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TIERRA BLANCA, MEXICO: View of an altar with pictures of five youngsters who went missing past January 11 in Tierra
Blanca community, Veracruz State.—AFP photos

Mexican cops again at center of a mass disappearance
TIERRA BLANCA, Mexico: For more than two weeks, the par-
ents of five missing young people have been living inside a
Mexican state prosecutor’s office in an attempt to pressure
authorities to find their children. The parents spent the first
night sitting on cold plastic chairs. Then they brought mat-
tresses, a microwave oven and a television set inside the gov-
ernment building. “It’s our home now,” said Columba Arroniz
Gonzalez as she heated up some tortillas and soup for her
gaunt-looking husband in the patio of the prosecutor’s office
in Tierra Blanca, in the eastern state of Veracruz.

Their son, Bernardo Benitez, 25, is among the five young
people, including a 16-year-old girl, who disappeared after
state police officers detained them in gang-plagued Tierra
Blanca on January 11. The case has become a symbol of
Mexico’s growing number of “forced disappearances”-a term
used for abductions committed by authorities. Their plight
has been compared to the disappearance of 43 students in
southern Guerrero state in September 2014, when municipal
police attacked the young men and delivered them to a drug
cartel, which allegedly killed them. At least 275 complaints of
forced disappearances were lodged between 2006 and
September 2015, according to figures from the attorney gen-
eral’s office obtained by AFP though a freedom of information
request.

It started with four complaints in 2006, when the govern-
ment declared a war against drug trafficking, and soared to 68
in 2014. There were 41 complaints in the first nine months of
2015. But the attorney general’s office has launched only 15
legal proceedings. In the case of the 43 students, the police
who were detained were charged with kidnapping instead of
forced disappearance.

Arrests and bodies 
In Veracruz, seven state police officers, including a regional

commander, have been charged with the forced disappear-
ances of the five young people. The officers told investigators
that they delivered the five-Susana Tapia, 16, Bernardo
Benitez, 25, Jose Benitez, 24, Mario Arturo Orozco Sanchez, 28,
and Jose Alfredo Gonzalez, 25 — to a gang. Last weekend, the
local leader of the Jalisco New Generation drug cartel was
arrested in connection with the case. The reason behind the
disappearance remains a mystery. A half-dozen bodies have
been found in the search. While none belonged to the five
missing young people, the discoveries highlighted the extent
of violence in Veracruz, a state plagued by cartel turf wars for
years.

The five are now among the more than 26,600 people who
are reported missing across Mexico. Since their families took
over the prosecutor’s office, mothers of other missing people
have come to visit them in solidarity with their cause.

Birthday turned into tragedy 
The five victims, who lived in Playa Vicente, had spent a

weekend in the port of Veracruz to celebrate a birthday. After
the party, in the morning of Monday, January 11, they took a
detour to have breakfast in Tierra Blanca, their relatives said.
Dionisia Sanchez, mother of Mario Arturo, said police stopped
them for speeding, but for unknown reasons, two officers got
into their car while two of the young people were put in a
police pick-up truck. Part of the scene was captured by surveil-
lance cameras. The area where they were detained has two
service stations and a supermarket, just  100 meters (yards)
from a state police facility.

Service station workers said they did not see anything, but
neighbors who declined to give their names said that state
police offices had “take over the town.” A friend of the missing
five who happened to be at the supermarket witnessed their
arrest. The witness was able to call Jose Benitez, who told him
that it was just a “routine” police stop. But when he saw his
friends being taken away, he called again. The phone, howev-
er, had been turned off. When their parents heard the news,
they rushed to Tierra Blanca to look for them and contacted
the authorities, thinking that they were merely held by the
police.

If they had been taken by a gang, “we would have thought
that it was a kidnapping,” said Bernardo Benitez, 54, who has
the same name as his missing son. “But if it’s the police, what
are you supposed to think?” The elder Benitez went through a
similar drama before. Seven years ago, he paid a ransom after
his father was kidnapped. But he never reappeared and, like
his son, remains missing to this day.—AFP

DES MOINES, Iowa: It was clear, even before it started, that
Thursday night’s Republican presidential debate would be dra-
matically different. GOP front-runner Donald Trump had voluntar-
ily given up his regular place at center stage. He skipped the
debate, preferring to mount a rally across town to punish Fox
News Channel for “toying” with him. The billionaire business-
man’s absence was addressed early and then his Republican rivals
quickly moved on, getting a far better opportunity to shine.
Overall, the two-hour affair featured a sober tone focused more
on substance than personality. There were exceptions, of course.
Ted Cruz defended his authenticity and Marco Rubio faced point-
ed questions on immigration.

But just days before Iowa’s leadoff caucuses, there were none
of the breakout moments that have sometimes characterized the
more colorful debates featuring Trump, battling Cruz for first
place in the 2016 primary season’s opening contest. Some take-
aways from Thursday’s Republican debate:

Elephant not in the room
Trump has repeatedly demonstrated his ability to dominate

the stage. There is little doubt he helped his rivals by not showing
up. He was mocked early and largely forgotten. Cruz set the tone
with a sarcastic impression of his top rival: “I’m a maniac and
everyone on this stage is stupid, fat and ugly,” Cruz said. “Now
that we’ve gotten the Donald Trump portion out of the way ...”
Florida Sen Marco Rubio also weighed in: “It’s not about Donald
Trump. He’s an entertaining guy. He’s the greatest show on
earth.” Beyond a few playful jabs, the two-hour debate was a
Trump-free zone, one of the few such events in the race so far.

Cruz the front-runner
Cruz fought to make sure he was positioned at center stage in

Trump’s absence, but did little to take advantage of the opportu-
nity. He tried to embrace the role of de facto front-runner at the
outset, pointing out that he was being attacked by several rivals -
even before there were any pointed exchanges. Cruz later faced
sharp questions on immigration, national security and, perhaps
most importantly, whether he was trustworthy. Trust is the theme
of the fiery conservative’s campaign, and several candidates
questioned his authenticity.

“Ted, throughout this campaign, you’ve been willing to say or
do anything in order to get votes,” Rubio charged. Cruz fought
back by accusing Rubio of bending to the will of donors on immi-
gration, but it was hardly a decisive victory.

No amnesty for Rubio
Rubio did not help himself among the conservatives who

question his position on immigration. The issue is by far his great-
est vulnerability as he tries to convince skeptical GOP activists
that he doesn’t support so-called amnesty. The debate modera-
tors played a series of video clips highlighting Rubio’s apparent
shift on the issue, which put the first-term senator on the defen-
sive at the outset of a key exchange. At best, Rubio may have
clouded the issue of whether he had backed off his earlier calls for
comprehensive legislation that includes a pathway to citizenship.
But rival Jeb Bush seemed to get the best of him in an exchange
in which Bush questioned Rubio’s retreat on the issue. “You
shouldn’t cut and run,” Bush charged.

Bush clouds lane
Bush repeatedly beat back questions about his long-term via-

bility in the 2016 contest, insisting he has a path to the nomina-
tion and would ultimately defeat leading Democrat Hillary
Clinton. “We’re just starting. The first vote hasn’t been counted.
Why don’t we let the process work?” Bush said. Overall, Bush had
more success on the debate stage without having to contend
with Trump. His strength - and full-steam-ahead approach - was a
pointed reminder that the fight for the party’s mainstream wing is
far from over.

Bush and Rubio are competing with New Jersey Gov. Chris
Christie and Ohio Gov. John Kasich to win over the GOP’s centrist
wing. Some party officials hoped Rubio would have emerged as
the consensus choice by now. Bush defended rounds of anti-
Rubio attack ads. “This is beanbag compared to what the Clinton
hit machine is going to do to the Republican nominee,” Bush said.

Trump’s counterprogramming
It was a risky move politically, but Donald Trump helped raise

$6 million to benefit veterans at an event three miles away from
the debate stage. Instead of going after his rivals on national tele-
vision, Trump read out the names of wealthy friends who’d
pledged major contributions to veterans’ causes. When he
announced he’d pledged $1 million himself, the crowd erupted in
cheers. He explained to the Drake University crowd that he had
little choice but to skip the debate. Trump admitted he didn’t
know if the decision would hurt him in the polls, but tried to cast
it as a sign of strength.

“You have to stick up for your rights. When you’re treated bad-
ly, you have to stick up for your rights,” he said. As for the debate,
Trump predicted it would have far fewer viewers without him on
the stage. That may be true, but Iowa voters will decide in four
days whether Trump hurt his chances in the 2016 race simply to
prove a point.—AP

Debate takeaways: Without

Trump, spotlight on Cruz, Rubio


