Mexican Candidate Hires Clinton Team 
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Democratic political flacks James Carville and Stanley Greenberg are working as consultants for a Mexican presidential candidate with ties to narcotraffickers. 

The world’s longest-reigning political party, which has ruled Mexico for seven corrupt decades and faces the specter of its first-ever defeat in the July 2 presidential elections, is depending on a bizarre coalition of forces to get its man in office. Those forces, Mexican political observers are saying, include some of the country’s most powerful narco-oligarchs and political enforcers. And operating out of a war room in a glitzy Mexico City hotel, an imported team of U.S. campaign consultants — including longtime Clinton strategist James Carville, Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg and the daughter of Gore campaign chief Tony Coelho — are working feverishly to persuade Mexicans to elect Francisco Labastida president. 

Meanwhile, Attorney General Janet Reno has issued a report to try to exonerate one of the key forces behind Labastida — tycoon Carlos Hank Gonzalez, who is waging his own campaign in the United States to resist allegations by U.S. counternarcotics agencies that he and his sons control some of Mexico’s most powerful drug cartels (see “Reno Contradicts U.S. Drug Report,” p. 20). That has some analysts in Washington asking if U.S. drug policy is being unduly influenced by Clinton-Gore political operatives. 

The Party of the Institutional Revolution, known as the PRI, has Carville on a “multimillion-dollar contract” to offer “strategic advice,” according to Mexican newspapers. Separately, the PRI has rolled out its own hacks who far surpass even Carville’s legendary nastiness. Shadowy figures from the PRI’s discredited past — including a figure tied to a major drug cartel and a political fixer who rigged past PRI electoral victories and is tied to the murder of a U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration agent — have taken over the campaign. 

President Clinton and Vice President Al Gore have done their part, too. Mexico’s respected El Financiero newspaper reported in February that PRI secretary-general and Labastida campaign manager Esteban Moctezuma made a “clandestine” visit to Washington where he met with the president and Carville and Greenberg, while the latter were serving as paid PRI advisers. Coincidentally, perhaps, Clinton “closed the doors” on Labastida’s main challenger, Vicente Fox, when the charismatic, center-right candidate tried to see him that same year. Gore’s staff also refused to permit a courtesy visit from Fox, according to sources close to the Mexican candidate. 

Carville did not return calls about these matters to El Financiero and was out of town when Insight attempted to speak with him. El Financiero quoted him as saying last year, “I won’t comment about what I do outside the United States.” But Carville’s Website says he “is currently a consultant for the campaign of Francisco Labastida Ochoa,” whom it calls “Mexico’s former interior secretary.” Carville did tell the Mexican newspaper Milenio Diario in late April that “the PRI contracted me” to advise Labastida, and said that the Labastida campaign “would begin to intensify” in the 60 days before the election. 

For Labastida, according to Mexican columnist Raymundo Riva Palacio, “damage control is a strategic priority.” Weighed down by the PRI’s decades-old baggage of corruption, incompetence, brutality and lawlessness, the candidate is dogged by constant questions about allegations of ties to corrupt figures and to Mexico’s powerful drug cartels. Many of the allegations concern his six-year term as governor of Sinaloa, a Pacific coast state that has been a drug-producing and trafficking center since the 1920s. 

The Clinton-Gore political connections, however loose they may be, lend the impression that the United States tacitly is backing Labastida, as it did the reelection of Russian President Boris Yeltsin in 1996. The rationale behind such support is fear of instability that a democratic transition might bring, and that in geopolitical terms Labastida might suit Washington’s interests. Some skeptics fear that generous amounts of PRI lobbying and consulting money might be part of the equation. 

Though Labastida casts himself as the leader of a “new PRI,” he “is the product of the longest-ruling one-party system in the world,” a Mexican political analyst, who asked not to be named, tells Insight. “But unlike his three Harvard- and Yale-trained predecessors [including the well-regarded current president, Ernesto Zedillo], he is a throwback to a PRI notorious for drug-dealing, fraud, murder and other crimes, practices for Mexico’s abysmal levels of poverty, crime and corruption.” 

Nobody has presented solid evidence that Labastida personally has been involved in drug trafficking, and the candidate strongly denies any connection. To the contrary, he portrays himself as a fighter against corruption. He angrily disputes reports that he was at all tolerant of drug trafficking when he served as governor of Sinaloa from 1987 to 1993, as Insight has reported (see “The Narcostate Next Door,” Dec. 27, 1999). 

The daily La Jornada newspaper reports that when an Insight story was read to Labastida on a radio talk show, he went “out of control.” According to the independent weekly La Crisis, Labastida campaign communications director Emilio Gamboa Patron, a member of the PRI old guard who once headed a government agency that conducted censorship, stopped publication in Mexico of a Spanish translation of the Insight article. 

The Mexican government routinely pressures and censors the press. Freedom House, in its annual survey of world freedom, ranks Mexico as only “partly free,” and calls it “one of the most dangerous countries in the world for reporting.” A good understanding of Labastida’s record on drug trafficking is therefore lacking for want of reportage. What is known is that he reportedly was shepherded into the governorship of Sinaloa with the election-rigging help of then-incumbent governor Antonio Toledo Corro in 1986. Former U.S. Customs chief William von Raab, in congressional testimony, linked Toledo with regional drug lords. The leftish opposition magazine Proceso reported that lieutenants of one of Mexico’s most notorious drug-cartel chiefs, Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo, openly boasted that their boss helped finance Labastida’s gubernatorial campaign. 

But Labastida is credited with cleaning up the narco-infested Sinaloa police. He was subjected to death threats and two of his closest aides were killed. One, a bodyguard, died in a 1990 shootout with federal police he believed to be protecting another drug trafficker, according to local journalist Ignacio Ramirez. Another, the state attorney general who prosecuted a former federal police official for drug activity and murder, was assassinated in 1993. Labastida and his family fled the country until things cooled down and he became ambassador to Portugal. 

On the other hand, in 1989, on a day Labastida was away vacationing with Carlos Hank Gonzalez, the Mexican army rounded up the entire police force of Culiacán, the state capital, and arrested state and local police leaders whom Labastida had appointed, alleging that they were protecting drug baron Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo. Labastida has called it a setup, claiming he did all he could under very adverse conditions. Others have termed the operations little more than gang warfare between drug factions. A Mexican political analyst who pleaded for anonymity tells Insight, “Labastida often cites the murder of his bodyguard by Federal Judicial Police units in 1990 as proof that he was innocent and that federal antidrug agents — and their bosses in Mexico City — were to blame for protecting drug traffickers. 

The Mexican source says that this argument fails to take note of two key facts: First, the Mexican antidrug czar at that time was Jorge Carillo Olea, who was widely accused of having narco-links and a thriving kidnapping industry when he later became governor of the southern state of Morelos in 1994. “However, when the Carillo scandal broke out in early 1998, Labastida was by that time head of Gobernación, the ministry responsible for political compliance by PRI governors. Labastida attempted in vain to protect the governor and keep him in power — the same man whose forces Labastida had accused in Sinaloa of protecting drug traffickers and of murdering his bodyguard,” says the analyst. 

A second fact that “sheds doubt on Labastida’s self-anointed innocence and victimization,” according to the analyst, “is that he was also widely tied with Sinaloa’s equally notorious nondrug violence, mostly targeted against his political opponents.” That violence includes electoral fraud in four state and municipal elections, documented in El Norte; the beating of nonviolent protesters in an October 1989 municipal campaign, in which Labastida’s forces pummeled an opposition candidate unconscious; and a mysterious Reichstag-style fire in a municipal-government building in the state capital. A charred body was found inside the ruins, and Labastida accused the opposition PAN party of being behind the death. However, an ensuing investigation, according to Noroeste, found that the deceased had died elsewhere and the body was moved into the building shortly before the fire. 

During Labastida’s governorship, Sinaloa was the state with the highest number of murdered journalists in Mexico, a country already dangerous for investigative and political reporters. None of the crimes was solved. The editor of El Debate de Sinaloa suggested that some of the journalists were murdered for their investigations of PRI corruption. 

And Sinaloa also was the location of some of Mexico’s most prominent political assassinations during the Labastida administration. The PAN party’s 1988 presidential candidate, Manuel Clouthier, was killed in a suspicious highway accident in October 1989 as he was organizing volunteers to guard against fraud in that month’s municipal elections, and as Labastida was directing violent police repression of opposition activists. 

Clouthier had been Labastida’s opponent in the 1986 gubernatorial election. His daughter, Tatiana, nearly suffered a fatal accident on the same highway in November 1992 as she was organizing PAN electoral observers for upcoming gubernatorial elections. Ducking for refuge in a restaurant saved her from a car that was trying to force her off the road. 

Labastida, claims his left-wing rival Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, “had much to do with the fact that they didn’t fight narcotrafficking” in Sinaloa. U.S. law-enforcement sources tell Insight they have nothing conclusive on Labastida, but they are cautious. And the Los Angeles Times cited a U.S. official with access to intelligence as saying, “We don’t have strong stuff on him. It could go either way. You can’t form a definite opinion.” 

But even fellow PRI members blame Labastida for drug corruption. “For several decades, a lamentable culture of excessive tolerance toward the production and consumption of drugs has become deeply rooted among us,” current Sinaloa Gov. Juan Millan, a PRI member, stated in a July 1999 speech. “For years we allowed drug trafficking to grow in our social fiber and to penetrate the most diverse strata of our public life.” In the political culture of the PRI, Mexican analysts say, Millan was alleging all his predecessors in recent decades were guilty of complicity. 

Now analysts claim there is no doubt that Labastida has cast his lot with some of the most powerful PRI figures whom U.S. officials believe are at the core of Mexico’s drug-trafficking operations. U.S. and Mexican authorities have singled out three of Labastida’s top campaign officials for alleged drug ties. Campaign communications chief Emilio Gamboa Patron, a longtime PRI functionary who held various high-level posts, was fingered by a former senior Mexican antidrug official, Eduardo Valle Espinoza, who later fled to the United States, for links with powerful narcotrafficker Juan Garcia Abrego, then chief of the Gulf drug cartel. Gamboa was in charge of Mexico’s air strips at the time. 

U.S. authorities also want to question Labastida deputy campaign manager Manuel Bartlett Diaz in connection with the murder of a Drug Enforcement Administration agent. Bartlett Diaz is accused of helping drug traffickers in the 1980s when he was chief of the powerful Gobernación ministry that controls the secret political police and enforces party control among the PRI governors. From that post he helped Labastida win the Sinaloa governorship. 

The PRI presidential candidate has renewed his on-again, off-again friendship with billionaire PRI power-broker Carlos Hank Gonzalez. Independent Mexican journalists say that the recent surfacing of Hank Gonzalez in the presidential campaign after a public falling out with Labastida is a signal that the PRI will ensure the candidate’s win by any means necessary. Proceso magazine recently featured Labastida and Carlos Hank Gonzalez on its cover, with the caption, “Panic in the PRI.” 

Meanwhile, the Carville-Clinton-Coehlo-Gore campaign connection to Labastida is raising questions about U.S. antidrug policy. Mexican newspapers put the pieces together recently after the Wall Street Journal reported that Reno had issued a statement that appeared to exonerate Carlos Hank Gonzalez and his sons of narcotrafficking allegations leveled by the Justice Department’s National Drug Intelligence Center, or NDIC. La Jornada reported that Reno “never denies the information in the NDIC analysis and only affirms that it has not been adopted as the official position.” 

El Financiero wrote, “Reno now fears that the [Wall Street] Journal interpretation will be used by the Republicans to accuse her of being soft in the fight against narcocorruption in Mexico. Publication of the Journal report coincides with a multimillion-dollar campaign by the Hanks ... to try to demonstrate that they are innocent and that the accusations against them (including by the Federal Reserve) are the product of a ‘great conspiracy’ of police agents and ‘racist’ bureaucrats, academics, bankers and journalists.” 

The Mexican press has subtle ways of helping the public read between the lines. In an article featuring Carville, Milenio Diario illustrated the story with a photo of Labastida with Hank. 

