Merida Initiative Fact Sheet

Official Name: Merida Initiative to Combat Illicit Narcotics and Reduced Organized Crime Authorization Act of 2008 (H.R. 6028)
Sponsored by: Rep. Berman (D-CA), Cuellar, Engel (D-NY), Reyes (D-TX), Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL)

Passed: 
House 10 Jun 08 (311 Y – 106 N)
Senate 26 Jun 2008 (92 Y – 6 N)
Purpose: To provide assistance to the governments of Mexico and Central America (including Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Haiti and the Dominican Republic) to control illicit narcotics production, trafficking and organized crime, help build capacity of law enforcement forces and judicial institutions and promote the rule of law. 

General Conditions: Provision of assistance should not adversely affect human rights in the recipient countries. Assistance for law enforcement and security shall not be provided to any unit of the recipient countries’ armed forces or law enforcement agencies if the Secretary of State determines that there is credible evidence that such unit has committed gross violations of human rights and the respective government fails to take effective measures to bring responsible parties to justice
.
Assistance Appropriations Authorized for FY 2008:

	Mexico
	$400,000,000

	Central America
	$  65,000,000

	TOTAL
	$465,000,000


I. Mexico.
Activities Supported: Focusing mainly on border, port and airport surveillance and contraband detection, these have been categorized in five areas:
1. Counternarcotics and counter trafficking: surveillance equipment, land and maritime interdiction equipment, training of law enforcement units.

2. Port, airport and related security: communications networks, monitoring technology.

3. Operational Technology: intelligence databases, hardware and operating systems.

4. Public security and law enforcement: training and equipment, enhancement of financial intelligence. 
5. Enhancing Rule of Law and strengthening civilian institutions: police professionalization, data collection, case tracking, and citizen complaint systems.

II. Central America.
Activities Supported: Aimed at reducing international and domestic operations of Central American gangs, (which boast rising numbers in U.S. presence) as well as building and enhancing judicial and law enforcement infrastructure in each country, these have been categorized in three key groups:

1. Counternarcotics and counter trafficking: investigation and collection of intelligence, prevention of bulk currency smuggling, fingerprint identification.

2. Public security and law enforcement: funding to continue the U.S.-Central American Integration System (SICA) Dialogue, youth gang prevention activities, police professionalization, police training programs of the OAS (at least M$15 should be made available in each fiscal year for youth gang prevention activities).
3. Enhancing Rule of Law and strengthening civilian institutions: court management capacity building, witness and victim protection programs, and technical assistance for criminal investigations.

III. Domestic Implications.
a) Agency Involvement: The Attorney General and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) are authorized funds for the enhancement of Project Gunrunner and directed to improve international cooperation to reduce southbound smuggling of weapons. The State Dept. is directed to review and monitor human rights violations accusations as well as each country’s inventory/recordkeeping system. 
b) Executive in Charge: The President will appoint a Coordinator of U.S. Government Activities to Implement the Merida Initiative, with the rank and status of ambassador.

c) Congressional Oversight: The President shall report programs and activities carried out under the Act to House Committee on Appropriations and Committee of Foreign Affairs as well as Senate Committee on Appropriations and Committee of Foreign Relations 180 days after enactment and on Oct. 31 of each subsequent year.

IV. Reactions/ Political Impact.

Mexico – After vocal opposition to language in the original bill that required that all cases of Mexican soldiers accused of human rights violations be referred to civilian courts (in violation of Mexican constitutional provisions) as a condition for assistance, Mexican officials and lawmakers are satisfied with the wording of the bill as passed in the House and referred to the Senate.

U.S. – The Initiative was announced in a joint press statement by Presidents Calderon and Bush without consulting Congress, which resulted in widespread frustration among lawmakers. Since then, the Bush Administration has worked with members of Congress on both sides of the aisle to come up with a piece of legislation that both branches of government feel comfortable with. Human rights organizations initially rallied against financial assistance to Mexico and Central America unless safeguards for human rights were included in the bill as a condition to receive U.S. aid. Recently however, Amnesty International USA welcomed the human rights protection provisions in the final bill.
 Human Rights Watch has yet to issue any statement regarding the final version of the Initiative as approved by Congress. 

The Initiative also faced strong opposition from groups on both sides of the aisle whose main worry is that the cash boost will place more arms and power in the hands of an already corrupt police and army in Mexico, and that the money should instead be spent on poverty-reduction programs.

Another widespread criticism of the Initiative is that it gives insufficient funds for what some perceive to be the core of the package – reforming and improving Mexico’s deficient police forces, judiciary and other public-security institutions, with most of the funding going to pay for military equipment and technology that will do little to bring the accountability, transparency and reform that Mexican security forces need to fight criminal groups over the long haul.
Guatemala –U.S. Ambassador to Guatemala, James Derham mentioned that although details are still being worked out, Guatemala should receive between $10 and $20 million from the Initiative this coming year. Vice President Rafael Espada insisted that the program should first plan to identify the problems that affect each country in order to properly determine how much help each should receive. 

V. The OAS and the Merida Initiative.
The Initiative is a critical part of a growing partnership and strategy of cooperation between the U.S. and its southern neighbors to confront drug flow as well as the corresponding violence and organized crime. Its regional scope presents the OAS with a broad range of opportunities to participate in this multinational endeavor, specifically in the following fields:
a) Law Enforcement Training: to assist the modernization of law enforcement entities and the prevention of crime, including anti-corruption, transparency and human rights programs to ensure due process and expand a culture of lawfulness. There is a clear focus on police professionalization, which includes training regarding the use of force and evidence preservation and candidate vetting. Attorney Generals may be assisted through judicial processes improvement and coordination, enhancement of forensics capabilities and case tracking and management.
b) Institution Building: systemic improvements in judicial and criminal justice sector institutions, such as courts management and prosecutorial capacity building, prison reform activities, victim and witness protection restitution and promotion of transparent oral trials via training for the judicial sector. (It should be noted that Mexico is currently undergoing a constitutional reform process which will allow for such trials.).
c) Promoting Rule of Law: developing systems to respond to citizen complaints support for human rights organizations, expansion of after-school programs for at-risk and criminal involved youth, expansion of alternative livelihood programs and rural development programs as well as microenterprise development assistance. 
d) Drug demand reduction efforts. This presents a great opportunity for CICAD involvement. 
� H.R. 6028, Sec. 2 (2) and Sec.111 (1)(2)(3)(4).


� H.R. 6028, Sec. 114 (a) (b)


� H.R. 2642, Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2008, Sec 1406 (a) and 1407 (a)


� H.R. 6028, Sec. 123 (1)


� H.R. 6028, Sec. 211 (1)(2)(3)(4).


� H.R. 6028, Sec. 501 (b)


� Read Washington Post article (June 28,2008) � HYPERLINK "http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/06/27/AR2008062703229.html?sub=AR" ��here�


� Read Amnesty International USA Press Release June 1, 2008 � HYPERLINK "http://www.amnestyusa.org/document.php?id=ENGUSA20080702001&lang=e" ��here�


� Read article in Los Angeles Times Latin America blog � HYPERLINK "http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/laplaza/2008/06/calderon-should.html" ��here�


� Read article in Prensa Libre � HYPERLINK "http://watchingamerica.com/News/1654/guatemala-shall-receive-between-10-to-20-million-for-the-merida-initiative/" ��here�
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