
Being a journalist in the drug trafficking fiefdom in Mexico:  

"We see it as something natural to be threatened" 

 

Mexico is the country in the world with the most murders of journalists without being at 

war: up to three journalists have been killed this week. 

The stories of Dulcina, Marichuy and Cynthia, three reporters from Sinaloa, tell of the 

difficulties for the profession in Mexico's drug trafficking fiefdom. 

During the first eight months of López Obrador's government, the number of journalists 

killed rose to nine. 

AITOR SÁEZ / Los Mochis, Sinaloa, Mexico 

 

- What is your last wish? -asked his captor. 

-May God forgive him, for he is going to leave three orphan girls," muttered the journalist.  

Perhaps those words saved her life. It was the first time that one of her victims had blessed 

this executioner, who then did everything possible to stop the order to execute Dulcina Parra, 

the Sinaloan reporter who had been kidnapped a few hours earlier. 

-He's not leaving today. Today is not her time," said the young hitman touching his knee. 

Before, he had argued on the phone with his boss for refusing to shoot a woman. 

Dulcina felt in that hand a relief, an immense tranquility in the midst of the panic: "In that 

situation, it was the closest thing to love, to life. That same December 19, 2009, she was 

released on an inhospitable dirt road. "Go ahead without looking," the armed men shouted at 

her from the truck. "Every step I took, I closed my eyes waiting for the bullet. I prayed to God 

for my daughters. I listened to the rumble of the cars in the distance. I was aware that they 

were going to kill me because I had already seen their faces," the reporter said. 

A week earlier, she had published a news investigation about a local hospital where the Sinaloa 

Cartel intimidated doctors so that they would not report injured patients. When the army 

surrounded the health center, the drug traffickers believed Dulcina was an informant for the 

military. After intense interrogation during the six hours of captivity, they realized that she was 

clean (she was not working for crime or authority). 

After her release Dulcina rested for a few days, but she never thought to leave her hometown 

of Los Mochis, a narco-trafficking fiefdom where the last capture of Mexican drug lord Joaquin 

'el Chapo' Guzman took place in January 2016. The journalist grabbed her notebook again ten 

days after her levón (express kidnapping) due to the disappearance of another colleague, José 

Luís Romero, who was investigating the same issue. Aware of the importance of acting in the 



first hours, Dulcina felt obliged to report that event again since none of her colleagues dared 

to denounce it for fear of reprisals against them. Two weeks later he was found dead.  

 

Nothing has changed in Mexico in the last decade to guarantee freedom of expression. As in 

2009, nine journalists were killed last year in the country that was not declared the most 

dangerous for the practice of journalism, second only to Afghanistan (15) and Syria (11), 

according to Reporters Without Borders figures. This week has been particularly bloody, with 

as many as three journalists killed. Rogelio Barragán, director of the website Guerrero al 

Instante, was found inside a van with clear symbols of torture. In the same state of Morelos, 

the body of Edgar Nava, director of La Verdad de Zihuatanejo, was found. Jorge Celestino Ruiz 

Vázquez, a reporter for the daily El Gráfico, was shot dead on Friday in the district of Veracruz.  

Also this week, in the north of the country, the editorial office of a local newspaper was 

attacked with Molotov cocktails, forcing the director to stop printing the publication. These 

latest killings bring to nine the number of journalists killed under the first eight months of the 

Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) administration, one less than the number recorded 

during the last 11 months of the previous government's term in 2018, according to the NGO 

Article 19. 

An environment permeated by narcos 

Six months after her abduction while covering a confrontation, Dulcina ran into one of her 

captors, the young man who had in turn spared her life. He took off his balaclava so that she 

could recognize him, "as a sign of gratitude for not having denounced them," she believes, 

"the condition they put on me to free myself. In 2013 he saw him again when he arrived at the 

scene of a murder. Dead. He was lying on the ground, shot. The reporter broke down in tears 

when a young woman approached him: "He was my husband. Are you Dulcina? Tavo talked to 



me a lot, he was always looking out for you. I know he did bad things, but it was out of 

necessity, because we are very poor.  

That encounter marked her forever. Dulcina understood the blurred boundaries of the 'narco' 

label: "Some young people get into the police force and end up being bought off, others by 

gunmen, others by drug addicts. Everyone goes in for a certain lack, and then it becomes 

greed. Some come from wealthy families and collaborate with their company on occasion, to 

launder money. After that, no one can get out. They all end up murdered soon (like their four 

kidnappers)," he reflects on the scarce alternatives in a context permeated by drug trafficking.  

In the coastal city of Los Mochis, there is an apparent normality. Some foreign couples even 

stroll peacefully along the wide, clean avenues in the style of American metropolises. The 

luxurious SUVs of narcos and their buchonas (extravagant looking operated girls), which are 

usually displayed at midday in the traditional seafood restaurants, are also at their disposal. 

The Mochis, where threats become routine 

Death in Los Mochis only lurks among those who dare to meddle in illicit business. Among 

them, most of the local informants who suffer harassment and have become accustomed to 

living with a farewell letter under their pillow. "The narco culture we have here makes us see it 

as something natural to be threatened, we lose the capacity to be amazed," says Dulcina. She 

has received everything from intimidating messages on social networks to a funeral wreath 

with her name on it. "Unfortunately, if they threaten us, it means we are doing our job well, 

because someone feels discovered by our information," she adds. 

Another way of silencing journalists is to buy them off. "It is common for the narco to offer 

money. And many are forced to take it, because either you accept it or they kill you. With me 

they haven't even tried because they know I reject it and then I expose them," he emphasizes 

with a smile.  

Dulcina has been on several of the local radio stations, newspapers and television stations, as 

well as some national ones. She's always dedicated to security issues, which in Sinaloa means 

covering shootings, raids, arrests and exposing cartel activities and the corruption of the 

authorities. She has reported the murder of a handful of commanders that she herself had 

pointed out because of their link to drug trafficking.  

Sometimes the warnings come directly from the police force itself. "Don't think it's rubber, 

because you get bullets too. That's why they kill journalists, because they have a big mouth," a 

police chief told her at a press conference. At that time, the war on drugs escalated to the 

exchange of packages with decapitated heads. For Dulcina, 90 percent of the municipal police 

are on the narco's payroll, that is, they receive their bribes. Or they form a criminal structure 

themselves. This is what he says for the umpteenth time in front of the microphone of Nova 

Radio, the humble radio station where he announces his bulletin every morning. 

The discovery of 15 bodies 

In addition to her daily red notice coverage, Dulcina has been active in preventing the 

recruitment of young people by the cartels and in the rights of victims, especially women, since 



her abduction. Recently, she has focused her efforts on monitoring the struggle of the mothers 

of the disappeared in the region, organized around the collective 'Rastreadoras de El Fuerte', 

named after Javier Valdez, the well-known chronicler from Culiacán (capital of Sinaloa) who 

was murdered on May 15, 2017. 

 

Three weeks ago, the Trackers found 15 bodies - or pieces of them - buried in a vacant lot 

outside Los Mochis. By early morning they had found two bodies and by afternoon they were 

up to a dozen. It was a narco-mausoleum, a clandestine cemetery, the largest mass grave 

discovered in the state since the collective began its search four years ago - a remarkable 

discovery, but laughable in numbers in a country with more than 40,000 missing people.  

Dulcina used her phone to record the discovery for hours on Facebook Live, while several 

women sunk their sticks and dug into the soft soil. A couple of holes emanated a foul stench, 

recently dumped bodies. From one of the holes, three bodies were pulled out, cowering, 

stacked whole. In another, a skull was visible. The sadness, the astonishment of finding them 

buried like animals, was mixed with the joy, the consolation of having found them. "The 

mothers wondered, amidst sobs and encouraging hugs, "Is it mine, my son?  

Some of the women wore white T-shirts with their son's face and an oath on their back: 'I will 

look for you until I find you. Those who had already found their family member wore a green 

T-shirt with the phrase: 'Promise fulfilled'. Sometimes this second group also wore white T-

shirts, because their solidarity remained intact in the face of an incomplete, endless task. 

"We have to keep looking, there are many more here," said Mirna Medina, the leader of the 

group. The intense sun and the incessant stings of the midges did not prevent them from 

continuing to dig. Nor did they stop Dulcina from relentlessly narrating every detail.  

 



Reducing risks thanks to a Facebook Live 

The few local journalists who came to the scene, as well as other mothers of the disappeared 

and some supportive neighbors who brought food, learned about it thanks to Dulcina's 

streaming. The presence of a larger number of people at the scene served as protection for the 

mothers, who only happened to have the protection of Mirna's armed escort. "We are in a 

very hot area, with a lot of risk. If so many bodies have been moved here, it is an enclave of 

organized crime. They can come here at any time because they don't want this to be 

discovered. And they have long weapons, so one man with a gun can't help us much," Dulcina 

warned in the middle of some cornfields several kilometres from the urban area. 

 

At midday, a couple of municipal patrols showed up to provide some support, and it was not 

until late in the afternoon that representatives of the Attorney General's Office went with the 

forensic experts in charge of lifting the bodies. "It has taken more than seven hours for them 

to come because the authorities themselves are not interested in having this discovered. Who 

knows if there are agents involved in these disappearances, as is usually the case? After this 

discovery, I am once again in the spotlight because of the consequences it can have for the 

guilty," says Dulcina as she drives off to the fields at nightfall. She has sometimes received 

warnings in reference to her work with relatives of the disappeared: "Be careful if you don't 

want to end up like them. 

Self-censorship as the best precautionary measure 

Throughout the day, the Sinaloan journalist sent her location and messages to several 

colleagues to let them know she was well. This is one of the few self-protection measures that 

communicators usually take under threat. "If I disappear, they can act quickly. And if they kill 



me, at least they have an idea of where to look for me," says Dulcina, who knows the anguish 

surrounding the disappearance. 

Often the only way to protect oneself is through self-censorship, both by the informant and 

the media. "It's very easy to accuse institutions in general, but when you have to cite proper 

names, you think twice," Dulcina agrees. Although once in front of the microphone, you can 

get excited and you can't shut up".  

For the most part, she adds, "your own boss asks you to desist from telling certain information, 

that he doesn't want to be shot by the newsroom or have a bomb planted in him. That's why 

some reporters like her have found in social networks the opportunity to practice journalism 

that is limited by the media itself. 

This is what happened in the case of María Jesús Estrada, known as 'Marichuy', another editor 

of Los Mochis who was recently threatened. In mid-February she signed an investigation in her 

local newspaper El Debate, denouncing the diversion of federal funds by three municipal 

administrations. On the day of the publication, an armed man came to her house and 

demanded that she hand over documents revealing corruption. 

"When he asked me for the files he put his hand on the gun. I told him I didn't have those 

documents and then he left in a van followed by a municipal police car," says Marichuy, who 

assumes that this intimidation "could only have come from the politicians involved, because 

only they were implicated, not even the drug trafficker.  

Nearly half of all attacks on the Mexican press are committed by public officials: 230 attacks 

last year, according to Article 19, I heard he monitors crimes against freedom of expression. 

"Politics, at least in Los Mochis, is increasingly colluded with the drug trade," said Dulcina. This 

harassment forced Marichuy to move to another city for a while. After the incident, his 

newspaper stopped publishing the second part of the investigation. 

It was of little use. At the beginning of April, Marichuy's door was forced while he was away. 

Nothing was taken, it was not a robbery. For her, it was another warning that this time made 

her consider fleeing her city indefinitely for fear of an upsurge in attacks. "I don't want to be 

part of the statistics," as Mexican journalists refer to being killed. 

A poor protection mechanism, especially for women journalists 

The state government offered her an escort who never showed up in person, only called her in 

case she needed it, and gave her an emergency phone, "which she would also not have time to 

use in case of an attack," says Marichuy, who questions: "How can I trust a bodyguard sent by 

the same authorities I have denounced, from which the threats surely come? 

Faced with this failure of the Protection Mechanism for Human Rights Defenders and 

Journalists, El Debate backed her up with all her expenses, kept her salary and helped her 

move. This is unusual support from the media, which often abandons its editors. Cynthia Yarel 

Valdez, another correspondent in Sinaloa, had to take refuge in Mexico City the day after the 

murder of her colleague Javier Valdez two years ago. After she fled, the national media for 

which she worked turned their backs on her. 



Cynthia and Javier published the same interview with 'el Licenciado', one of Chapo Guzmán's 

employees who was fighting for control of the drug trade in Sinaloa after his boss was 

arrested. This publication allegedly precipitated the murder of the Culiacán reporter by the 

rival cartel, "Los hijos de el Chapo" (The Chapo's sons). "They (the drug traffickers) want us to 

stop investigating them and just get the information that was being handled nationally. So we 

kept silent, stopped reporting. But Javier kept going," she explains, grieving. 

 

Cynthia lives in hiding in the Aztec capital under the protection of the Mechanism, which she 

criticizes harshly: "I have suffered a re-victimization, on the part of the institutions, the federal 

mechanism, the local one. Everything is a bureaucratic monster that you face in order to gain 

access". She is one of the 292 journalists under this security scheme provided by the state, 

which also accommodates 498 human rights defenders. 

They gave her an apartment, an armoured car and a panic button. But Cynthia considers these 

measures insufficient. "There is no comprehensive support, especially for women 

communicators, because you have to take into account that we have a family, children. There 

is no care unit with a gender focus, the main right of children to education is violated, because 

there is no such support and accompaniment," she claims. 

An ambiguous response from AMLO's government 

In view of these shortcomings, at the end of March AMLO's executive announced an increase 

of some six million euros in the budget for the Facility. "Beyond the administrative aspects, the 

problem is the enormous bureaucracy, linked to limitations in the training of personnel 

capable of evaluating the level of risk," acknowledged Alejandro Encinas, the sub-secretary of 

the Interior for Human Rights. 



Similarly, he demands greater cooperation from journalists subject to the mechanism: "They 

do not always have the panic button on, because they do not want the authority to know 

where they are moving (of the 790 buttons, 209 were turned off by their users). They are also 

required to comply with basic rules and to help avoid creating unnecessarily dangerous 

situations". 

That statement blames reporters for taking risks in their work, along the lines of President 

AMLO's insinuation at a recent press conference: "I think that you (those who attend your 

daily morning conferences) are not only good journalists, you are prudent because here you 

are being watched and if you go too far, you know what happens. The president himself has 

disparaged a certain sector of the press and publicly belittled some media.  

Numerous civil organisations have criticised these disqualifications of journalists to such an 

extent that in March around 100 activists and oenegés signed a letter of rejection entitled 'In a 

democracy it is worth not agreeing'. "These comments tend to criminalize journalistic work. If 

the president outsources those opinions, then that position is replicated among governors and 

mayors. And at the local level, such frontal remarks can cost reporters their lives," Sara 

Mendiola, director of Propuesta Cívica, a group that provides legal advice in cases of 

threatened or murdered journalists, told this newspaper. 

According to Article 19, the organization that monitors these attacks, 99.13 per cent of crimes 

against reporters go unpunished. Despite this almost total lack of justice, AMLO's government 

proposed in its budget proposal a 30% reduction for the Specialized Prosecutor's Office for 

Crimes against Freedom of Expression. "This shows that the protection of journalists is not 

even one of the current government's priorities, as it was for previous governments," said 

Mendiola. 

Neither an escort nor notoriety save lives 

It is complex to dimension the problem, as often the danger is not even reported. "How are we 

going to report that we are being chased, watched, if all the time I think I am being followed?" 

sighs Marichuy. She suffers from delusions of persecution just like her companions. After her 

kidnapping Dulcina experienced outbreaks of anxiety, nightmares. "When I arrive at a place or 

on the street, I always analyze who is there, what they are carrying in their hands, any sudden 

movement disturbs me," she says of the event that forever shattered her calm: "One is afraid, 

of course. We are not made of stone, the alert is always there". 

In the state of Sinaloa, which has been plagued by violence for decades, people usually survive 

threats rather than overcome them. Any response from the federal government knows little. 

In this sort of Comanche territory, communicators work in the knowledge that bullets have 

names, and by the time they write yours on one, it's too late to take any action. "If you really 

make a big political or drug structure stagger with your investigation, it doesn't matter if you 

bring an escort or an entire police convoy, they'll kill you anyway," says Dulcina, who a week 

after her kidnapping refused the accompaniment of the bodyguard they provided: "I work with 

victims, many times victims of the public forces, I can't walk around with a police officer 

attached. That limited me more than the threats themselves. And if they stop me from being a 

journalist, they kill me. 



Dulcina joined a local radio station as a trainee at the age of 17. That summer, she was 

assigned a security replacement. In the first armed confrontation she had to cover, several 

colleagues from other media outlets tricked her. They made her wait in a secluded corner with 

the promise of picking her up in a while, but they left to report the shooting. "They didn't allow 

me to do my job, because that was men's work. Why would a woman be present in a violent 

context, why would a woman steal their news? That doesn't count," she said angrily at the 

time. That contempt led her to specialize fully in policing today.  

 

Since her Sinaloan youth she has overcome the underestimation of politicians and agents 

because she is a woman. Even today there is a lot of suspicion on the part of her colleagues. 

"One must adopt a stronger language to assert oneself in these male contexts. You learn to be 

respected," she says. This December, Time magazine named her as a "Person of the Year" 

along with other journalists from around the world in a choral recognition of "The Guardians of 

Truth". "No doubt that makes you famous, but here in my city they already knew me. That's 

probably why I wasn't killed in 2009. Respect may be a mitigating factor in whether or not you 

are executed, but it is not life insurance either. Only a miracle can save you," he says. 

Stigmatization for being a woman journalist 

In addition to job discrimination and widespread machismo, Dulcina has faced social scorn for 

being a female reporter. "Sometimes they try to discredit you through the networks with 

denigrating comments as a woman. On one occasion, a police commander was murdered and I 

was accused of being his lover," she says. That often hurts you more than a death threat. 

Because these insults are read by your daughters, by your friends, and they can make you 

questionable.  



"Harassment and stigmatization on social networks has become a recurrent practice for 

harassing women journalists," Ana Ruelas, the regional director of Article 19, told this 

newspaper. While in 2012 - the beginning of Enrique Peña Nieto's six-year term - 32 attacks 

against them were documented, by 2018 this had risen to 164. 

Of the 124 communicators murdered in Mexico so far this century, 115 are men and nine 

women, 7% of the total. This percentage contrasts with a third of the total number of attacks 

on women. In other words, "women journalists, in proportion, are at greater risk of suffering 

attacks, which we have often detected are directed against their children as a strategy to 

intimidate them," says Ruelas.  

For example, Dulcina's only limit to quitting the profession would be to have one of her three 

daughters, aged 10, 14 and 20, assaulted. "I'm already cured of my fears, but they don't have 

to suffer that," she says. That's why another of her precautions is to keep the family out of it: "I 

never tell them what I'm doing until afterwards. Sometimes they find out through the media. 

Likewise, women reporters in Latin America are "doubly prone to be victims of violence" 

because of their gender, as indicated by a study by the Inter-American Commission on Human 

Rights, which establishes sexual violence as the most commonly reported aggression. 

According to a global survey by the International Women's Media Foundation, 63 percent of 

women reporters reported being threatened or harassed online; 58 percent reported being in 

person; and 26 percent reported being physically assaulted. "Before threatening to kill her, a 

journalist is often threatened with rape," concludes Ruelas. This is what happened in the 

emblematic case of Lydia Cacho, who was tortured by the police during an illegal detention in 

2005 when they threatened to let her be raped by other prisoners. 

"They kill many more men, because there are many more men dedicated to risky issues, due to 

the difficulties we journalists face. If more and more journalists are being attacked, it is 

because we have gained more space in the profession," says Dulcina about the statistics. Faced 

with this growing challenge, some 140 women journalists have joined the 'Reporters on Guard' 

collective. 

Reporters make greater sacrifices 

One of the recurrent obstacles is found in the home itself, in reconciling its work with family 

life. Dulcina had to give up her marriage. "Almost all of us Mexican journalists who cover 

security issues are single, divorced (like her), because the man can't stand that role of the 

woman, other than taking care of the house. He can't stand that we are recognized more than 

they are. The opposite never happens with reporters' wives. Rather, husbands give up on us 

journalists," she jokes.  

She also couldn't give her girls all the time they wanted and they grew up with their sister 

Laura, as a mother to them. Still, Dulcina is very overprotective. She's always on the lookout 

for where and with whom they're going out. She interrogates her eldest daughter's friends as 

police officers. "I became suspicious of the world, of everything around me. Sometimes it's like 

living with no one, a constant anguish, but I can't imagine doing anything else, any other job. 

At 43 Dulcina cannot understand life without journalism. 



Not even money - the low salaries she earns - rewards you for risking your life, as her 

daughters once urged her to abandon her profession. "I wouldn't give it up for anything, 

except money," she insists undaunted. Her words echo coldly in the kitchen of her mother's 

house, where her family shares a roof with her sister's because of the financial predicament of 

buying a home of their own. And for safety, so that her daughters are always accompanied.  

Laura and her daughter Yoselyn, the middle child, shed a few tears as they listened to her. 

They know the answers, but this is the first time they have sat down to talk about it openly. 

"My daughter hadn't had the space to talk about our relationship with that openness. 

Sometimes I think I try to avoid that talk, like when I'm asked to slow down a little bit out of 

fear. I always change the subject," Dulcina admits as she watches her daughter burst into a 

deep whimper. 

-Is it worth all that sacrifice? 

Yoselyn is the only one who has the answer and interrupts the long silence with a broken 

voice: 

-Maybe I don't want to be a journalist, but be brave like my mom. -I'm not. She does 

something for the world. 


