
In Mexico, those 
searching for
missing relatives
can vanish too
HUITZUCO DE LOS FIGUEROA: Maria
Herrera is scraping at the earth on a hill in the
town of Huitzuco, in southern Mexico, look-
ing for the mounds or sunken spots that indi-
cate a decaying corpse. At 70 years old,
Herrera is hoping against all odds to find her
four missing sons-two who disappeared in
2008, and two who vanished in 2010 looking
for their brothers. “Every time we come to
one of these nasty places, we suffer.... Who
heard their screams of pain? Who heard their
last words?” she said through tears as she
dug in the dirt with a group of 100 other
activists in the violent state of Guerrero. The
small, gray-haired grandmother is the face of
a dirty secret that has haunted Mexico for
years: the countryside of Latin America’s sec-
ond-largest economy is littered with bodies.

More than 40,000 people are missing in
Mexico, which has been swept by a wave of
violence since the government declared war
on the country’s powerful drug cartels in
2006. Herrera regularly goes out searching
for her sons with other relatives of the “dis-
appeared.” But she is also part of a smaller,
even more tragic group: some 20 families
who have lost children not once but twice,
when the ones who remained went looking
for their missing siblings and ended up disap-
pearing too.

SUV full of cash
Herrera’s family comes from Pajuacaran, a

small town in western Mexico where most
people are farmers or emigrate to the United
States. She and her husband decided they

wanted something different for their eight
children. They started a small business selling
household goods door to door, then used the
profits to launch a nationwide gold exchange.
Part of the business, she said, involved travel-
ing the country to buy and sell gold-which is
what Jesus Salvador, then 24, and Raul, then
19, were doing in Guerrero in 2008. Traveling
with five employees in an SUV carrying near-
ly $90,000 in cash and gold, they did not
realize a bloody cartel turf war was just
breaking out in the state.

“My brothers had no idea when they
arrived,” said Juan Carlos, 41, their older sib-
ling. He and his family believe a local cartel
mistook the brothers and their co-workers
for members of a rival group and had some
crooked cops arrest them. Such stories are
not uncommon in Guerrero. It is the state
where 43 student protesters disappeared in
2014 after being arrested by state police, who
apparently handed them over to cartel hit-
men-a notorious case that drew international

condemnation, and remains unsolved.

Wrong place, wrong time 
With no news of their sons, and fed up with

the lack of answers from the authorities, the
Herreras hired private investigators and began
searching on their own. Their situation got
more desperate in February 2009, when
Herrera’s husband died of a stroke. Taking up
the family gold business-and using their trav-
els to search for Jesus and Raul-two more
brothers, Gustavo, then 27, and Luis Armando,
then 25, started criss-crossing the country.
“Sometimes the drug traffickers take their vic-
tims somewhere else. Maybe we’ll find them in
another state,” Herrera said Gustavo told her.
They were on such a trip when they, too, dis-
appeared. Moments after Gustavo called his
wife to check in, on September 22, 2010, the
brothers were detained by police in Poza
Rica, in the eastern state of Veracruz-another
cartel hotspot known for hit squads run by
corrupt cops. — AFP 
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BAGHUZ: A toddler looks at members of the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) while awaiting to be searched, after leaving the Islamic State (IS) group’s last holdout of Baghouz, in the eastern Syrian Deir Ezzor province. — AFP 

HUITZUCO DE LOS FIGUEROA: Forensic personnel of the Mexican Attorney General work in the
exhumation of human remains found during the activities of the fourth National Search
Brigade, in Huitzuco de los Figueroa, Guerrero state, Mexico. — AFP 

DEIR AL-ZOR PROVINCE: Hareth Najem fled
Islamic State’s last enclave in eastern Syria wounded
and alone. The Iraqi orphan’s family had died two years
earlier in air strikes across the border in Al-Qaim
region. “I had two brothers and a sister. They all died,
and then I was by myself,” Hareth said, tears filling his
eyes. “My little sister, I loved her a lot. I used to take
her with me to the market.” Lying in a cattle truck
beside another injured boy at a desert transit point for
US-backed forces, he huddled under a blanket. His face
was covered in dirt and the side of his head wrapped
with bandages covering wounds incurred days earlier.

Hareth was 11 years old when Islamic State (IS)
carved out its “caliphate” in Iraq and Syria, killing thou-
sands of civilians and attracting an array of enemies
that have fought from the air and on the ground to
uproot the jihadists. Now 16, he was among the chil-
dren swept up this week in the civilian evacuation of
Baghouz, the last shred of land under the jihadists’ con-
trol where they are on the brink of defeat at the hands

of the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF).
Some of the children are foreigners whose parents

brought them to be raised under IS rule, or child fight-

ers conscripted into what the group dubbed “cubs of
the caliphate”. Others, including members of the Yazidi
minority, were enslaved by the jihadists. Many have
seen their parents die in the fighting or be detained by

rival forces. As IS faces territorial defeat, their fate
remains uncertain. The SDF investigates all men and
teenage boys arriving from Baghouz to determine pos-
sible IS links.

‘These kids have nobody’
Around 20 children crossed the frontline on their

own this week, including Iraqis, Syrians, Turks and
Indonesians, said SDF commander Adnan Afrin. The
fathers of some were identified as IS fighters and
arrested immediately. “These kids have nobody.
They need somebody to take care of them, to pro-
vide mental health support,” said Afrin, adding that
some had gone hungry for a long time. The SDF
plans to hand over the children to aid groups, he
said. Hareth said his family had been running a mar-
ket stall when IS overran their town and they had no
links to the group.

After his family was killed in an aerial bombard-
ment, he crossed into Syria with other Iraqis who

feared Shiite Muslim militias advancing against IS
would take revenge on Sunnis - a fear that other
Iraqis have cited as their reason for entering IS-held
Syria. Hareth said he tried to avoid the jihadists and
denies attending their schools or receiving military
training. Their morality police would sometimes
arrest and whip him. “They gave speeches at the
mosques, jihad and whatnot,” he said. “I was scared
of them. My whole family died because of them.”

When he reached Baghouz, he worked in a field in
return for a room to sleep in. He tried saving enough
money to go home, but said the militants stopped
him. Hareth was wounded last week when a shell fell
near where he was standing along the Euphrates
River, injuring his ear, hand and stomach. He wants to
get medical care and return to relatives still in Iraq.
“I want to go look for them ... When I get better and
my body recovers, when I can walk,” he said. “I want
to go back, to become a young man again, to build a
future again.” — AFP 

Wounded and alone, ‘IS’ kids emerge 
‘I had two brothers and a sister. They all died’

Islamic State
faces 

a territorial
defeat

Hezbollah:
British ban 
an ‘insult’ to
Lebanon
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s Hezbollah move-
ment has condemned Britain’s decision
to outlaw its political wing, describing
the move as an “insult” to the Lebanese
people. Britain said Monday it would
seek to make membership of the Shiite
movement or inviting support for it a
crime. The decision follows outrage last
year over the display of the Hezbollah
flag, which features a Kalashnikov
assault rifle, at pro-Palestinian demon-
strations in London. 

“The British government has insulted
the sentiments and the will of the
Lebanese people by adopting this deci-
sion,” the group said in a statement. “The
Lebanese consider Hezbollah to be a big
political and popular force and they have
granted it wide representation in parlia-
ment and government,” it said. 

Beyond Lebanon, the group warned
Britain the move would “invite hostility
from the people of the region,” and
would harm its role in the Middle East.
Hezbollah was established in 1982 during
Lebanon’s civil war and is now a major
political party in the country, holding
three cabinet posts. But British Foreign
Secretary Jeremy Hunt said in a state-
ment on Monday any distinction
between its military and political wings
“does not exist”.

“This (decision) does not change our
ongoing commitment to Lebanon, with
whom we have a broad and strong rela-
tionship,” he added. Lebanon’s Foreign

Minister Gebran Bassil said senior
British officials had agreed the issue
should not “impact on bilateral relation-
ships between Lebanon and Britain”.
Bassil, whose Free Patriotic Movement
party is allied with Hezbollah in govern-
ment, added it “will not have direct neg-
ative consequences on Lebanon because
we are already used to this situation with
other countries”. The move earned swift
praise from the United States and Israel.

Ban ‘irresponsible’
Meanwhile, Iran condemned Britain’s

decision to outlaw the political wing of
Lebanon’s Hezbollah movement yester-
day, describing it as “wrong and irre-
sponsible.” “Iran considers Hezbollah a
legitimate and legal force which plays an
effective and undeniable role in helping
its country’s political stability and safe-
guarding its security,” the foreign min-
istry said on its website. “[It] considers
the decision to place Hezbollah on a ter-
rorism blacklist to be wrong and irre-
sponsible and one which will not con-
tribute to the stability and security of
Lebanon.”

Hezbollah was established in 1982
during the Lebanese civil war and fought
a 2006 war with Israel. It is also a major
force in the country’s politics, holding
three cabinet posts. Britain blacklisted
Hezbollah’s military wing in 2008 but
had until now made no move against its
political wing. However, British Foreign
Secretary Jeremy Hunt said on Monday
that any distinction between its military
and political wings “does not exist”.
“This (decision) does not change our
ongoing commitment to Lebanon, with
whom we have a broad and strong rela-
tionship,” he said. Tehran is a major sup-
porter of Hezbollah and its “resistance”
against the Islamic republic’s arch foe
Israel. Britain’s decision drew swift
praise from both Israel and the United
States. — Agencies 


