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Salinas unleashes ‘oil cholera’

As if he were the Queen of Hearts, Salinas is lopping off the head
of anyone who dares to discuss Mexico’s oil.

The most deadly disease currently
affecting officials of Carlos Salinas de
Gortari’s government has come to be
known as “oil cholera,” and the conta-
gion appears to be spreading. “Oil
cholera” attacks anyone who
speaks—without presidential permis-
sion—about Mexican oil in connec-
tion with the Free Trade Pact the Sali-
nas government is now negotiating
with the U.S., and it forces its victims
to resign immediately.

The breeding ground for this in-
fection lies in the intense U.S. pres-
sure on Mexico to include its oil in the
Free Trade Pact. Foreign involvement
with Mexican oil is strictly prohibited
by the Mexican Constitution, and any
alteration of the Constitution to ac-
commodate Bush’s planned annex-
ation of Mexico’s economy, and espe-
cially its vast oil wealth, would trigger
widespread opposition inside Mexi-
co—that is, as long as such changes
were attempted in plain view. Those
who would surrender the oil, under-
standably, are acting sotto voce.

There is widespread suspicion
among Mexican circles that the “oil
cholera” was brought to Mexico by
former U.S. Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger, who declared, following
his Feb. 8 meeting with Salinas, that
the incorporation of Mexico’s oil into
the Free Trade Pact “needn’t require
changing your Constitution; there are
many ways in which we could reach a
deal.” In other words, we’ll get your
oil, one way or the other.

Kissinger’s suggestion of circum-
venting the Mexican Constitution
confirms these suspicions of what
transpired behind closed doors during

Salinas’s late-November 1990 mara-
thon meetings on the Free Trade Pact
with Bush. Salinas repeatedly
emerged from those meetings denying
that Mexican oil was a subject for ne-
gotiation. And yet the word on every-
one’s lips at the time was that Bush
was after one and only one thing,
Mexico’s oil, and that he got it!

The weekly magazine Siempre ob-
served in its Feb. 7 editorial, “Despite
the fact that Article 27 of the Constitu-
tion is still in force, the truth is that
behind doors and in corners, in whis-
pers and in private, the possibility of
privatizing Petréleos Mexicanos
[Pemex] is being discussed.”

The first symptoms of the “oil
cholera” were revealed Jan. 18 when
La Jornada columnist Alberto Bar-
ranco Chavarria wrote that “for the
purpose of avoiding distortions, exag-
gerations, or misinterpretations about
the repercussions of the Persian Gulf
war on our country, the highest office
in the country has ordered that the only
spokesman . . . on oil matters is Pem-
ex General Director Francisco Rojas.”
And on Feb. 7, El Economista direc-
tor Luis E. Mercado wrote that the
only ones permitted to speak about oil
and the Free Trade Pact are “Trade
Secretary Jaime Serra Puche; head of
the Office of Negotiations Herminio
Alonso Blanco Mendoza; and the co-
ordinator of that same office Jaime
Enrique Zabludovsky Kuper. Those
not mentioned ‘are out!” ”

The order to shut up has also been
extended to congressmen of the ruling
PRI party, all of whom have reported-
ly been fitted with a “muzzle,” ac-
cording to Jorge Alcocer in the maga-

zine Proceso of Feb. 11.

But in a “democratic” country like
Mexico, some officials have made the
mistake of believing they were inocu-
lated against the “oil cholera.” On
Feb. 5, a communiqué issued by the
office of the President announced the
resignation of the Deputy Secretary of
Energy, Mines, and State Industry
(SEMIP), engineer Alberto Escofet
Artigas, who a few days earlier had
declared that “there will be private and
foreign investment in oil and elec-
tricity.”

On Feb. 14, the press reported an-
other victim of:the “oil cholera”: Mi-
guel Angel Toro Herndndez, director
of international trade negotiations for
Mexico’s Commerce and Industrial
Development Department (SECOFI).
Toro Herndndez resigned after declar-
ing that oil would indeed be included,
“within the constraints of law,” in the
Free Trade Pact.

According to El Economista di-
rector Mercado, two delegates of
SECOFI, from Pueblo and Chihua-
hua, have already resigned after com-
mitting the same sin.

Following these outbreaks of “oil
cholera,” President Salinas held a pri-
vate meeting ‘Feb. 11 with Sen.
Porfirio Muioz Ledo, former Mexi-
can ambassador to the U.N. and co-
founder, along with Cuauhtémoc Car-
denas, of the opposition Party of the
Democratic Revolution (PRD).

Despite a cautious disavowal by
Cirdenas that the moment was not pro-
pitious for a dialogue with the govern-
ment, the Mufioz Ledo meeting with
Salinas went ahead, and has been wide-
ly viewed as a willingness to give credi-
bility to the Salinas government by at
least one faction of the PRD. In state-
ments afterwards, Muifioz Ledo admit-
ted that Mexico’s oil policy and the
ramifications of the Persian Gulf war
on Mexico were central aspects of his
amicable “‘chat™ with the President.
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