, but to be operated by the municipios thereafter is 
less interesting for Mexico. However their purpose, – to create a system of resolving local disputes in a 
peaceful manner and so avoiding further outbreaks of violence within the communities – does echo the 
Mexican concerns. The theory behind the effort has been laid out in several government and donors 
publications (see Ardila, 2014 ) and while the local systems will include traditional justice, equity conciliators 
and Justice Houses, most of their members will be municipal officials, CSOs and other local associations, and 
it is hoped, local representatives of national justice agencies.  
 

WHAT IS NOT INCLUDED IN MEXICO’S JUSTICIA DE 
PROXIMIDAD 

The CIDE report pays scant attention to criminal justice, although INEGI (2012) demonstrates that most 
state court judges work in that area. It also does not include customary (or indigenous) justice. Indigenous 
communities in Mexico and elsewhere of course have their own dispute resolution systems (Faundez, 
2003), but these are not included in Mexico’s definition of justicia de proximidad or in the Peña Nieto 
initiatives. Even in Colombia there is some question among indigenous and Afro groups as to the extent and 
form of their participation in the Local Justice Systems, as well as resistance to their own adoption of 
modern ADR. Neither exclusion should be taken as a sense that these areas are less important; the CIDE 
document and the new GOM initiative exclude them only because both are receiving attention elsewhere 
and are thus of lesser significance to the poor, largely urban communities where justicia cotidiana and de 
proximidad are so often overlooked. 
 
Finally, it bears mentioning that there are questions as to how far the concepts of justicia cotidiana and 
especially justicia de proximidad and the arguments about their importance have penetrated beyond the 
small circle of academics, universities and associations (nearly all located in the Federal District) that co-
authored the CIDE document. Presumably the activities they include may well have been adopted under 
other names and slightly different logics, so the current study will not be semantically dogmatic but explore 
the existence, organization, and impacts of programs aiming at “resolving disputes among neighbors” in 
whatever form or name they take.  
 

 

                                                           
83 The problem here is less the lack of funds than a fear that paying salaries would create an employment relationship (and thus a 
permanent position as well as a right to pensions and other benefits). A better contracting law would help, as the same tensions 
affect many services beyond those provided by the conciliators. Brazil has experience similar problems with the para-legals attached 
to the state small claims courts (World Bank, 2004). 
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