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MEXICO
United Mexican States 

Population: 107.0 million (39.7 million under 18) 
Government armed forces: 237,800 
Compulsory recruitment age: 18 
Voluntary recruitment age: 16 (training or early 
enlistment – see text) 
Voting age: 18 
Optional Protocol: ratified 15 March 2002 
Other treaties ratified (see glossary): 
CRC, GC AP I, ICC, ILO 182 

With parental consent, 16-year-olds could 
volunteer for early military service. No 
information was available on the use of 
under-18s in armed groups.

Government
National recruitment legislation and 
practice
All Mexican men had to do military service in the 
army or the navy. In case of international armed 
conflict, service was compulsory for nationals of 
allied countries in the armed conflict who were 
resident in Mexico. Young men had to register 
with the military authorities between July and 
December of the year they turned 18. The Ministry 
of National Defence determined the number 
of conscripts needed each year, and the navy 
selected the conscripts it required from those 
chosen by lottery to undertake active service. 
Recruits chosen by lottery started active service 
in January or July of the following year. One year 
of active service was followed by membership of 
the reserve until the age of 40 and of the National 
Guard until the age of 45. All men of military age 
received an identification card indicating whether 
they had fulfilled their military obligations.1

Volunteers for military service had to be 
aged 18–30, but under-18s could volunteer with 
parental consent in signal units for training as 
technicians under contracts for no more than 
five years.2 Sixteen-year-olds who would be 
abroad or studying when they would normally do 
their military service could enlist with parental 
consent.3

Military service could be carried out either 
when required by the Ministry of Defence or at 
a training centre every Saturday from February 
to December. From 2006 conscripts undertook 
military instruction only; previously they had 
also worked with disadvantaged people in 
educational, sporting, cultural and social 
activities. Women could volunteer to join the 
armed forces from the age of 18. They undertook 

activities related to the promotion of health and 
education.4

There were over 1,660 federal, state and 
municipal police forces.5 Candidates for the 
Federal Preventive Police had to be 18 years 
of age and to have completed their secondary 
education.6 Many military officials in recent years 
were transferred as active members of the armed 
forces to this police force, raising concerns that 
their policing functions were not clearly subject 
to civilian oversight.7

Military training and military schools
Armed forces schools were divided into 
superior, technical superior, secondary high 
and technical schools. Diplomas and degrees 
obtained in military schools were equivalent 
to those obtained in civilian colleges.8 In times 
of armed conflict, students at military schools 
were subject to military jurisdiction (fuero de 
guerra). Foreign or national scholars studying at 
military institutions were not subject to military 
jurisdiction, but had to follow the appropriate 
regulations.9

Superior schools included the Military Health 
Graduates School, Naval Medical School, Military 
Dentistry School and Military Engineers School. 
Civilian defence personnel were trained at the 
Naval Studies Superior Centre and the National 
Defence College. Naval recruits and officers could 
obtain degrees in naval sciences, engineering, 
medicine and communications at naval superior 
schools.10 These admitted young men and women 
aged 17–21, with parental consent.11 

Generally, technical superior schools, which 
included the Heroico Colegio Militar (army) and 
the Heroica Escuela Naval Militar (navy), admitted 
candidates between 15 and 18 years of age, with 
parental consent certified by a lawyer. Graduates 
from the Heroico Colegio Militar were given the 
rank of second lieutenant on completing three 
years of studies. 12 After 18 months’ training at the 
Air Force Specialist Troop Military School, cadets 
became second sergeants. Training at other 
technical superior schools was for only one year, 
in theory allowing a 16-year-old to become a non-
commissioned officer just 12 months after being 
admitted to the school.13 

Armed groups
Paramilitaries
Paramilitary groups, with strong links to 
politicians, the military and powerful economic 
sectors operated in Chiapas and other southern 
states, taking advantage of local conflicts based 
on ethnic, religious and political differences 
and disputes over the use of natural resources 
and access to land.14 Many of these groups 
were registered officially, such as Peace and 
Justice (Paz y Justicia), which according to non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) had issued 
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threats against political opponents and carried 
out enforced disappearances. Armed forces 
commanders reportedly trained members of 
these forces.15 In June 2005 several families were 
forced to flee their homes in Sabanilla, Chiapas, 
after reported threats from members of Peace 
and Justice.16

The Rural Defence Corps consisted of armed 
units made up of volunteers who supported the 
armed forces when required, including in case 
of armed conflict. They were reported to have a 
strength of around 14,000.17 

In October 2006 unidentified armed groups, 
believed to include officers of state and municipal 
police in plain clothes, made scores of arrests 
without identifying themselves. The arrests 
took place in the city of Oaxaca during violence 
that followed a demonstration by supporters of 
the Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca 
against the presence of the Federal Preventive 
Police in the city. The officers reportedly 
tortured and ill-treated detainees, who were 
held incommunicado over several days.18 In 
November 2006 an indigenous community 
in Chiapas was attacked by over 200 armed 
individuals, reportedly wearing clothes used by 
state police and armed with machetes and high-
calibre firearms. Four people died and four were 
subjected to enforced disappearance.19 

Little was known about the structure 
of paramilitary groups, and there was no 
information on whether their members included 
under-18s.

Armed opposition groups
In November 2006 there were estimated to 
be more than 30 armed opposition groups 
in Mexico.20 One of the largest, the Popular 
Revolutionary Army (Ejército Popular 
Revolucionario, EPR), which emerged in the 
state of Guerrero in 1996, had a presence in 
nearly 20 states including Chiapas. The Zapatista 
National Liberation Army (Ejército Zapatista de 
Liberación Nacional, EZLN), present in Chiapas 
since 1994, had spread to several other Mexican 
states, although not Guerrero.21 No information 
was available on the number of members of each 
organization.

In July 2005 the EZLN announced plans to 
initiate alternative political activism in Chiapas.22 
The leader of the EZLN, Subcomandante Marcos, 
denied links between the EZLN and other 
armed opposition groups, saying that the group 
was seeking a peaceful solution and peace 
negotiations.23

Smaller groups such as the Democratic 
Revolutionary Trend–People’s Army (Tendencia 
Democrática Revolucionaria–Ejército del Pueblo, 
TDR–EP) continued to be active and claimed 
responsibility for attacks with explosives in 
Morelos and Mexico state in 2004 and 2005 and 
in Mexico City in November 2006.24

There was no information on the presence of 
under-18s in any of these groups.

Developments
In March 2006 a constitutional amendment 
created a separate juvenile justice system for 
children aged 12–18, where judges had to apply 
the principles of the best interests of the child.25 
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
noted that the implementation of the system 
would require laws in each state to be drafted 
and implemented, as well as additional financial 
and human resources, and urged Mexico to 
take steps to ensure that states implement the 
revision as a matter of priority.26
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