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This publication, Kids Count in Mexico, follows the 

data-based advocacy methodology developed and used by 

REDIM for 18 years. Selecting an issue, researching it, 

analyzing data available and bringing attention to violations 

ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛǎ its main objective. 

Another objective is that of assessing the dimension of 

these rights violations as a public problem and also as part 

of the broad human rights agenda in our country, with the 

same sense of urgency as that regarding serious human 

rights violations suffered by adults, because part of the 

challenge we face is that children are not always taken into 

account upon addressing these issues. 

 
Thus, Kids Counts in Mexico has been a useful tool, based on 

empirical evidence and the rigor of data science, to account 

for new meanings in a society in constant need for 

explaining itself and generating knowledge amid a changing 

reality in which it is imperative to see children and 

adolescents as rights holders, agents of change and a source 

of truth, hope and inspiration. 

 
On this occasion, we made the decision to address one of 

the most painful and pressing issues in Mexico: 

disappearances, in particular the disappearance of children 

and adolescents, through the limited amount of data 

available, although much more light should be shed 

on them: Who are they and for what purposes are children 

and adolescents disappeared? Where are they, what do 

they do and what are they subjected to during the time they 

are missing? What are they running away from? 

 

How do authorities intervene in those cases by action, 

omission or consent? How do the families of missing children 

and adolescents live? 

 
But there is another issue that may be less visible: the 

issue of girls, boys and adolescents growing up in the more 

than 100,000 families affected by the disappearance of 

one of their members. It is imperative for the Mexican 

State, and society as a whole, to look and listen to what 

they are experiencing and the profound neglect in which 

they can be left when searches are imposed on families. 

To this end, this Kids Counts report took the time to listen 

to them, to give them a voice, so they could share what 

they have experienced and the lessons they have learned: 

children are sharing with Mexico and the world a new 

dimension of pain, but also of courage and dignity, a new 

way of understanding the exercise of rights and the best 

interest of the child in the Mexico of disappearances. F
o
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w
o
rd

 



 
 
 
 

 

"I know missing persons will return to their families", says Fernando, a 

child searching for his uncle. His words not only reflect the hope, but 

also the love behind the search: άLǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ something sad, because you 

have fun, ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΦέ 

 

The rights to security and justice are essential to protect all people, 
especially the most vulnerable, such as children and adolescents. 
The disappearance of persons, and in particular the ripple effect of 
the disappearance of children, reaffirm the urgent need to address 
the issues of violence, insecurity and lack of access to justice. Added 
to this situation is the alarming impunity not only resulting from a 
breach of the State's duty to investigate and punish these serious 
crimes, but also encouraging their repetition. In a country with more 
than 100,000 people officially registered as missing or disappeared, 
barely 35 have led to convictions. 

 

During its visit to Mexico in November 2021, the UN Committee on 
Enforced Disappearances (CED) learned about the particular impact 
of disappearances on children thanks to their interaction with 
families and collectives, authorities, civil society organizations, 
experts and other relevant sources. Their mission report includes a 
harrowing assessment based on public information: 

 
ñOfficial figures show a significant increase in 

disappearances of children as young as 12, adolescents 

and women, a trend that increased in the context of the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. Those cases 

correspond to disappearances resulting from the abduction 

of children (inside or outside of the family environment), as 

well as disappearances to hide sexual violence and 

femicides, recruitment and retaliation. Victims and 

authorities also reported abductions for sexual exploitation 

and trafficking.ò 

The large number of acts of violence targeting children and 
adolescents is a serious and complex issue. They live in a spiral of 
violence and are sometimes recruited by organized crime groups to 
participate in criminal activities, are deprived of liberty for purposes 
of sexual exploitation or become the victims of dynamics of violence 
in their own households. The causes are multiple and the 
consequences are devastating in a context of institutions that fail to 
protect their rights. 

 

It is in this context that we see the importance of the report Niñez y 
Desapariciones όά/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜǎέύΣ which was 
ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ wƛƎƘǘǎ in Mexico (REDIM) to 
bring attention to the conditions faced by children and adolescents 
in light of the disappearance of persons in Mexico. The report, which 
is divided into two parts ςand "Searching children"ς provides an 
assessment of the causes and effects of disappearances and other 
crimes, through the voice of experts and authorities aware of and 
committed to working on the issue, which is analyzed in part one 
and complemented with a series of official data that, despite its 
limitations, provides a timely analysis of this scourge. 

 

In part two, the report incorporates the voice of several children 
who have been affected by the disappearance of family members 
and loved ones. It is here where the voices of Fernando, Valentina, 
Monse, Jade, Sebastián, Rubí and Emiliano help us to understand 
the heavy burden they, their mothers and other family members 
carry on their shoulders. 

 

In an era of continuous learning, searching children grow up walking 
through bushes, carrying a pickax or a shovel, fetching water or 
carrying buckets, always with the firm hope of finding their loved 
ones. As affirmed by Fernando and referred to in the beginning of 
ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ άŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜέ where findings 
combine both the elements of fun and a painful reality that affects 
more than 100,000 households. 
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With the platform provided by this report, several questions arise 
regarding how to address the disappearance of children and 
adolescents. One of them has to do with analyzing the meaning -in 
this context- of the best interest of the child. How do we protect the 
rights of children who go out to search for their loved ones and 
consider them a priority in all measures pertaining to them? The 
absence of their mother, father or another family member creates a 
void that drives them to join searches that are both the exercise of a 
right and a potential source of affectation of their rights. 

 

On the other hand, given the risks they are exposed to as a result of 
violence in the public and family domains, how can we prevent the 
perpetration of more disappearances? If impunity is a key element in 
the repetition of crimes, what measures should be adopted to put an 
end to it? 

 

In this regard, it is important to eliminate those practices that render 
children and adolescents defenseless, eliminate the 
άŀŘǳƭǘ-ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘέ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ move away from the militarization of 
public security and eliminate all kinds of obstacles to the 
prosecution of cases, among other measures. Addressing these 
challenges also requires adopting an intersectional approach with a 
focus on gender, social or economic conditions, ethnicity, skin color 
and nationality, among other factors. 

 

Existing regulations on protocols, alerts, and searches, which 
consider the impact of disappearances on this population sector, 
represent a significant achievement, but they must be still fully and 
effectively implemented by the Mexican State. To ensure the 
efficacy of tools such as the Alba Protocol, the Amber Alert and the 
Additional Protocol for the Search of Children and Adolescents, it is 
necessary to strengthen existing infrastructure, budgets and human 
resources, ensure interinstitutional coordination, secure political 
will and provide the training required. 

A good starting point would be the implementation of an effective awareness raising 
campaign, as stated by the CED in their recommendations. A clear pedagogic approach is 
also required to link the context of disappearances of girls, boys and adolescents to other 
phenomena, such as human trafficking, violence and sexual exploitation, kidnapping and 
domestic violence, among other criminal practices. It is also necessary to address 
stigmatization and promote effective prevention measures. To address and discuss these 
issues, which represent serious human rights violations, it is important to identify and bring 
attention to them and provide appropriate responses. 

 

The report provides a national perspective, which also takes into account regional contexts, 
of the main challenges faced by Mexico in terms of the disappearance of children and 
adolescents. Many of these challenges require restructuring the predominant culture to 
protect the human rights to security, integrity, liberty and life, among others. The 
ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ w95LaΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ōǳǘ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎΥ Fourteen boys and 
girls go missing every day! 

 

For the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in Mexico, the 
disappearance of persons will continue to be a priority, and the commitment to the families 
of missing persons, and in particular to boys, girls and adolescents, is reaffirmed through 
publications such as that of REDIM. We acknowledge their efforts, their courage and the 
love for their loved ones. An essential part of their existence is gone or has been affected. 
It is time to fully acknowledge them as rights holders and agents of change who deserve 
protection and support according to their age and stage of development. 

 

It is not impossible. Something else the report clearly shows is that girls, boys and 
adolescents can teach us valuable lessons about transformation. ñRegaining that trust and going 

out to the streets was a really difficult process,ò says Monse, who shares her experience after her 
sister went missing and adds άΧ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ.ò It is our responsibility 
to look for them, listen to their voices and acknowledge them as protagonists of the times 
and circumstances they face with dignity. 

 
 

Guillermo Fernández-Maldonado Castro 
 

Representative of the 

Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in Mexico. 

August 2022 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Girls who went missing 

 
Children growing up in loneliness 

because their mothers are still 

search for their siblings. 

 
Adolescents digging graves. 

 
Disappearing and searching: two words  

that have taken on a whole new meaning in 

Mexico to designate a desolate deep 

and infinite pain.  

 
The name of silences. 

 

In light of the painful reality of children and disappearances, 

the Kids Count 2022 report, produced by the Network for 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ wƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ aŜȄƛŎƻ όw95Laύ, is conceived as an 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ άŘƻƻǊǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ door reveals, describes 

and provides an update on the situation of children who have 

gone missing in the country through a combination of 

statistical information, voices of experts, data analysis, 

legislation and protocols, in addition to official responses from 

с tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ to freedom of 

information requests.  It also includes updates based on open 

sources and documents from non-government organizations, 

in addition to reports from civil society organizations and 

context analysis studies. 

 
The second door looks out into the universe of searching 

children and adolescents: we listen to them. They tell us why 

they are searching, how they feel about it, and how they 

experience disappearances around them. They say what they 

want to say, they conjure silence. 

 
26 persons were interviewed for this report ς13 relatives of 

missing persons and 13 experts and government officials. An 

effort was made to use both quantitative data and qualitative 

information from ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

the field. It is only by looking at both sides that, in our opinion, we 

will gain a better understanding of our complicated present, but 

we are particularly led in this effort by children and adolescents: 

Fernando, Sebastián, Monse, Jade, Valentina, Rubí and Emiliano. 

We are wholeheartedly grateful to them and their families for 

trusting us and telling their stories with courage and generosity. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disappearing 
           and searching... 
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Door 1: 

Missing      
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In Mexico, 14 
children and 
adolescents go 
missing every day. 

 

One every two hours. 

How did we get 
here? 

The disappearance of persons between the ages of 0 and 17 is not something new, 

considering that from 1964 to the date of completion of this document 84,160 cases have 

been reported. Without minimizing the cases of persons gone missing decades ago, it is a 

fact that from 2006 to date, in a context of militarization of security tasks and the strategy 

known as the war on drug trafficking, statistics show an exponential growth in 

disappearances in general, but also in particular. Girls, boys and adolescents, as well as 

young adults between the ages of 19 and 29, account for the majority of persons gone 

missing. They are among the main victims of this crime. 
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Missing children 

PERSONS DISAPPEARED, UNACCOUNTED-FOR AND FOUND BY AGE RANGE 

Period from March 15 1964 to June 30 2022 
Status of the person: disappeared, unaccounted-for and found 
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Official figures show 1,896 girls, boys and adolescents went missing 

in Mexico in 2021. For purposes of comparison, this number of 

missing persons would be enough to fill, almost four times, the San 

Lázaro Legislative Palace, which has 500 seats, or almost the entire 

Nezahualcóyotl Concert Hall ςwhich has a capacity of 2,177 personsς 

and would exceed the seating capacity of the Palace of Fine Arts 

(1,396 seats). But the actual number may be even higher, because 

the disappearance of persons is a crime not always reported. The 

statistics of the National Registry of Disappeared and 

Unaccounted-for Persons (RNPDNO)1 are based on reports from 

tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎΣ !ǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

commissions, authorities and citizens themselves. There is no way to 

measure underreporting. While statistics available can be used as 

reference, they may be incomplete. 

 
Still, the RNPDNO, which is updated daily with a number that would 

never seem to end, provides valuable data, including the following: 

 

 
 

ω In Mexico, the majority of missing persons in the 0 to 17 age range are women (55%). 

ω The numbers are higher among persons 12 and above (74.4%). 

ω 40% of the cases reported are concentrated in 3 of the 32 Mexican states: 

      State of Mexico (23.1%), Tamaulipas (10.4%) and Jalisco (7.5%). 

ω Eight out of ten girls, boys and adolescents reported missing are found alive. 

 
Taking a closer look at this data may help us to understand the 

situation. What is happening, why they are being disappeared, who, 

where, how. We will start by looking at the places where this crime 

occurs more frequently. They are three states: the State of Mexico, 

the most populous state in the country, which surrounds the capital; 

the northern border state of Tamaulipas, and Jalisco, one of the most 

important states from a political and economic standpoint. 

 
 

 

1 Comisión Nacional de Búsqueda. 2022. Registro Nacional de Personas Desaparecidas y No Localizadas. https://versionpublicarnpdno.segob.gob.mx/Dashboard/Index  
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Sol Salgado does not have a fixed schedule. Her days are different 

depending on the level of urgency of her tasks. She springs into action 

every time she receives information that could lead to the location of 

a girl, and she will cancel appointments if she has to join an 

emergency search operation to rescue an adolescent. With her dark 

hair, attentive eyes and gentle talk, she apologizes every time she has 

to postpone the interview for this investigation. In her voice messages 

we can hear voices, sirens, a lot of hustle and bustle. 

 
She is the head of the State of Mexico Search Commission and has 

ample experience in the field, because she is an attorney and has a 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ {ƘŜ worked as a 

professor at the State of Mexico Autonomous University and from 

2014 to 2018 she was the Special Prosecutor for Investigations on 

Missing, Unaccounted-for and Absent Persons. 

Sol Salgado knows the intricacies of all these issues based on her 

experience in the field. She says that, in her opinionΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŎŀǳǎŜέ that explains the disappearance of children in the State 

ƻŦ aŜȄƛŎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭƻǳǎ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ мт Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 

inhabitants, 33% of whom are in the 0 to 19 age range.2 

 
She makes reference to disappearances for human trafficking or 

sexual exploitation, but she immediŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŘŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 

include everything under this type of exploitation, because that may 

blind usΦέ bŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŎǊƛƳŜΣ 

which she associates "with a bad economic situation, one of the 

factors that, without a doubt, has made it easier for organized crime 

to recruit them"Σ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ άŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ 

ŜȄǇǳƭǎƛƻƴέΦ 

Searching mother. Mexico City, 2015 Photo credit: Miguel Tovar. 

 
2 Consejo Estatal de Población del Estado de México. 2022. ¿Cuántos somos? https://coespo.edomex.gob.mx/cuantos_somos  
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ñI couldn't say there is a situation 

or modality in particular that 

explains why we have so many 

missing persons in the State of 

Mexico. I actually see a 

combination of factors that 

contribute to it, because we 

cannot talk about a particular actor 

or modus operandi. There are 

several, and they target the most 

vulnerable persons in the state: 

girls, boys and adolescents.ò 

Commissioner Sol Salgado describes 

the scenario as complex. 

As complex as growing up in one of the most 

violent states in the country.  According to 

official homicide data, the State of Mexico is 

a territory particularly dangerous for being a 

woman and has ranked first in number of 

femicides for several years. It is a state 

where poverty would seem like a sentence, 

because its population must survive in those 

conditions: 48.9% of its inhabitants live in 

poverty, and 8.2% in extreme poverty, 

according to 2020 data from CONEVAL (the 

National Council for the Evaluation of Social 

Development Policy), in municipalities with a 

multiplicity of challenges where, for 

example, barely 10% of the population has 

access to basic utilities and only 34% has 

access to health services.  A state where the 

non-poor and non-vulnerable population 

only accounts for 21% of the total, that is, 

two out of ten.3 
 

A present marked by poverty and limited 

future opportunities that make girls, boys 

and adolescents vulnerable. A crucial 

element is the power to recruit them into 

organized crime and sexual exploitation but 

also, as explained by the Commissioner, into 

jobs   in   precarious   conditions. 

  

 

"You have recruitment at all levels, not only 

for   criminal  activities, but  also  for  illegal 

activities, with long working hours... they 

ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘΦέ That is another 

form of exploitation. 
 

And if there is violence in the household, 

children become even more vulnerable: 

 

 
ñBecause you have people out there lurking, watching for vulnerability, 

which is quite common during adolescence, particularly in the contexts 

we are living in in this state, and that combination can result in different 

outcomes. One of them is recruitment into organized crime, another is 

that of sexual exploitation, and another is that of illegal activities.ò 

 

REDIM has thoroughly studied the issue of 

recruitment and use of children and 

adolescents by criminal groups4, which puts 

between 145,000 and 250,000 children all 

over the country at risk of falling into these 

networks. This situation demands urgent 

measures such as an appropriate legal 

classification of crimes and the 

implementation of programmes. Based on 

her experience in the State of Mexico, 

Commissioner Sol Salgado adds two red 

flags:  the universe of social media and the 

infinite circle that begins when they are 

recruited by organized crime. 

3 Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de la Política de Desarrollo Social (Coneval). 2022. Entidades federativas.    
    https://www.coneval.org.mx/coordinacion/entidades/EstadodeMexico/Paginas/principal.aspx   

                                                                                                            4 REDIM, Red por los Derechos de la Infancia en México, Reclutamiento y Utilización de niñas, niños y adolescentes por grupos delictivos.  
                                                                                                               https://issuu.com/infanciacuenta/docs/reclutamiento_final_7_de_diciembre_compressed_1_  
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ñThere is a permanent process of recruitment through social media. They 

offer them jobs, and children leave farewell letters to their families simply 

saying they left looking for better working conditions. (...) What we have 

found is that [in the case of recruitment] it doesnôt even have to be somebody 

in their inner circle; a device in the hands of boy or girl is enough to create 

an opportunity to groom and recruit them, to convince them over a long 

period of time without their parents realizing it. Parents only find out about it 

the day the boy or girl takes money from them, which is fairly common, buys 

a bus ticket and leaves (...) The common denominator in the [social media] 

accounts we have identified is that as soon as they accomplish their 

purpose, those accounts are closed. That is heartbreaking, because itôs not 

a single social media account, they alternate them.ò 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 for information on his cellphone and has fun. Puebla, March 18 2022. Credits: Miguel Tovar. 
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And they not only open and close accounts on social media channels 

such as Facebook, TikTok or online gaming platforms. They also 

throw away SIM cards, change cell phones, connect from different 

IP addresses. Online connections are now more sophisticated. 

 
Commissioner Salgado adds: 

 
"The exploitation process usually begins by recruiting them as 

halcones ("lookouts"). l would say they begin with the weakest link, 

but [the childrenôs] aim is to become hitmen, not only killing rivals and 

authorities, but also hiding bodies. The cases of youths who have 

dared to speak are only a few, because they have witnessed horrible 

acts, including killings, and have also assisted in the dismemberment 

and destruction of bodies. (...). Our main concern in the case of the 

youths we have rescued is the type of treatment that can be provided 

to a boy or a girl who has had to dismember bodies. That is the most 

painful experience we have lived.ò 

 

Girls, boys and adolescents who disappear to 
disappear others. 

 

Girls, boys and adolescents who disappear to enter 
a world where they will get trapped. And they face 
the same truth ςonce they return or are rescued, 
they will remain silent: 

 
"Several months ago, for example, a 15-year-old girl left for the state 

of Zacatecas, and thanks to a raid led by the Navy, we were able to 

bring her back, but we only brought back her body, because there was 

a clash with them and she was with those peopleé she was working, 

or was beginning to work, with them (...). If those children ever return, 

they'll never tell you where they were, so we may see cases closed 

under the argument that the child was not a victim of violence, that he 

or she was with friends, and we wonôt receive any other information.ò 

Sebastián uses his cellphone to look up information and have fun. 
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Lƴ {ƻƭ {ŀƭƎŀŘƻΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 

disappearance survivors seldom tell what 

they have gone though, because if they 

happened to witness or participate in acts of 

violence, they will see themselves as criminals 

and will be afraid of being punished. Because 

if they speak, criminal gangs may learn about 

it and go after them or their families. If they 

decide to talk, they will never do it during the 

early interviews; they will always do it later. 

But reality shows it is impossible to get to that 

stage, as the majority of investigation files or 

investigations on disappearances will be 

closed once the missing children are found, 

which represents an area of opportunity to 

guarantee non repetition measures and 

facilitate access to justice in the case of these 

human rights violations. 
 

While article 105 of the General Law on the 

Forced Disappearance of Persons establishes 

that once a person is found investigations must 

not necessarily be closed, what happens in 

practice is the following: 

 
"The vast majority [of investigation files] are closed, 

especially if, during the first interview, children state 

they were not the victims of a crime and there is no 

evidence to prove it. In my opinion, that reduces the 

likelihood of further investigation." 

 
 

Once they are found, we do not know what 

they went through while they were missing. 

Missing runaway children 
It would be wrong to assume that all girls, boys and adolescents who have gone missing in 

Mexico were always and unequivocally disappeared or abducted by other individuals or 

taken completely against their will. It is difficult to digest and not easy to understand, but 

some of them simply leave. They run away. 

It is important to understand the complexity of the disappearance of children, because 

there is recruitment, there is human trafficking, there are abductions, but there are also 

push factors. In those cases, we cannot speak about voluntary absences, but running away 

as a survival strategy. 

That is a situation that Sol Salgado, the State of Mexico Commissioner, must face too often. 

It happened to an adolescent she calls Kim a few days ago.  She was reported missing in a 

municipality, and while they were searching for her the following happened: 

ñWhen she went missing on Thursday, she posted a video on Facebook saying she was not 

the victim of any crime and she just wanted to share with others what her everyday life was 

like. And she also posted a short video showing her mother beating her up. You could see her 

mother knocking on her door and then breaking the door to get to her. That was a clear 

scenario that pointed to a push factor that motivated her to leave.ò 

There were clues indicating that Kim was in another municipality in the same state. The 

Commissioner drove there together with her team: 
 

"I was surprised when her neighbors in that place, in an effort to help her when we arrived in 

the house, denied she was there, believing we wanted to take her back to her Mom. And they 

not only refused to help us, but lied to us. They said, óSheôs not hereô and even locked the 

door from the outside so we would believe what they said. 

It was thanks to our insistence and the fact that [geolocation] antennas had pinged that location 

that we made the decision to break the door open and found the girl, but her neighbor said, óShe 

asked me to do it, she begged me to do it, she said she was afraid of being taken back to her 

mother, and thought that you, the authorities, were here to take her back. I told her no, that the 

idea was to rescue and protect her and make sure she wouldnôt return to a circle of violence, 

but thatôs an example of their lack of knowledge on how to deal with adults when something like 

that happens. They donôt know what to do. And us, institutions, make lots of mistakes."
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Kim was lucky to be rescued by Salgado, a woman who did not 

hesitate to make decisions: 

ñOnce we found her, one of our priorities was not to call her Mom, but allow 

the appropriate authorities, in this case the state DIF (the System for Integral 

Family Development) to interview and assess her and identify her family 

networks so she could be placed her with them.ò 

While this case had a positive outcome, it is a clear example of 

everything that can go wrong. Domestic violence, an adolescent who 

runs away with an older man who might abuse her, a society does not 

trust the authority and, once she is rescued, another conflict looming: 

Where to take her? With whom? Are existing institutions prepared to 

protect girls, boys and adolescents running away from violent 

realities? 

This type of cases is currently handled by Public Prosecutors ςwho 

often stigmatize victimsς and the National DIF system. 

Andrés Marcelo Díaz speaks slowly and patiently. This attorney, who 

was born in the state of Nuevo León, has a deep knowledge of the 

issue of disappearance, because he travels all over the country 

documenting cases. Although he is barely 35 years old,5 he has a lot 

of experience: he haǎ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ 

worked as trial attorney and researcher for the non-government 

organizations Centro de Derechos Humanos Miguel Agustín Pro 

Juárez (Prodh) and Fundar, Centro de Análisis e Investigación A.C. He 

also teaches at the Claustro de Sor Juana and Tecnológico de 

Monterrey universities. Based on all that experience, he wants us to 

understand that some of those children experiencing such levels of 

violence go missing in an effort to survive. And we need to address 

that reality to start thinking about possible responses: 

ñIn the case of women, we already have some experience ïwe have 

womenôs homes or shelters. In theory, children could also go to those 

centers given the differentiated impact they experience. We need to 

bring attention to this issue and gain a better understanding thereof: 

itôs   already  happening.   We  need  to   find  a  way  around  Public   

5 Interviewed in September 2020. 

 

Prosecutorsô stigmatizing phrases such as óShe must have eloped 

with her boyfriend. We need to analyze how we are supporting boys, 

girls and adolescents in a society full of violence. 

If there are domestic violence situations in the household and the boy 

or girl wants to run away from home, what should we take into 

consideration as a society, knowing that prosecutors cannot fully 

decide either? We must bear in mind that we have a very violent 

country and the need to run away is there. A country where violent 

disappearances occur is different.ò 

Institutions may have to adapt to these situations, like Kim running away, 

admits Commissioner Salgado, who then then asks several questions 

about the situation of children of serial killers or persons perpetrating 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎΥ Iƻǿ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŜ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

acts of violence against others right in front of them? What are we going 

to do to support those children witnessing kidnappings, killings and 

dismemberments in their own homes? 

ñThe fact that those are family issues doesnôt mean they're private, 

because Iôve often been told, óHis/her parents were in the middle of a 

custody battle, so we cannot intervene.ô Iôd say we should.ò 

And he comes up with potential solutions: all institutions should 

become "one-stop shops to take disappearance reports". There 

should be different forms to do it, with efforts to promote 

collaboration without a maze of laws and offices making excuses, 

creating confusion, to the point where people dƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ǘƻ Ǝƻ 

to. Without people ending up in the wrong place in a wild goose 

chase. He suggests the creation of a single entity in charge of 

coordinating the actions of authorities and society to rebuild mutual 

trust. 

And Andrés also asksΣ άWhat should be the interpretation of the best 

interest of the child mean when a boy or a girl runs away from 

home? That best interest should be contrasted with the right to 

search and be searched for. And how does that interest coexist with 

other rights? 
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Photo: Paulina Mónaco Faces and data of those missing. Missing persons roundabout. Guadalajara, Jalisco. 2021. Photo credit: Miguel Tovar. 
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A border with the United States and a coastal territory are two of the 

characteristics that may have sealed the fate of Tamaulipas, a state 

where violence associated with drug trafficking and organized crime, 

in their different forms, has not seen a truce for several decades. A 

state where massacres occur again and again.6 
 

It is also a dangerous territory for girls, boys and adolescents ςit ranks 

second among the states with the largest number of missing children 

and adolescents in the 0 to 17 age range. 

As in many other cases, official statistics are scarce or contradictory: 

according to the national registry, a total of 190 persons went 

missing in that state in 2021. In response to a freedom of information 

request, by means of official letter FGJET/DGAJDH/IP/5503/2022, 

the State of Tamaulipas Prosecutor General Office informed us that 

149 investigation files, 79 of had been closed, were opened in that 

period.   

Beyond the differences in official figures, one aspect that draws our 

attention is the limited amount of public information found in 

official documents. Because the official letter reads: 
 

ñEvery time girls, boys and adolescents are found, they go through 

psychological, medical and other necessary exams, and experts write 

the corresponding report. Also, once a girl, boy or adolescent is 

brought before the Public Prosecutor, police officers write a report 

including details of the moment they were found.ò 

 
 

Not much information is provided. Even though we requested 

anonymous information, that is, no personal data, the Prosecutor's 

Office only gave us a list of 12 records of girls, boys and adolescents 

who   were   the    victims  of   rights  violations:  4  were  victims  of 

abduction, 3 victims of psychological violence, 2 victims of physical 

violence, 1 victim of disappearance at the hands of private individuals 
 

and 1 victim of homicide. No further details were provided. 

What happened to them? What conditions did they live in while they 

were missing, or what kind of situations did they go through? And in 

particular, if they can only inform us of 12 cases, what happened in the 

rest of the cases? What happened to the majority of children and 

adolescents who went missing? 

The Attorney General's Office for the State of Tamaulipas would not 

provide information about the profile of victims either. ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ 

information ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜέ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

level of education. This is where it may be worth looking at official 

statistics to understand the everyday situation of children in the 

northern state of Tamaulipas. 

According to the Ministry of Public Education (SEP), this state has a 

total of 989,999 students, including primary, middle education and 

middle-higher education (data for the 2020-2021 period). 96.4% of 

the children enrolled in primary school complete that level of 

education. The completion rate, however, is significantly lower in 

the case of secondary education (85.7%), and even lower in the case 

of middle higher education (74%).7 That means that almost 15% of 

adolescents in the state of Tamaulipas do not complete secondary 

education, and three out of ten do not complete middle-higher 

education. They drop out of school, fail exams and are excluded 

from the system. 
 

If we consider the group of adolescents enrolled in secondary 

education in Tamaulipas, disaggregated by sex, we find a significant 

different between women, with an 87.4% completion rate, vs. 

80.1% for men in the same group. The dropout rate is even higher 

among male adolescents in middle-higher education, with only 

66.8%  of  them  completing  that  level  of  education  compared to 

72.5% for women.  

 
 

6 Redacción Animal Político. 25 de junio de 2021. Una década de violencia en Tamaulipas: masacres y enfrentamiento de cárteles. Animal Político. 
https://www.animalpolitico.com/elsabueso/decada-violencia-tamaulipas-masacres-carteles/   

7 SEP, Secretaría de Educación Pública, Principales cifras del sistema educativo nacional 2019-2020.   
https://www.planeacion.sep.gob.mx/Doc/estadistica_e_indicadores/principales_cifras/principales_cifras_2019_2020_bolsillo.pdf   
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But there is an important aspect to consider here: the Ministry of 

9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘ ǊŀǘŜǎ is based on the number of 

students enrolled. This means there is another figure missing: the 

number of those who never enrolled. To estimate that number, they 

use a "coverage" percentage or gross enrollment rate, that is, "the 

total number of students in a given education level at the beginning 

of the school year per 100 persons from the population group in the 

age range required to attend that level of education." In the case of 

Tamaulipas, the Ministry reports a coverage percentage of 99.1% for 

primary education, 91.8% for secondary education, and 76.7% for 

middle-higher education. This means there is a 1%, 8% and 13% of 

girls and boys, especially adolescents, who did not enroll and, 

therefore, do not have access to education. 

The decline in completion rates, i.e., the percentage of students 

completing each level, basically follows the same pattern at the 

national level. That rate is 90% for primary education in most states 

(vs. the national average of 96.2%), 80% for secondary education 

(vs. the national average of 86.3%) and 60% for middle-higher 

education (vs. the national average of 64.8%). These are the 

adolescents that are gradually being excluded from the education 

system without access to education, with everything that entails for 

their everyday lives, projects and future. 
 

But all these percentages have faces and lives behind them. While 

these figures may seem small, they are not, because if we consider 

the country has a total of 6,407,056 students enrolling in secondary 

education in its different modalities ςpublic, private, telesecundaria 

(schooling through satellite television in isolated communities) and 

technicalς the 13.7% that do not complete secondary education 

represent more than 877,000 girls, boys and adolescents whose 

studies are interrupted. In the case of middle-higher education, 

which has a total of 5,144,673 students, that represents almost two 

million persons (1,810,924) excluded from the education system. 

Without a school, unable to study, with the need to work and the 

vulnerability of being an easy prey for different types of 

recruitment. A fertile ground for multiple forms of violence. 
According to the Salvador Uribe Human Development Center, one 

ƻŦ w95LaΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ¢ŀƳŀǳƭƛǇŀǎΣ this 

state just came out of a period of more than 80 years of ruling by 

the PRI (the Political Revolution Party) thanks to political 

alternation. This led to a series of problems, including the neglect of 

social policy, influence peddling in key institutions such as DIF, SEP 

or the Ministry of Welfare, alleged acts of corruption and fraud 

through social programmes and the elimination of some other 

programmes vital for survival. With high levels of poverty and 

inequality, and institutions responsible for working with children 

that have failed to consolidate efforts to protect them, hunger is 

turning girls, boys and adolescents into an easy target for drug 

traffickers. In addition, with a border without a real control of 

cross-border mobility, the whole frontera chica όάƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊέύ ƛǎ ŀ 

territory full of trails and illegal crossings where clandestine burial 

pits that Mexico would have never imagined years ago have been 

found. A fertile ground for countless acts of violence. 

8 SEP, Secretaría de Educación Pública, Principales cifras del sistema educativo nacional 2019-2020.    

    https://www.planeacion.sep.gob.mx/Doc/estadistica_e_indicadores/principales_cifras/principales_cifras_2019_2020_bolsillo.pdf  
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Chapultepec avenue is one of the most important avenues in 

Guadalajara, the capital of the state of Jalisco. And one of its most 

important street crossings is a roundabout with a column over 50 

ƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά.ƻȅ IŜǊƻeǎέΣ ŀ 

group of cadets who died during the 1847 Mexican-American war. 

 
For more than 70 years, this place was known as the Boy Heroes 

Roundabout. But today it  has  a different  name: The Roundabout of  

 
 
 
 
 

Disappeared. It was renamed as such in 2018 by the family members 

of thousands of persons who went missing in recent years. 
 

The outer wall of the large promenade is now plastered with photos 

of faces and details of missing persons. Smiling faces, driver license 

photos or images cropped from a group photo. But as you approach 

and walk around that circle of pain, and see one photo after another, 

poster by poster, you will notice something: the number of young 

people missing in the state of Jalisco is increasing.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo/Miguel Tovar 
 

18     Kids Count in Mexico 2022 Children and Disappearances 

J
a

lis
c
o 



 

 

P A R T  O N E   
 
 

We are talking about an increasingly larger 

number of youths in a state with more than 

18,000 persons missing to date according to 

the latest records. In fact, the authorities 
had to expand the facilities of the Jaliscience 

Forensic Sciences Institute, where there is 

always a large number of family members 

waiting for news outside of the morgue. And 

the state government has already built 

ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ άŦƻǊŜƴǎƛŎ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎέ where burial 

niches are dug every week to bury new 
bodies. 

 

Jalisco, the state with the largest number of 

persons gone missing in recent years, also 

owes a debt to children. Niñez y adolescencia   

desaparecida   en Jalisco: una crisis inadvertida 

όά/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ WŀƭƛǎŎƻΥ ŀƴ 

ǳƴƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎέύ is the title of a research 

paper by Aletse Torres and Samantha Anaya 

published by Zona Docs,
9
 an independent 

media outlet, in August 2021. Their study, 

which includes testimonies and official data 

obtained through freedom of information 
requests, shows the disappearance of 

children began increasing in 2017. It also 

points to underreporting or significant 

differences between information sources, as 

well as the fact that in the state of Jalisco 

more men than women go missing, and the 

most prevalent age range is that of 12 to 17 
(more than 80% of the cases). 

 

But media outlets have also documented a 

large number of failures, deficiencies and 
loneliness. The beginning of their report is 

harrowing: 

 
ά!ƭŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛǎǎǳŜŘΣ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

are not implemented are some of the many challenges faced by families searching for girls, boys 

and/or adolescents missing in Jalisco, a state where, according to official figures, a total of 804 

minors victims of disappearance were reported." 

 

άL ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ώǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎϐ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜΣ ōǳǘ L ǿŀǎ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ 

any information about the Amber Alert because my son had gone missing together with an adult and, 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŀƴŘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ aƛǎǎƛƴƎ tŜǊǎƻƴǎΦ The 

two agencies are working on the same investigation. (Some time later) the person who assisted me told 

me that the alert had been issued, but only to hospitals and the Red Cross, because it was not a public 

ŀƭŜǊǘΦ L Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŀǿ Ƴȅ ǎƻƴΩǎ ŀƭŜǊǘ go public. 

ό9ǎǘŜƭŀΣ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊύ 

 
Family-led organizations report the local Prosecutor's Office refuses to 

release any information. In response to an information request for this 

investigation on the number of missing girls, boys and adolescents, the 

time they have been missing, the number of investigations opened and 

some other information, they refused to provide most of that information 

ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ άsaid information must be considered and 

exceptionally treated as restricted access, RESERVED AND CONFIDENTIAL 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

 
They delivered sixteen pages of quotes taken from legal provisions 

before stating that the level of schooling of children and adolescents 

missing in the 0 to 17 age range is άǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘέ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

refused to provide any further information. 

 
The Jalisco Prosecutor's Office, however, did share some 

information about some particular aspects. By means of official 

document FE/UT/2625/2022 they informed us, for example, that 

girls, boys and adolescents reported missing between January 1st 

and December 31st 2021 were missing an average of 20.7 days. 

9 Anaya, S.; Torres, A.; Orozco, I.; Franco, D. 2021. Niñez y adolescencia desaparecida en Jalisco: una crisis inadvertida.  
   Zona Docs. https://www.zonadocs.mx/ninez-y-adolescencia-desaparecida-en-jalisco-una-crisis-inadvertida/  
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They also informed us that in 2021 a total of 665 girls, boys and 

adolescents were found (irrespective of the date of reporting of their 

disappearance, which means they may have gone missing in previous 

years). Also, by means of a letter signed by Teresa Ikal Téllez Aguirre, 

the head of their Transparency Unit, they stated they had opened a 

total of 95 investigations on missing girls, boys and adolescents, all of 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ άǎǘƛƭƭ ŀŎǘƛǾŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊϥǎ hŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǿŜ 

do not close any investigationsέΦ  

 
The fact that no investigations are closed is something positive 

compared to other practices such as closing them once children are 

found, something that, based on the testimonies shared here, is a 

widespread practice in several states. But keeping investigations 

open is as important as continuing them. 

 
²Ŝ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ с tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎΥ {ǘŀǘŜ 

of Mexico, Chiapas, ¢ŀƳŀǳƭƛǇŀǎΣ tǳŜōƭŀΣ WŀƭƛǎŎƻ ŀƴŘ aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ 

tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ provided any 

information regarding missing girls, boys and adolescents after they 

were found. We also requested information about how those 

disappearances occurred, the crimes of which they were the victims 

in those periods, and some other aspects related to those events and 

the population in question. 

 
What was their response? That they were unable to provide any 

information because such information was reserved or reports exist 

but they do not include that level of detail. The Tamaulipas 

Prosecutor's Office, for example, stated that every time a person is 

found experts and the Public Prosecutor prepare separate reports. 

The Jalisco Prosecutor's Office stated information is reported in 

three forms: a telephone call to the Public Prosecutor, a 

άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊŜŘ police report where the first responder informs the 

competent authority that the person was found and provides 

related informationέΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ document stating that the 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘΣ άǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀ ŦǊŜŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ 

containing any elements dŜŜƳŜŘ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘέΦ 

 
Where does all that information go and how is it analyzed? Are records 

kept somewhere? Why do individual agencies produce different reports, 

including free writing documents, considering there is a need to process 

and systematize that information by using existing forms that have 

already been validated in theory? 

 
Karla Quintana, the head of the National Search Commission, 

affirms that such lack of information reduces the possibility of more 

effective searches. Because despite the existence of a national 

registry: 
 
 

 

A guide with almost 450 variables to report was released two years 

ago. It includes a form based on article 106 of the General Law on 

Forced Disappearance (chapter seven, section one), that specifies 

the information that must be  submitted to the National Registry of 
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"Probably 90% of the sources of information are prosecutorôs offices, and 

there are more than 400 information variables requested from prosecutorôs 

offices, authorities or anyone who may have information. It's important to 

know how many days later the person was found, if the person found, either 

dead or alive, was the victim or not of a crime... 

 

And we ask her: 
 
ï Do prosecutorôs offices take into account and keep records of those 

approximately 400 factors? 

ï No. 

ï So they donôt keep any records of that information? 

ï They don't keep any records. 

ï Could they do it if they wanted? 

ï Itôs something they should do, because the records they currently use 

only provide minimum information that prevents us from knowing whoôs 

being searched for and since when. What's the only information they 

provide? Name, the date the person went missing and, if weôre lucky, the 

place of disappearance and age of the missing person.ò 
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  Intermittent disappearance 
An official letter from the Jalisco Prosecutor's Office contains some 

striking information, to say the least: information about repeated 

disappearances. In response to one of our questions, this state 

agency ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ нлнм ŀ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ сф ƎƛǊƭǎΣ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ 

werŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŎŜέΦ 
 

69 children and adolescents went missing more than one time. This 

is an unusual situation ςor one that has not been studied enoughς 

that points to the possible occurrence of a phenomenon that some 

are now referring to as 2intermittent disappearance", a concept 

introduced in Mexico by academic Emanuela Borzacchiello in a 

recent report on sexual and femicidal violence against girls and 

adolescent girls in 10 countries in Latin America prepared by the 

United Nation's Population Fund (UNFPA) and CLADEM, a 

non-government organization.10 

         Photo: Miguel Tovar 

Disappeared and Unaccounted-for Persons. It also includes 19 
items that, in turn, can lead to other items to report. One of 
them, for ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΣ 
surgeries and other information for the person's 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ плл ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
form of choices that must be selected by each authority, in 
different states, and are updated by the RNDPNO in real time. 
The failure of authorities to complete these items properly 
significantly reduces the probabilities of finding a missing 
person, and makes it almost impossible to identify patterns to 
prevent future disappearances. 

 

Either due to apathy, lack of training or conflicts between State 

institutions, the only information available from official sources are 

the absolute numbers of disappearances of girls, boys and 

adolescents (the same applies to cases involving adult men and 

women). 

 

άaŀƴy Latin American countries lack disaggregated official records 

of disappearances or investigations and statistics that make it 

possible to analyze the actual impact of this issue on girls and 

adolescents. But thanks to qualitative research, we are beginning to 

see some progress in the identification, classification and tracking of 

ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƛƳŜέΣ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǇŜǊ 

released in 2021 by CLADEM-UNFPA (page 29). In this regard, 

Emanuela Borzacchiello, who was interviewed for this report, adds, 

άLǘΩǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƎƛǊƭǎέΦ !ƴŘ ǎƘŜ 

describes the findings of her research: 
 

"They are usually young women who wƻƴΩǘ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ [from the 
perpetrators]; they will send them back. ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ 
perpetrating a femigenocide. They ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪƛƭƭ ǳǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ 
can use our bodies. But it would be wrong to analyze these as 
kidnapping or human trafficking cases, because they not only use them 
sexually, they use them for other work activities related to gender 
stereotypes."

10 CLADEM-UNFPA, Comité de América Latina para la Defensa de los Derechos de las Mujeres y Fondo de Población de las Naciones Unidas. Investigación sobre la interrelación y los vínculos entre la 

violencia sexual y la muerte de niñas y adolescentes en la región de América Latina y el Caribe (2010-2019). https://cladem.org/investigaciones/index.php/vinculos-entre-violencia-sexual-y-muerte/  
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Borzacchiello, with her curly reddish hair and a speech that is a clear 

combination of her native Italy and Mexico, her place of residence, 

speaks in the feminine because her research has shown her that 

adult and young women are the main victims of what she refers to 

as intermittent disappearance. She affirms that, as a professor at 

the National Autonomous University of Mexico, she identified that 

phenomenon when her female students began to tell her about 

their experiences and those of their girlfriends, and put her in 

contact with other victims. That led her to work on approximately 

50 cases of women mainly in the 15 to 18 age range that occurred 

in the capital and several municipalities surrounding the State of 

Mexico where, she says, she identified several common 

characteristics, but also many other questions to answer: 
 

ñThere are no comprehensive records, only some patterns. 

All the girls and women whose cases I documented were raped. Rape was used as an instrument 

to keep them silent. But there is a common threat that goes beyond sexual threats: theyôre told 

that if they dare to speak they will kill their families, friends or communities. 

They are more susceptible of being blackmailed because theyôre younger, not financially 
independent, and their first sexual experience consists of a rape. 
 

Most of the times families will remain oblivious to all of that, because if they report the 

disappearance of a female family member, once sheôs found the investigation will be closed and 

will come to a halt. And if she goes missing again, the family will think, óSheôll come backô, and 

authorities will say, óShe must have eloped with the boyfriendô. Investigations should remain open, 

and the reasons why the missing woman was not found should be investigated, but they hide 

everything.ò 

 
Borzacchiello, a researcher at The University of Texas in Austin, has 

ample experience in the fields of femicide, femicidal violence and 

feminism archives. She became interested in the phenomenon of 

intermittent disappearance when she began connecting the 

accounts of her students to another phenomenon she had also 

observed: the decline in the number of femicides in some locations. 

When one form of violence declines, it is important to identify what 

other form of violence is increasing, she says, and consider 

intermittent disappearance from a broad perspective: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Intermittent disappearances raise a question that we may not want 

to face: Why are girls, boys and adolescents, that is increasingly 

younger bodies, being used to reproduce violence?  

 
And if femicide is a form of violence that cannot be studied by 

applying the same pattern as that of a homicide, there is no doubt 

intermittent or repeated disappearances, or however you want to 

refer to the fact of disappearing more than once, require a particular 

approach. 

 
The concept coined by Emanuela Borzacchiello in Mexico is also being 

studied more or less similarly in other places in the region. In countries 

like Argentina and Uruguay they call it systemic intermittent 

disappearance. These are all attempts to comprehend, describe and 

better understand the complexities of illegal economies with their 

ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ 

challenges to those studies, says the academic, is the lack of more real 

approaches towards data. But that is something impossible if 

tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ public institutions fail to keep thorough 

records of missing persons and persons found, if they do not fill the 

almost 400 check boxes they should fill and share that information. 
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Invisible, that is what missing girls, boys and 
adolescents would seem to be in Chiapas. 
Completely invisible to the State. 

"What we have seen over the last three years, from 2019 to date, is an almost 

four-fold increase in the number of missing children. A total of 183 missing 

children were reported in 2019, 384 in 2020 and 625 last year. 
 

But all this information is hidden by the state government because, according to the 

national registry, 51 girls, boys and adolescents went missing in the state of Chiapas 

last year. However, our records show they were 625 in total, 12 times as many. 

 
 

The person speaking is Jennifer Haza, Director of the civic 

association Melel Xojobal.11 From San Cristóbal de las Casas, her 

voice is one of anger. Anger at the significant increase in the number 

of missing persons, at the same time the neglect or possible disdain 

for children from authorities in the state of Chiapas increases. 

She affirms the government does not release any official data, 
statistics or records. That means the members of Melel Xojobal must 
literally "fish" for missing posters posted on Facebook by the Chiapas 
State Prosecutor General's Office.12 They know a social media 
account cannot be considered an official source, but they cannot 
obtain information anywhere else. That is how they documented 
the 12-fold increase in the number of cases the state failed to 
report to the federal registry. 

That is a huge difference for ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ȅŜŀǊΦ άA ƘǳƎŜ ƎŀǇΗέΣ ǎŀȅǎ ŀƴ ŀƴƎǊȅ 

Jennifer. And she affirms the problem is not only the underreporting, 

but also the silence around the issue: 

 

"Part of the problem has to do with the capacity of institutions, and 

another with the invisibility, for example, of the different situations of 

armed violence in the region. The best known case is that of the 

town of Aldama, where shootings occur despite the presence of 

the National Guard and the police. 

But clashes between armed groups also occur along the border 

[with Guatemala], where people have been killed. And here in San 

Cristóbal we have seen an increase in armed violence and the 

{ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘΦ 

I believe [increased violence] is associated to different factors: 

preexisting conditions of impoverishment and inequality, 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ child poverty in 

the country; the impact of the pandemic in terms of 

unemployment and lower incomes, and power vacuums filled by 

armed groups or criminal gangs, not necessarily organized crime. 

Youths and adolescents, are cannon fodder for recruitment, 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

 
 

 

11 Melel Xojobal, Trabajando por los derechos de la infancia y juventud indígena. http://www.melelxojobal.org.mx  
12 Fiscalía General del Estado de Chiapas. ¿Has visto a? https://www.facebook.com/fibup   
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The difference in numbers seems to be even more complex: to the 

abysmal difference between the 51 cases reported to the national 

registry and the 625 identified by Melel Xojobal, we must add a third 

figure the Chiapas State Prosecutor General Office shared with us in 

response to a freedom of information request. According to official 

letter number 070136722000156, in 2021 there were 232 "minors 

reported as missing or unaccounted-for" in that state. So is it 51 

according to the national registry, 232 according to the Prosecutor's 

Office or the 625 documented by the non-government 

organization? Which number is the one closest to reality? 

The Chiapas Prosecutor's Office Transparency Unit adds that 199 of 

those persons were found and, therefore, only 33 are still missing. 

From 2012 to date, our report identified two periods with significant 

peaks for this crime: 2013-2014, with 170 and 268 cases 

respectively, which is twice as many as the previous year; and the 

present, the 2020-2021 period, with a total of 208 and 232 cases 

respectively reported in that state, that is, three times as many 

compared to the two previous years. 

Melel Xojobal, which in the Tsotsil language means "true light", is an 

organization with 25 years of experience in the areas of advocacy, 

defense and the exercise of rights of indigenous girls, boys and 

adolescents in the state of Chiapas. Based on their own records and 

the support they have provided in many cases, Jennifer Haza sheds a 

little light on the current situation the local government seems so 

keen to keep in the dark: 

"The cities with the largest number of children missing are the most 

populous, the largest in the state: Tuxtla Gutiérrez, San Cristóbal de las 

Casas and Tapachula, along the border with Guatemala. 

Between 35% and 40% of the girls, boys and adolescents missing are 

indigenous. As regards their age, gender reasons and vulnerability, the 

situation is consistent with the current trend in the rest of the country: 

adolescents in the 12 to 17 age range. 

We have also found that three out of ten girls, boys and adolescents gone 

ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘΦ" 

This situation is worse compared to the national average, considering 

that in other states the average number of persons not found is two 

out ten. 
 

Information in response to a freedom of information request 

confirms that the cities mentioned by Jennifer Haza are those with 

the highest prevalence, but she also adds the municipality of Chiapa 

de Corzo to the list of places with the largest number of cases 

documented (11 in 2021). And she shares additional data, such as 

the clear relationship between age, level of schooling and 

disappearances: even though institutions claim they do not have 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ со ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нон 

cases reported, for those where such information is available 

secondary students (75) stand out. That is more than twice as many 

victims compared to those in primary (35), preparatory (33) and 

preschool (23) education. The largest number of cases of missing 

persons for which information is available, from 2012 to date, 

corresponds to secondary school students. 
 

The Chiapas State Prosecutor's Office shared some data worth 

analyzing because it has to do with the possible "causes of 

disappearance". 
 

Of the 199 cases of girls, boys and adolescents gone missing and 

later found in the state of Chiapas last year, according to the local 

Prosecutor's Office, 47 were related to "family conflicts", 15 to 

"personal relationships", 2 to "intimate partners", 2 to work-related 

reasons", 1 was "detained", 1 was "the victim of a crime" and the 

majority, 131, "not specified". 
 

Family conflicts 

Personal relationships 

Intimate partners 

Work-related reasons 

Detained       

Crime victim  

Not specified 
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Backlog is the word that would seem to designate everything 

there. According to recent reports released by INEGI and 

CONEVAL, Chiapas is the Mexican state  with:  

 
- the highest percentage of children and adolescents living 

in poverty and extreme poverty;  

- the highest percentage of girls, boys and adolescents 

without  access to social security; 

- the highest percentage of adolescent women married or 

in union;  

- the highest percentage of adolescent mothers; 

- the second highest percentage of girls, boys and 

adolescents with social deprivations such as 

undereducation, lack of access to health services and 

lack of access to basic housing services.
14

 

 
In addition to hunger and the lack of opportunities, there 

is a situation whose magnitude does not exist in any other 

state: "When it comes to the right to identity, we are the 

state with the biggest gap. Four out of every ten child 

births are not registered", says Jennifer Haza. 
 

Photo: Miguel Tovar 
 

There are no child protection programmes in Chiapas, says Jennifer 

Haza. The previous government made public a draft project that has 

not been approved yet, and strategies designed in previous years 

have not been implemented due to the lack of budget. "The State 

does not have a public policy to prevent and address the different 

expressions of violence against children." 

There is nothing to provide the care needed for 2.1 million girls, boys 

and adolescents ςотΦу҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴς growing up 

in adverse conditions, because in the state of Chiapas over 75% of 

the population lives in poverty and 93% experiences deprivations.13 

Without documents, they are inexistent in the eyes of the 

State. 

 
The lack of official records compounds the issue of access 

to rights : they are more vulnerable. 

 

Thousands of Chiapaneco children do not exist in 
the eyes of the authorities, the State or the law.  
They are already missing. 

13  Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de la Política de Desarrollo Social (Coneval). 2022. Entidades federativas, Chiapas, Pobreza.  
https:// www.coneval.org.mx/coordinacion/entidades/Chiapas/PublishingImages/Pobreza_2020/Pobreza_2018-2020_CHIS.jpg    

14  REDIM, Red por los Derechos de la Infancia en México. June 2022 Ficha técnica: Infancia y adolescencia en Chiapas (2022).  
      https://blog.derechosinfancia.org.mx/2022/06/23/ficha-tecnica-infancia-y-adolescencia-en-chiapas-junio-2022/   
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