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Crimes Against Humanity: 

Decades of Violence and Abuse in Mexican  

Institutions for Children and Adults with Disabilities 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

States Parties to the present Convention recognize the equal right 
of all persons with disabilities to live in the community, with 
choices equal to others. – UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD), Article 19 
 
They arrive here. They die here. The government provides no alternatives. – 
Director of Pastoral de Amor, Yucatan 
 

This report documents severe and pervasive human rights violations against children and 
adults with disabilities in Mexico. Within the country’s orphanages, psychiatric facilities, social 
care homes, and shelters for people with disabilities, inhumane and degrading treatment is 
common and many practices amount to torture.  
  
Violence, sexual abuse, forced sterilization, forced abortion, and trafficking for labor or 
sex is common.  
 
Children and adults with disabilities throughout Mexico are confined to institutions, segregated 
from society, and exposed to these dangers – because of the country’s failure to create social 
supports that would allow people to lead a full life in the community. Mexico’s law strips people 
with disabilities of the right to make decisions about their own lives – leaving them unable to 
file complaints or demand accountability when they are abused. 
 
DRI investigators recorded extensive accounts of physical and sexual abuse. At the Casa 
Esperanza, the Director of the facility explained that women and girls are sterilized to cover up 
sexual abuse: 
 

I cannot protect women from being raped by workers who come into the 
facility…. so, we sterilize all of them. – Director of Casa Esperanza 
 

Authorities at six institutions informed DRI that they routinely sterilize women. According to 
the directors of the public psychiatric hospitals El Batam and Villa Ocaranza, all women of 
‘fertile’ age have been ‘taken care of’ – surgically sterilized or given a contraceptive patch. In 
the private institution El Recobro in Mexico City, staff report women who arrive pregnant are 
sterilized after they give birth.  
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The problem of sterilization is not limited to women detained in institutions. DRI conducted a 
survey of over fifty women seeking outpatient mental health treatment in Mexico City, and a 
majority reported that they had been sterilized without their knowledge or consent. In the 
same survey, an even larger majority reported that they had been sexually abused at the 
hands of health care providers. DRI similarly received extensive reports of sexual abuse within 
institutions: 
 

At least eight women told me they were victims of sexual abuse by male staff. 
– volunteer in CAIS Cascada 
 
It makes us feel disgusted. – woman at CAIS Cascada, a facility where women 
are forced to have sex and compensated with cigarettes or money. 
 

In the absence of meaningful treatment in institutions, people with disabilities are often 
controlled through the use of physical and chemical restraints. 
 

I handcuff them and we tie their feet and leave them face down for hours. – 
Director of the Centro de Rehabilitacón Fortalécete en Cristo, Baja California 
 
Throughout the DRI investigation, I encountered a lack of awareness of 
professional standards and commonly accepted practices, such as positive 
behavioral supports. Such practices could be used to prevent and respond to 
challenging behavior and to make restraint unnecessary. Restraint is 
traumatizing, inhumane and counterproductive. – Dr. Diane Jacobstein, 
Georgetown University Center for Child and Human Development  
  

At one facility, Hogar de Nuestra Señora de la Consolación de los Niños Incurables in Mexico City, 
run by a Catholic order, investigators observed dozens of children and adults held in cages and 
tied down to beds. At the Centro de Rehabilitación San Luis Gonzaga in the State of Mexico, 
nearly all children and adults were restrained with layers of bandages from head to toe for at 
least an hour a day. We observed young people with disabilities whose hands were tied to bars 
above their heads as they were forced to walk on treadmills for extended periods of time, 
purportedly as a form of “physical therapy.” International law prohibits the use of restraints as 
“treatment,” as this practice can be dangerous and traumatizing. When one minor finished his 
time on the treadmill at this facility, he lay face down on the mat in pain, requiring a heating 
pad for his shoulders. 
 
Unproven and dangerous treatments, such as the use of psychosurgery for aggressive 
behavior among people with intellectual disabilities or autism, have been reported in a Spanish 
medical journal. The article described how adults may consent to allow psychosurgery on their 
children if they exhibit aggressive behavior – whether or not other treatment has been tried. 
Yucatan’s mental health law specifically allows psychosurgery on children. The Mexican 
Institute for Social Security reported the use of lobotomies on women with anorexia. Electro-
convulsive therapy (ECT) is used without anesthesia or muscle relaxants – a dangerous practice 
that causes severe pain. The use of ECT without anesthesia has been condemned by the World 
Health Organization and described as torture by the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture. One 
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recipient said he received 11 sessions as punishment, after a dispute with the Director of the 
Tabasco Psychiatric facility. The Deputy Director ordered a suspension of the procedure after 
the man’s condition deteriorated so much that the Director “thought he would die.” 
 
In several facilities, dangerous conditions and inappropriate care has led to high death rates. At 
the El Batan psychiatric facility, for example, authorities report that at least 98 of the 
approximately 300 people at the facility have died in the last two years. The Director of the 
facility said that that the high death rate was due to the “misuse of psychotropic medications” 
– an admission of gross medical neglect at the facility.  This death rate of 27% from preventable 
causes is at least ten times the risk of sudden premature death in similar institutions of other 
countries.1 
 
In the Psychiatric Institution Villa Ocaranza in Hidalgo, the director told DRI that the most 
common cause of death among persons with disabilities was “food aspiration” (choking) but, 
despite this, the institution had not hired a specialist to assist with feeding and choking 
prevention practices or come up with an individualized diet to reduce the risk of aspiration.  
 

They are here for social reasons. They have been abandoned by families and 
they have nowhere to go.  – Ministry of Health Official, Yucatan 
 
They stay here until they die.  – Director, Casa Hogar San Pablo, Queretaro 
 

Throughout Mexico’s social service system, the primary reason given for confinement in an 
institution – according to both staff and person with disabilities interviewed by DRI – is the lack 
of community-based and family-based supports. Authorities at psychiatric facilities, social care 
homes, and homeless shelters agree that the vast majority of detainees are not dangerous and 
have no medical or psychiatric reason to be there, but they simply cannot obtain the support or 
treatment they need while living at home or with their family. Similarly, the vast majority of 
children in Mexico’s orphanages have living relatives, and they are placed in these facilities 
because of poverty or lack of supports to allow them to live with their family. 
 
Children and adults with disabilities confined to institutions are usually condemned to a 
lifetime of segregation from society. The dangerous conditions at the facilities and lack of care 
and treatment often results in a decline in mental health. Children in orphanages often cannot 
attend mainstream schools, and adults lose out on employment opportunities, making it more 
and more difficult over time to reintegrate into society. 
 

                                                           
1 For example, see (1) Manu, P., Kane, J. M., & Correll, C. U. (2011). Sudden deaths in psychiatric patients. 
Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 72(7), 936–941. Available at https://doi.org/10.4088/JCP.10m06244gry (Last 
visited Sept. 18, 2020); (2) Adelugba OO, Mela M, Haq IU (2018) Trends and causes of psychiatric inpatient 
deaths: A ten-year retrospective study at a secure forensic psychiatric centre in Canada. Forensic Sci Criminol, 
DOI: 10.15761/FSC.1000122; (3) Nordentoft M, Wahlbeck K, Hällgren J, Westman J, Ösby U, Alinaghizadeh H, 
et al. (2013) Excess Mortality, Causes of Death and Life Expectancy in 270,770 Patients with Recent Onset of 
Mental Disorders in Denmark, Finland and Sweden. PLoS ONE 8(1): e55176. Available at 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055176 (Last visited Sept. 18, 2020). 

https://doi.org/10.4088/JCP.10m06244gry
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055176
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This report documents a culture of impunity in which abusers are not held accountable and 
government authorities fail to respond to known human rights violations in institutions. DRI 
has documented and exposed abuse and improper segregation in closed institutions in detailed 
reports in 2000, 2010, 2015 and 2019. In 2014, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities condemned Mexico for its failure to enforce CRPD Article 19’s 
obligation to avoid segregation by creating community-based services and support for people 
with disabilities.    The Committee called on Mexico to adopt laws to stop labor exploitation of 
people with disabilities and forced sterilization.  In the decade since the UN issued these 
recommendations, Mexico has failed to change its discriminatory laws and flouted UN 
recommendations to end segregation by providing community alternatives to institutions. 
At both national and state levels, the government has knowingly and intentionally allowed 
abusive and dangerous practices to continue by failing to change policies and continuing to 
direct the vast amount of funding for services into abusive institutions rather than community 
care. 
 

Plans to remodel and create new facilities show the government’s intention 
to preserve the current institutional model instead of transitioning to a new, 
community model. – DRI Expert Dr. Javier Aceves, after interviewing 
authorities from the System for Family (DIF) 
 

Despite well documented abuses, Mexico has not created the human rights oversight and 
enforcement systems necessary to protect its institutional populations. Indeed, creating 
policies and programs to respond to abuses has been impossible because the main authorities 
responsible for operating these services – the national Ministry of Health, the System for 
Integral Family Development (DIF), the Ministry for Social Development, and the National 
System for the Integral Protection of Children and Adolescent (SIPINNA) – do not even track 
the number of people placed within these systems.   
 
Overview of findings: adult institutions 
  
DRI visited 35 institutions where adults with disabilities are detained – sometimes mixed with 
other populations such as children, drug addicts and migrants. In 85% of the institutions DRI 
investigated for people with disabilities, we observed or authorities reported the use of 
seclusion, physical restraint, or chemical restraint. In some facilities, DRI observed all three 
of these abusive practices.  
 
There were only five facilities where DRI investigators observed no inhumane and degrading 
treatment in progress. Of these, two of them were expensive private facilities, out of reach for 
most Mexicans.  In the other three, there was a nearly complete lack of treatment and little 
active care and the people detained there were left to fend for themselves.  
 
DRI observed the use of physical and/or chemical restraints in 83% of the institutions for 
people with disabilities we visited – much of it for prolonged periods of time. In Mexico, there 
are no laws limiting the use of restraint and no requirement to document each use, so it is 
impossible to know how long these practices continue.   
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DRI observed the use of seclusion rooms in a third of the institutions we visited. At the Instituto 
de Psiquiatría in Mexicali, Baja California, for example, DRI found a man with an intellectual 
disability who had been held in a seclusion room for more than 4 months. At the same 
facility, DRI found a pregnant woman in a seclusion room. She told DRI, “I am afraid to stay 
here.”  
 
Most institutions visited by DRI detained adults with disabilities against their will or without 
their informed consent. In most such facilities, people with disabilities are detained 
indefinitely, often until they die. Two exceptions were psychiatric hospitals (Fray Bernardino 
in Mexico City and Instituto de Salud Mental in Tijuana, Baja California) that do not permit long 
term institutionalization and only accept patients whose families sign documents declaring that 
they will return and pick them up.2  
 

New patients are often targeted by other patients and are raped. Staff knows 
about this and they do nothing to stop it. – staff at CAIS Cuemanco, a public 
homeless shelter for men with disabilities in Mexico City 
 

In at least a third of the facilities (11 institutions) DRI found forced labor or trafficking – adults 
with disabilities forced to work without compensation. Most of the forced laborers are women 
used as cleaning staff at the facility, but in some cases, the same women are forced to work at 
the homes of staff and are made to have sex with staff.  
 

 I have to wash the dishes and do whatever the staff tells me to do, I do not 
like being here, and sometimes I cut myself. – woman at Casa Esperanza 
 

At Casa Esperanza, women were routinely raped by staff and outside workmen coming into the 
facility. Effectively, rape was being used as part of the remuneration for men working at the 
facility. The same women were also forced to clean the homes of their abusers. Despite DRI’s 
exposure of these abuses, there were no criminal convictions as a result of our investigation. 
All but one of the survivors were again detained in locked facilities, and at least one of them 
reported she was sexually abused again in the new facility. Authorities have refused to allow 
DRI to visit the survivors and have tried to prevent DRI’s Mexico staff from access to 
information about their cases. 
 
At Casa Hogar la Divina Providencia in the State of Mexico, DRI found that 32 of the 152 person 
with disabilities serve as staff without salary. At another facility, Centro el Recobro, there are 
only three staff to provide ‘care’ to almost 200 women. More ‘functional’ women detainees are 
paired with women who are in need of more support and are given the job of providing that 
care, without remuneration. Men and women at various facilities reported to DRI that they had 
no choice in doing work for the facility. Even if some formality of consent were sought, however, 
the total power of authorities over detainees is such that this labor should not be considered 
voluntary. 
 

                                                           
2 They also refuse to take patients sent by the government –unless the authorities sign that they will pick them 
up – as they will more likely than not remain indefinitely in the institution. 
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In 83% of institutions for people with disabilities in Mexico, DRI found inadequate, inhumane, 
and degrading conditions including unhygienic facilities, lack of privacy, beds and mattresses 
in poor shape, and poor nutrition, among others. The CAIS Villa Mujeres, a homeless shelter in 
Mexico City, houses approximately 400 women with disabilities in conditions of extreme 
neglect. In 2016, DRI found feces and urine on the floor and on the clothing of women – with an 
overpowering stench throughout the facility. Staff stated that cleaning supplies were regularly 
stolen and acknowledged that the facility is dangerously unhygienic. DRI visited the facility in 
2016 and 2018 and found conditions unchanged.  
 

There are bedbugs and no water to clean. Everything is filthy. – Woman living 
at CAIS Villa Mujeres 
 

Few institutions provide habilitation or rehabilitation to preserve and support independent 
living skills or assist people with disabilities reintegrate into the community. There is a 
widespread lack of care that is based on individualized assessments and delivered by qualified, 
trained staff.    
 
Overview of findings: children’s institutions 
 
Children are especially vulnerable to the dangers of institutional placement. Extensive scientific 
research has shown that the placement of any child in an institution is likely to cause 
irreversible psychological damage and cognitive delays. Children need to form emotional 
attachments at an early age, or they may permanently lose the ability to do so. For this reason, 
the CRPD creates especially strong protections for children.3 In General Comment No. 5, the UN 
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD Committee) unequivocally states 
that “[f]or children, the core of the right to be included in the community entails a right 
to grow up in a family.”4 The CRPD Committee goes on to explain that: 
 

Large or small group homes are especially dangerous for children, for whom 
there is no substitute for the need to grow up with a family. ‘Family-like’ 
institutions are still institutions and are no substitute for care by a family.5 
 

In Mexico, there is a broad lack of supports for families of children with disabilities, forcing 
parents to give up their children and place them in institutions. In almost all of the institutions 
DRI visited, children with disabilities are detained indefinitely and remain segregated from 
society after they have turned 18 and become legal adults. None of the institutions had 

                                                           
3 See Eric Rosenthal, “The Right of All Children to Grow Up with a Family under International Law: Implications 
for Placement in Orphanages, Residential Care, and Group Homes”, 25 Buffalo Human Rights Law Review 101 
(2019) (describing the development of the right to family under international law and summarizing research 
findings on the need and ability of all children to grow up in a family) [hereinafter The Right of All Children to 
Grow Up with a Family]. 
4 U.N. Secretary-General, General Comment No. 5 (2017) on living independently and being included in the 
community, U.N. Doc. CRPD/C/GC/5 (Oct. 27, 2017), para. 37. [hereinafter General Comment No. 5] (emphasis 
added). 
4 Id., at para. 16(c). 
5 Ibidem. 
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individualized plans to reintegrate the children to a family setting. In 65% of institutions DRI 
visited, children were not receiving any type of formal habilitation or rehabilitation 
programming and were not attending a mainstream school.  
 
DRI visited twenty-one institutions where children with disabilities are detained. In 86% of 
these institutions DRI found the use of physical restraints, chemical restraints, and seclusion. 
In 25% of the institutions visited, DRI found that all three of these restrictive and abusive 
practices were used on children.  
 
In the institution Hogares de la Caridad in the state of Jalisco, for example, DRI found a 
17-year-old boy with autism wrapped in a sheet, confined with duct tape and held in a 
cage.  According to staff, restraints are needed because of the boy’s behavioral problems.  At 
this facility and many other documented in this report, physical restraints are used instead of 
mental health or rehabilitation programs that might address the underlying cause of difficult 
behavior. Throughout Mexico, DRI investigators found staff at institutions were unaware of 
mental health and behavioral programs for people with disabilities– resulting in widespread 
use of physical restraints. 
 
Within Mexican institutions, children with disabilities in institutions are commonly placed in 
danger due to a range of inappropriate treatment practices and lack of oversight.  For example, 
DRI observed dangerous treatment practices and a high death rate at the private institution 
Casa Gabriel, near Ensenada, in the state of Baja California. Most of the children there had 
cerebral palsy and some rarely had the opportunity to get out of bed. These children appeared 
to have muscle atrophy from a lack of movement and exercise. Many of the children were fed 
with feeding tubes, seemingly for the convenience of staff, as there was no documentation of 
medical necessity. According to the coordinator of Casa Gabriel, in 2017 there were 32 children 
living there. When DRI visited the institution in February 2019, only 19 of those children 
remained. Four children – between 12 and 22 years old– died within days of each other in 
February 2018.   
 

We interviewed Gloria, a single woman who had five children. After her 
husband left her, she had to leave the home for 12 hours at a time to earn 
the money to feed her children. She left her children in the care of the eldest.  
When child protection authorities discovered this situation, they took all the 
children away from her. Instead of providing support to allow Gloria to keep 
the children she loved, the children were placed in an orphanage. They 
ended up in the very abusive Ciudad de los Niños.  – DRI investigator 
 

DRI received allegations of sexual and physical abuse in at least one quarter of the institutions 
visited. In the case of Ciudad de los Niños in Salamanca, Guanajuato, a judge found that the 
children detained at the institution had been victims of grave human rights violations, including 
physical, psychological, emotional, and sexual abuse. Girls as young as 11 were raped at the 
facility. The judge found that many children were born in the facility to other girls, who had 
likely been trafficked for sex. At least 137 children were registered in the name of the priest 
who runs the facility, likely to allow for illegal adoptions abroad. Despite these allegations, 
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the priest has been allowed to continue to operate at least six other institutions in Guanajuato 
and Michoacán. 
 
The case of La Gran Familia, a 500-bed private institution in Michoacán, has received extensive 
press attention.  The facility is commonly known as Mama Rosa after its founder, Rosa Verduzco.  
Children at the facility were subject to physical and sexual abuse, placement in isolation rooms, 
deprivation of food, and filthy living conditions with rats and bedbugs. While the facility was 
closed in 2014, many its survivors with disabilities were never compensated for the abuses they 
experienced. For children with disabilities, liberation from Mama Rosa resulted in placement in 
other institutions because of a lack of supported for families, kinship care, and foster care for 
children with disabilities throughout the country.   
 
DRI investigators interviewed Luis, who was 18 years old when he was saved from Mama Rosa. 
He was never given any compensation. He has experienced depression and anxiety as a result 
of the trauma he experienced at the facility. Instead of being offered any form of care for this 
trauma in his home or at a community setting, Luis has since been re-institutionalized as an 
adult.   
 

Imagine the fear, the anxiety. I leave the institution in August 2014 and from 
November to December I was locked in the psychiatric hospital, confined 
there. My future was uncertain. I didn’t know if I was going to leave or where 
I would go. – Luis, Mama Rosa survivor 
 

There are very few examples of new community support programs throughout Mexico. The 
experience of Luis is similar to the dozens of survivors of the Casa Esperanza facility exposed 
by DRI. In the absence of any form of community care, 36 of the 37 survivors were placed in 
new institutions. Two Casa Esperanza survivors died within a year of their placement in new 
institutions. 
 
For children with disabilities separated from their families, options are similarly limited. For 
many years, government authorities in Mexico City have promised that they are creating pilot 
programs to help children with disabilities receive the supports they would need to be placed 
in foster families. But to date, DRI has not been able to identify any such programs in the areas 
we have investigated. 
 

Supported foster care programs that would allow children with significant 
support needs to leave institutions and grow up with a family are practically 
unknown anywhere in Mexico. – Juan Martin Perez, Executive Director from the 
Child Rights Network in Mexico (REDIM)   
 

Many of Mexico’s institutions for children are supported by foreign donors, corporations, and 
volunteers. The United States Department of State has warned in its Trafficking in Persons 
Report about the dangers of engaging volunteers in orphanages: 
 

Volunteering in these facilities for short periods of time without appropriate 
training can cause further emotional stress and even a sense of abandonment 



Disability Rights International  Mexico -Crimes Against Humanity 

    

13 
 

for already vulnerable children with attachment issues affected by temporary 
and irregular experiences of safe relationships.6 

 
Despite these dangers, volunteers play an important role in perpetuating Mexico’s orphanage 
system.  At Pan de Vida in Queretaro, for example, individual volunteers pay hundreds of dollars 
to stay at the facility for up to 14 days. And the lack of oversight and control exposes children 
to dangers of abuse. 
 
CONCLUSION:  CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY 
 
This report documents an overwhelming pattern of severe and pervasive human rights 
violations directed at people with disabilities. The primary reason for institutionalization in 
Mexico is the State’s failure to provide community-based services and supports necessary for 
people with disabilities to live in the community. Effectively, institutions are the only option for 
children and adults with disabilities in need of support. People with disabilities without families 
willing or able to support them are relegated to languish in institutions without hope of 
returning to the community. Children with disabilities may have loving families but without 
support, thousands of parents of children with disabilities have no choice but to give up their 
children. Many families are forced by child protection services to place their children in 
institutions.   
 
Placement in institutions contributes to increased disability, health risks and trauma. 
Segregated from society, children and adults with disabilities are exposed to the near 
certainty of violence, torture, and heightened risk of early death.   
 
The government of Mexico must be held internationally accountable. Almost certainly, no 
country in the world has been better informed about the implications of its laws and policies 
toward people with disabilities than Mexico. Over the last 20 years, DRI has conducted 
extensive documentation and brought international attention to this pattern of abuse by 
publishing four reports prior to the present report: “Mental Health and Human Rights in 
Mexico” (2000); “Abandoned and Disappeared” (2010); “No Justice” (2015); “At the Mexico-US 
border and segregated from society” (2019). In investigating these reports, DRI has visited over 
sixty institutions in more than a dozen states across Mexico where thousands of children and 
adults with disabilities are detained in dangerous conditions and subjected to atrocious abuses 
that amount to torture.   
 
Both the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD Committee)7 and the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights8 have issued findings that support those of DRI 

                                                           
6 U.S. Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2018, p. 22. Available at 
https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/ (Last visited October 18, 2020).  
7 U.N. CRPD, Concluding observation on the initial report of Mexico, CRPD/C/MEX/CO/1, para. 44, (Oct. 27, 
2014) [hereinafter Concluding observation on the initial report of Mexico]. 
8 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, “Human Rights Situation in Mexico” (2016). Available at 
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/mexico2016-en.pdf p. 350 (Last visited Oct.18, 2020) . 

https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/mexico2016-en.pdf%20p.%20350
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– putting Mexico on notice that its treatment of people with disabilities violates a broad 
range of fundamental rights under the CRPD and the American Convention. 
 
The fact that so little has changed in Mexico demonstrates not just a culture of impunity for 
human rights violators, but something more: the intentional and knowing perpetuation of 
practices with such severity and on such a scale that amounts to crimes against humanity. 
 
Crimes against humanity are legally defined under the Rome Statute. A “crime against 
humanity” takes place when one of the acts recognized under the Statute is widespread and 
systemic and “committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any 
civilian population, with knowledge of the attack.”9 DRI has conducted an in-depth legal 
analysis, posted at www.DRIadvocacy.org, demonstrating that the practices in this report meet 
the strict legal definition of crimes against humanity. 
 
The abuses documented in Mexico are grave – The system of institutionalization in Mexico 
profoundly affects every aspect of the lives of tens of thousands of children and adults with 
disabilities detained in institutions. People with disabilities in institutions are stripped of their 
rights, unable to exercise them as they are indefinitely locked away and abused. They are under 
the de facto guardianship of the institution’s director and unable to challenge their detention 
and access legal recourse to stop the abuse they are subjected to. Several studies show how 
institutionalization in itself is traumatizing for persons with disabilities and particularly for 
children, leading to intense suffering and trauma.10 The suffering, abuse, and helplessness they 
are abandoned to amounts to “substantial harm” and leads to “further segregation, isolation 
and impoverishment.” Particularly in the case of children with disabilities, the system of 
institutionalization “perpetuates children’s marginalization and vulnerability by negatively 
affecting their lives, security, best interests, family life, integrity, education, human 
development, well-being.”11  
 
Human rights violations are systemic – These violations are a product of segregating people 
with disabilities in institutions throughout Mexico. The Mexican government continues to 
invest in institutions and, by doing so, to perpetuate institutionalization. The Ministry of Health 
allocates approximately 1.6% of its budget to mental health; 80% of this goes to the operation 

                                                           
9 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, Done at Rome on 17 July 1998, in force on 1 July 2002, 
United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 2187, No. 38544, Depositary: Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
Article 3.11, [hereinafter Rome Statute]. 
10 J Williamson and A Greenberg, FAMILIES NOT ORPHANAGES: A BETTER CARE NETWORK WORKING PAPER 
(2010) at 6; Mary Dozier, Joan Kaufman, Roger Kobak, Thomas G. O’Connor, Abraham Sagi-Schwartz, Stephen 
Scott, Carole Shauffer, Judith Smetana, Marinus H. van IJzendoorn, and Carles H. Zeanah, Consensus 
Statement on Group Care for Children and Adolescents: A Statement of Policy of the American 
Orthopsychiatric Association, 84 American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 219, 220 (2014). 
11 U.N. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Inquiry concerning Hungary under article 6 of 
the Optional Protocol to the Convention, CRPD/C/HUN/IR/1, (Sept. 17, 2020), paras 106-109. 

http://www.driadvocacy.org/
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of psychiatric hospitals.12 Psychiatric institutions across the country continue to receive federal 
and state funding.13 The near-exclusive reliance on in-patient care – as reflected in part by 
where the government invests public resources – demonstrates that the government 
relies on a segregated, institutional model of care. 
   
Mexico has maintained this system and failed to change laws despite twenty years of DRI’s 
effective public exposure and the very strong findings and recommendations of the CRPD 
Committee (see next section). The segregated, abusive, and dangerous system of 
institutionalization in Mexico is not an isolated or random event; rather, it’s the result of 
legislative and policy violations and omissions on the part of the State to fully guarantee the 
right of tens of thousands of children and adults with disabilities to live in the community, in 
accordance with Article 19 of the CRPD and thus, it is a systemic issue. 
 
Mexico’s actions are intentional and causing great suffering – One of the ‘acts’ enumerated 
by the Rome Statute are “inhumane acts […] intentionally causing great suffering, or serious 
injury to body or to mental or physical health.”14 Under the definition of the Rome Statute, the 
intent requirement for liability is “knowledge of the attack.”15 In the case of institutionalization 
in Mexico, Mexico has been repeatedly on notice regarding the grave violations committed in 
institutions and how its system of institutionalization is contrary to international law and 
causing great harm and suffering to thousands of people with disabilities.16 Despite this, Mexico 

                                                           
12 DRI Interview with a civil servant from “Psychiatric Care Services” from the Ministry of Health. 
13 According to the Sixth Government Report of former President Enrique Peña Nieto “from January 2013 to 
June 2018, 122.7 million pesos (USD 6 million) were allocated for the care of patients in psychiatric hospitals.” 
Ministry of Interior, “Sexto Informe de Gobierno del Presidente Enrique Peña Nieto, 2018-2019”, p. 93. 
Available at 
http://sil.gobernacion.gob.mx/Archivos/Documentos/2018/09/asun_3730635_20180901_1535843813.pdf. 
(Last visited Oct. 19, 2020). Psychiatric institutions at the state level continue to receive government funding. 
For example, in Mexico City in 2018, 10 CAIS facilities received around 126 million pesos (USD 6 million) to 
operate. Through a request for information, DRI was able to verify that the “Adolfo M. Nieto” hospital in the 
State of Mexico received almost two million pesos (half a million USD) in 2018. The State of Nuevo León 
expects an investment of $160 million pesos (8 million USD) for the creation of a new psychiatric hospital. 
Flores Lourdes, Nuevo León invierte 160 millones de pesos en Hospital Psiquiátrico at El Economista. Available 
at https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Nuevo-Leon-invierte-160-millones-de-pesos-en-hospital-
psiquiatrico-20190211-0077.html%20%20(última%20visita%2011 (Las visited Oct. 19, 2020). 
14 Rome Statute, supra note 9, Article 3. 
15 Cornell Law School, “Crime Against Humanity”. Available at 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/crime_against_humanity (Last visited Oct. 21, 2020). This provision 
however is not entirely clear and could benefit from further elaboration through the elements of crime. See 
also Theodor Meron, “War Crimes Law Comes of Age: Essays” Available at 
https://books.google.com/books?id=qLKF0LCPlsIC&pg=PA306&lpg=PA306&dq=acquiescence+means+thresh
old+of+intentionality&source=bl&ots=GC5WwbkcOL&sig=ACfU3U14_bLQgUqDFTWFalyUkUVOTOHeCA&hl=
en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjChqOh_L7qAhVzYjUKHUpAAvsQ6AEwC3oECA0QAQ#v=onepage&q=acquiescence
%20means%20threshold%20of%20intentionality&f=false (Last visited Oct. 21, 2020). 
16  United Nations, Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment, Juan E. Méndez, A/HRC/28/68/Add.3, (Dec. 24, 2014.) [hereinafter 

http://sil.gobernacion.gob.mx/Archivos/Documentos/2018/09/asun_3730635_20180901_1535843813.pdf
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Nuevo-Leon-invierte-160-millones-de-pesos-en-hospital-psiquiatrico-20190211-0077.html%20%20(%C3%BAltima%20visita%2011
https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/estados/Nuevo-Leon-invierte-160-millones-de-pesos-en-hospital-psiquiatrico-20190211-0077.html%20%20(%C3%BAltima%20visita%2011
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/crime_against_humanity
https://books.google.com/books?id=qLKF0LCPlsIC&pg=PA306&lpg=PA306&dq=acquiescence+means+threshold+of+intentionality&source=bl&ots=GC5WwbkcOL&sig=ACfU3U14_bLQgUqDFTWFalyUkUVOTOHeCA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjChqOh_L7qAhVzYjUKHUpAAvsQ6AEwC3oECA0QAQ#v=onepage&q=acquiescence%20means%20threshold%20of%20intentionality&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=qLKF0LCPlsIC&pg=PA306&lpg=PA306&dq=acquiescence+means+threshold+of+intentionality&source=bl&ots=GC5WwbkcOL&sig=ACfU3U14_bLQgUqDFTWFalyUkUVOTOHeCA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjChqOh_L7qAhVzYjUKHUpAAvsQ6AEwC3oECA0QAQ#v=onepage&q=acquiescence%20means%20threshold%20of%20intentionality&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=qLKF0LCPlsIC&pg=PA306&lpg=PA306&dq=acquiescence+means+threshold+of+intentionality&source=bl&ots=GC5WwbkcOL&sig=ACfU3U14_bLQgUqDFTWFalyUkUVOTOHeCA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjChqOh_L7qAhVzYjUKHUpAAvsQ6AEwC3oECA0QAQ#v=onepage&q=acquiescence%20means%20threshold%20of%20intentionality&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=qLKF0LCPlsIC&pg=PA306&lpg=PA306&dq=acquiescence+means+threshold+of+intentionality&source=bl&ots=GC5WwbkcOL&sig=ACfU3U14_bLQgUqDFTWFalyUkUVOTOHeCA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjChqOh_L7qAhVzYjUKHUpAAvsQ6AEwC3oECA0QAQ#v=onepage&q=acquiescence%20means%20threshold%20of%20intentionality&f=false
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has not only not taken any meaningful action to end this system, it has continued to 
institutionalize people with disabilities and to allocate resources to the very institutions where 
their rights are being egregiously violated. By fostering a system of institutionalization with the 
knowledge that it is in violation of international standards and of the great suffering of the 
people with disabilities subjected to it, Mexico is demonstrating the level of intentionality 
required by the Rome Statute. 
 
It is not enough for Mexico to argue that it is institutionalizing persons with disabilities for 
“therapeutic” or “protection” purposes. Former UN Special Rapporteur on Torture Manfred 
Nowak has made clear that the stated intent of a health care professional to provide ‘treatment’ 
is no defense of a practice that meets the other elements of torture. “This is particularly relevant 
in the context of medical treatment of persons with disabilities,” says Nowak, “where serious 
violations and discrimination against persons with disabilities may be masked as good 
intentions on the part of health professionals.”17 
 
When there is a long-standing pattern of practices and a failure to correct them, the former UN 
Special Rapporteur Against Torture Juan Mendez says that it is reasonable to infer that 
authorities engaging in such practices intend the natural harmful consequences of their actions 
and are motivated by discriminatory animus, rather than by a legitimate therapeutic purpose. 
 
The Rome Statute establishes that an “‘attack directed against any civilian population’ means a 
course of conduct involving the multiple commission of acts referred to in paragraph 1 
against any civilian population, pursuant to or in furtherance of a State or organizational policy 
to commit such attack.”18 As established by international war tribunals, an attack does not need 
to happen in the context of war or conflict; instead, “an “attack” is an “unlawful act of the kind 
enumerated in Article 3(a) to (i) of the Statute . […]  An attack may also be non-violent in nature, 
like imposing a system of apartheid […] or exerting pressure on the population to act in a 
particular manner.”19 Thus, no physical violence is necessary for an attack, “but merely multiple 
instances of any conduct on the list, pursuant to a state policy.”20  
 
Human rights protections must be strengthened. Existing international law on crimes 
against humanity does contain some limitations that should be addressed by the international 
community.  No one individual is responsible for the laws and policies that have left people with 
                                                           
A/HRC/28/68/Add.3,], Concluding observation on the initial report of Mexico, supra note 7 and “Human Rights 
Situation in Mexico Report,” supra note 8. 
17 Nowak & McArthur (2008) at 74, citing Herman Burgers & Hans Danelius, The United Nations Convention 
against Torture: Handbook on the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment 119 (2008). 
18 Rome Statute, supra note 9, Article 3. 
19 Akayesu, (Trial Chamber), September 2, 1998, para. 581; See also Rutaganda, (Trial Chamber), December 6, 
1999, para. 70; Musema, (Trial Chamber), January 27, 2000, para. 205; Semanza, (Trial Chamber), May 15, 
2003, para. 327. 
20 Gerald L. Neuman, What Counts as a Crime Against Humanity? (2020),  Harvard International Law Journal. 
Available at https://harvardilj.org/2019/01/what-counts-as-a-crime-against-humanity/ (Last visited Oct. 14, 
2020). 

https://harvardilj.org/2019/01/what-counts-as-a-crime-against-humanity/
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disabilities in dangerous conditions for decades. A legal framework must be established to 
allow for State authorities to be held collectively responsible for such crimes on a large scale. 
The international body with greatest experience in disability rights, the CRPD Committee, 
should be given legal authorization to take action to investigate these crimes and determine 
how criminal responsibility should be assigned. DRI calls on the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Disability, as well as the UN High Commissioner on Human Rights, to study and recommend 
steps to improve international law to respond to the kind of knowing, intentional, severe, and 
widespread abuses documented in this report.   
 
It has been twenty years since DRI first brought the abuses in Mexican institutions to world 
attention21 – and more than ten years since the CRPD entered into force. Mexico was a leader 
in calling for the United Nations to draft the CRPD, yet it has not applied the most fundamental 
protections of this convention to its own citizens with disabilities who are confined to 
institutions. A higher degree of accountability is needed than Mexico has already received from 
the CRPD Committee and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. The lives of 
thousands of children and adults with disabilities depend on it. 
  

                                                           
21 See Michael Winerip, The Gobal Willowbrook, in The New York Times Magazine, (January 21, 2000); Randal 
C. Archibold, Abuses Found at Mexican Institutions for Disabled, in The New York Times, November 30, 2010. 
Available at https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/01/world/americas/01mexico.html (Last visited Oct. 19, 
2020). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/01/world/americas/01mexico.html
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Samuel Ramirez facility, State of Mexico, 2019.  

Hogares de la Caridad, Jalisco, 2018. 

El Batán, Puebla, 2019 
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   CAIS Villa Mujeres, Mexico City, 2016 

Casa Hogar San Pablo, Queretaro, 2018 

Casa Esperanza, Mexico City, 2015 



Disability Rights International  Mexico -Crimes Against Humanity 

    

20 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 
This report is the result of a five-year investigation on the conditions and abuses that adults 
with disabilities and children with and without disabilities face in institutions in Mexico, 
conducted by Disability Rights International (DRI) from 2015 to 2020. The main objective of 
this report is to document progress on the recommendations made to Mexico by the Committee 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in its Final Observations on the Initial Report in 2014. 
 
For the preparation of this report, DRI carried out investigations and monitoring visits to 55 
public and private institutions in 11 states across Mexico: Baja California, Mexico City, State of 
Mexico, Guanajuato, Hidalgo, Jalisco, Morelos, Oaxaca, Puebla, Querétaro and Yucatán. In the 
investigations carried out in the states of Baja California and Yucatán, DRI collaborated with the 
Baja California State Human Rights Commission (CDHBC by its acronym in Spanish) and the 
Yucatán State Human Rights Commission (CODHEY by its acronym in Spanish), respectively.  
 
Over 4,000 children and adults are detained in the institutions visited by DRI in the course of 
this investigation. The institutions visited include public and private orphanages, residential 
schools for children, psychiatric facilities, social care homes, residential drug treatment centers, 
and shelters where people with disabilities are placed or detained. For more detailed 
information on the types of institutions visited,see Annex I. Thirty-five of the institutions visited 
detain adults with disabilities. Over half of the institutions visited (twenty-three) also include 
adolescents or children. The other twenty-one institutions visited by DRI detain children with 
disabilities. In some of the institutions visited, DRI also found adults with drug and substance 
abuse problems, migrants, indigenous children, and population with HIV. Sometimes adult 
populations were mixed together with children with and without disabilities.  
 
It is impossible to estimate the total number of children and adults segregated from 
society in institutions in Mexico because no official estimates are available.  Indeed, given 
the myriad of government authorities responsible for different institutions, no single 
government authority is responsible for compiling information of this kind.  In some cases, DRI 
has observed private institutions where people are detained without any government 
regulation or oversight.   
 
All institutions where children are confined receive children sent by the state children’s 
authority (DIF), which means that the government is responsible and often complicit in their 
detention and abuse. While children’s institutions are commonly referred to as “orphanages,” a 
great majority of children placed in these facilities have at least one living parent or close family 
member in the community.  
 
This report is based on interviews with staff and people with disabilities detained at 
institutions. DRI also interviewed authorities from the Ministry of Health, the National DIF and 
state-level DIF authorities, and the Ministry of Social Welfare, among others. This report also 
includes responses to ‘requests for access to information’ filed by DRI. 
 
The DRI team that conducted the investigations consisted of disability rights lawyers, special 
education specialists, and international experts in mental health, disability, childhood and 
trauma. The international experts that accompanied DRI in one or several of investigations 
were: Dr. Matt Mason, Ph.D.; Diane Jacobstein, Ph.D, and Marisa Brown, RN, all three formerly 
from the Center for Children and Human Development at Georgetown University; Dr. Javier 
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Aceves, MD, a pediatrician, and John Heffernan, human rights defender and chairman of the DRI 
Board of Directors. 
 
To protect the identity and privacy of the people interviewed, DRI uses pseudonyms throughout 
this report.  
 
 
 
EMBLEMATIC CASES 
 
The following cases documented in detail by DRI provide an example of the violence and abuse 
against children with and without disabilities that we observed in institutions throughout 
Mexico. These cases, which DRI has exposed to government and public attention, show that 
Mexico has long known about the dangers and abuses in residential institutions but it has failed 
to take the necessary actions to change the model of care or address the underlying cause of 
abuse: segregation from society and lack of accountability.  In every case documented here, 
Mexico has also failed to take effective actions to protect victims of abuse and provide 
reparations. 
 
Casa Esperanza, Mexico City  
 
DRI’s Casa Esperanza case, now pending before the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights (IACHR), demonstrates the extent of abuse faced by people with disabilities in 
institutions. DRI first visited Casa Esperanza, a 37-bed private facility in Mexico City, because it 
was one of dozens of institutions on a “blacklist” prepared by Mexico’s authority for children 
and families (DIF) of known, abusive facilities. DIF’s “black list” did not stop States throughout 
Mexico from sending children to this facility at the government’s expense. When DRI first 
visited Casa Esperanza, we observed children and adults at the facility locked in cages and with 
their arms tied with duct tape behind their back, left permanently in contorted positions.  
 
During this visit, the director admitted to DRI in an on-camera interview that all women 
admitted to the facility were sterilized because the facility could not protect them from being 
sexually abused by staff and outside workers. DRI and the Mexico City Human Rights 
Commission (CDHCDMX) conducted follow-up investigations which confirmed that women and 
girls were in fact being sexually abused and raped and that sterilization was used to cover up 
the abuse. Further investigations by CDHCDMX uncovered that at least seven women with 
disabilities had scars consistent with a permanent surgical sterilization method (bilateral tubal 
ligation) which was performed without their consent.22 The sterilization was ordered or carried 
out by DIF, the children’s protection authority. For those women who were not surgically 
sterilized, other contraception methods were used to prevent pregnancies. In the case of one 
young woman, a medical checkup revealed that an intra-uterine device had been inserted in her 
uterus.23  
 

                                                           
22 Mexico City Human Rights Commission, “Dictamen médico con base en el protocolo de Estambul sobre 
esterilización en mujeres con discapacidad psicosocial o intelectual”, June 14, 2016, p.3. 
23 System for Integral Family Development, DIF-DF, Oficio DIF-DF/DEAJ/DJC/1072/2015 “Asunto: Estado Actual 
de Averiguaciones Previas”, (octubre 15, 2016). 
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Forced sterilization of women with disabilities is banned by the Mexican Federal Criminal Code, 
and the criminal codes of 18 states.24 Despite this, federal regulations not only permit but 
encourage sterilization of women with disabilities. The National Standard Regulation NOM-
005-SSA2-1993 on "Family planning services" (NOM 005) establishes that “mental retardation” 
in women is an “indication” for sterilization by “Bilateral Tubal Occlusion,” encouraging the 
sterilization of this group. 
 
DRI first alerted Mexican authorities to the abuses, torture, and forced sterilization taking place 
at Casa Esperanza in 2014 and again in 2015. After DRI presented documentary evidence of 
these abuses to the local authorities, they failed to respond for more than a year. During that 
time, DRI reported on Casa Esperanza to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD Committee), which specifically referenced the facility in its report on 
Mexico’s compliance with the CRPD. For more than six months after the United Nations issued 
this report, Mexico failed to stop abuses at Casa Esperanza. Finally, in May 2015, DRI gained the 
assistance of the Mexico City Human Rights Commission to visit the facility with local human 
rights authorities.  DRI obtained testimonies from all the women who were able to verbally 
express themselves, revealing that they had been systematically sexually abused by staff and 
outside workers, and that they were forced to work in the institution and in the homes of the 
institution’s staff. 
 
DRI suggested to the Mexico City authorities that the residents of Casa Esperanza should remain 
in the institution (once the abusers had been removed) until community placements could be 
found for them. DRI filed a petition for precautionary measures with the Mexico City Human 
Rights Commission to ensure that detainees at Casa Esperanza would not be moved to other, 
similarly abusive institutions. DRI raised concerns that transferring the survivors to other 
institutions would put them at risk of suffering new abuses and that they would face a lack of 
access to adequate care that is inevitable in Mexico’s current institutionalization system.  
 
Mexico authorities ignored this petition and moved the Casa Esperanza residents to other 
abusive institutions throughout Mexico. In a city of 8.5 million people, the local authorities 
reported that “no community placements were available.” Within six months, two of the 37 
people formerly detained at Casa Esperanza had died. DRI learned that one woman was 
repeatedly raped inside the institution to which she had been transferred after her release from 
Casa Esperanza – the testimony of the sexual abuse and rape she endured in the new institution 
was even more horrific than her abuse at Casa Esperanza.  
 
The Casa Esperanza case demonstrates the total lack of safe and appropriate community 
placements for children and adults with disabilities in Mexico. Even with extensive 
international pressure and attention brought by DRI, the United Nations and regional human 
rights bodies, international and national press, and local human rights commissions, Mexico 
has been unable and unwilling to create community placements for people with disabilities 
detained in abusive institutions. People subject to torture, forced labor, and trafficking for sex 
at this facility have received no reparations for the abuse they suffered and the underlying 
practices that allowed these abuses to continue.  
 

                                                           
24 Aguascalientes, Baja California Sur, Chiapas, Coahuila, Ciudad de México, Durango, Estado de México, 
Guerrero, Hidalgo, Michoacán, Puebla, Quintana Roo, San Luis Potosí, Tabasco, Tamaulipas, Tlaxcala, Veracruz 
and Yucatán. 
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Instead of providing care in the community, the authorities simply dumped the Casa Esperanza 
victims into other locked facilities. DRI helped set up an emergency shelter for trauma 
survivors, but the Mexican government threatened DRI and the non-profit that would run the 
shelter with prosecution – saying they would hold us liable if the survivors “escaped.” According 
to the laws of Mexico, these individuals should have been able to leave if they wanted to, and 
not be detained against their will. In practice, this threat demonstrates how supposedly “open 
door” facilities are effectively turned into closed institutions. These threats from the 
government also reveal how disincentives are created for any non-profit or individual that 
wants to create alternatives in the community that respect the consent of the people they are 
serving. The government removed the victims from the shelter and put them in institutions, 
where they have continued to face abuse, torture, and even death.  
 
This case also demonstrates the impunity that permeates grave and well-documented 
violations against persons with disabilities in institutions. As of today, no state authority has 
been prosecuted for the rape and torture committed against persons with disabilities at the 
institution. In fact, the State’s position has been to remove DRI’s access to the victims and their 
case files. DRI has been unable to monitor the situation of the survivors because the State has 
refused to let us know where they are and give us access to them. DRI also engaged in a legal 
battle with the Mexico City Human Rights Commission in order to regain access to the case files. 
DRI filed a complaint to the National Transparency Institute which, in November 2019, ruled 
that the violations committed in the Casa Esperanza case are grave and as such, must be made 
available to the public and to DRI.  
 
Ciudad de los Niños, Salamanca, Guanajuato 
 
In 2017, DRI began monitoring the case of the Ciudad de los Niños in Salamanca, Guanajuato, a 
private institution which held 130 children with and without disabilities and adults with 
disabilities. The organization was founded and run for over 40 years25 by Pedro Gutiérrez 
Farías (Padre Gutiérrez), a Catholic priest. On June 9, 2017, the Ninth District Judge in the State 
of Guanajuato, Karla María Macías Lovera, issued an amparo26 judgment in which she found 
that the children in Ciudad de los Niños had been victims of grave violations, including neglect, 
inhumane conditions, and physical, psychological, emotional, and sexual abuse and rape – in 
some cases  of girls as young as 11 years old.27 There were also allegations of pregnancies inside 
the facility, of babies who were born and disappeared or were placed for adoption, and of 
children who were sent abroad as passports were issued for them. According to the judgment, 
at least 134 children in the facility were registered with Padre Gutiérrez’s last name.28 Padre 
Gutiérrez also runs at least six other institutions in the states of Guanajuato and Michoacán 
where children are still held.29  

                                                           
25 Zona Franca, “Pedro Gutiérrez Farías, fundador de Ciudad de los Niños, ocultó tráfico de influencias y 
enriquecimiento” in Animal Político (Dec. 17, 2017), Available at 
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/12/fundador-de-ciudad-de-los-ninos-oculto-enriquecimiento/  
(Last visited Oct. 21, 2020).  
26 An Amparo is a legal recourse available in Mexico to seek redress for violations to constitutional rights. 
27Amparo judgment 475/2016-VIII. (June 9, 2017). Ninth District Judge in the State of Guanajuato. Judge: Karla 
María Macías Lovera. Secretariat: Víctor Castillo Gómez, p. 138. 
28 Ibidem. 
29 National Commission on Human Rights, “Recomendación por Violaciones Graves 32 VG/2020. Sobre las 
violaciones graves a los derechos humanos cometidas en agravio de diversas personas que se encontraban 

https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/12/fundador-de-ciudad-de-los-ninos-oculto-enriquecimiento/
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According to the findings of the Amparo judgment, for years the state authorities of Guanajuato 
failed to investigate allegations of abuse in the institution. The Guanajuato DIF was informed 
about these abuses and did not act to protect the children. On July 13, 2017, DIF took control of 
the institution – only after the media got access to the Amparo ruling issued by the judge a 
month earlier and pointed to the inaction of the authorities in the case. For approximately one 
year, the children remained in Ciudad de los Niños under DIF’s custody. 
 
Instead of creating alternatives to institutionalization and working to safely reintegrate the 
children with their families or foster families, the state of Guanajuato invested MXN 57,000,000 
(around 3 million USD) in the construction of a new institution to which a large number of 
children from Ciudad de los Niños were transferred. Children and adults with disabilities who 
had been detained at Ciudad de los Niños were transferred to a different institution. 
 
Padre Gutiérrez appealed the Amparo judgment. The Appeals Court sided with him and 
overturned the judgment on technical grounds – never challenging the factual findings of the 
original Amparo, which acknowledged the abuse at the facility.30 The decision of the Appeals 
Court leaves the victims unprotected. Control of Ciudad de los Niños was returned to Padre 
Gutiérrez in 2019, and he publicly stated his intention to reopen this institution. In this case, as 
in the case of Casa Esperanza, DRI has been denied access to the files and victims, so we do not 
know their current situation. 
 
In May 2020, the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH by its acronym in Spanish) issued 
its recommendation 32VG/2020, which exposed the systematic abuse suffered by children with 
and without disabilities and adults with disabilities within the Ciudad de los Niños. The CNDH 
found serious human rights violations such as acts of torture, sexual violence, and cruel, 
inhumane, and degrading treatment committed against children with and without disabilities 
and adults with disabilities. It also pointed out that the responsible authorities violated the 
victims’ rights to identity, health, education, free development of personality, dignified care, 
and child’s best interests. The CNDH exposed the failure by different state authorities to 
supervise the conditions in which Ciudad de los Niños operated, the existence of a complicit 
network to protect Padre Gutiérrez, and the obstruction of justice by state and federal 
authorities. 
 
Despite all the existing evidence, the CNDH did not issue in its recommendations the need to 
investigate Pedro Gutiérrez Farias as responsible for all the abuses committed in the institution 
under his charge. The case of Ciudad de los Niños highlights the culture of impunity in Mexico 

                                                           
albergadas en las casas hogar administradas por la “Ciudad de los Niños Salamanca A.C.”, con la tolerancia y/o 
aquiescencia de personal de los Sistemas para el Desarrollo Integral de la Familia de los Estados de 
Guanajuato, Michoacán, Querétaro y de los municipios de San Francisco del rincón y San Luis de la paz, 
Guanajuato, así como de las Fiscalías Generales de Justicia de los Estados de Aguascalientes y Guanajuato” 
(May 19, 2020). Available at https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2020-
05/RecVG_032_.pdf (Last visited Oct. 17, 2020). 
30 The amparo was dismissed because the judge included all the victims in the “Ciudad de los Niños” in her 
judgment, but the complaint had been filed on behalf of only one of them. The appeals court did not call the 
essential facts into question when dismissing the amparo. Federal authorities explained that they were unable 
to provide remedies for the children because they were not given access to them by State authorities. 

https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2020-05/RecVG_032_.pdf
https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2020-05/RecVG_032_.pdf
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which allows abuses of children and adults with disabilities to continue despite public scrutiny 
and judicial rulings. 
 
La Gran Familia, Michoacán 
 
La Gran Familia was a private institution in Michoacán that housed around 500 children and 
adults31 with and without disabilities. This institution was founded in 195432 by Rosa Verduzco, 
known as “Mamá Rosa.” It is estimated that, in its 60 years of operation, the institution housed 
around 4,000 people.33 According to the testimony of Luis, who was detained in La Gran Familia 
for six years children in the institution experienced extensive neglect and abuse. Conditions in 
the institution were unhygienic – there was no hot running water, and the food they were 
served was rotten. Children slept on the floor, and problems with rats and bedbugs were 
common. Use of isolation rooms was a common punishment. The children were physically and 
sexually abused, there was trafficking and girls who became pregnant were forced to have 
abortions. 34 
 
After years of complaints of abuse, on July 15, 2014, the General Attorney’s Office (PGR by its 
acronym in Spanish) “with support from various authorities, including elements of SEDENA, PF, 
and the State Police,”35 released the children who were detained there.  Some children were 
able to be reintegrated with their families, but others were sent to different institutions.36 
 
In 2019, DRI met with Luis, who had lived in La Gran Familia from the ages of 12 to 18. Luis 
disclosed that at the institution, he was repeatedly raped by four different perpetrators. He was 
also held in an isolation period for a period of at least two months. When la Gran Familia was 
closed, Luis was 18 years old and did not receive any support to reintegrate into the community 
because he was legally considered an adult. Since the closure of the institution, he has suffered 
constant depression and anxiety attacks because of the trauma he endured at la Gran Familia. 
He has not received any support from the government to assist in his reintegration to the 
community, education, or employment. On the contrary, he was forced into an institution in 
order to receive the care and support he needed. Within months of the closure of la Gran 
Familia, Luis was admitted to the Fray Bernardino Álvarez Psychiatric Hospital where he was 
physically restrained. He told DRI investigators: “imagine the fear, the anxiety. I leave the 
institution in August 2014 and from November to December I was locked in the 

                                                           
31 In the institution there were also adults who had grown up in La Gran Familia. DRI interview with Luis, 
December 2019. 
32 Majo Siscar, “Mama Rosa, entre dos historias” in Animal Politico. (July 17, 2014) Available at 
https://www.animalpolitico.com/2014/07/mama-rosa-entre-dos-historias/ (Last visited Oct. 17, 2020). 
33 EFE, “La escalofriante historia del albergue de ‘Mama Rosa’” in 20 Minutos (July 17, 2014). Available at 
https://www.20minutos.es/noticia/2195392/0/albergue-menores-abusos/mama-rosa/michoacan-mexico/ 
(Last visited Oct. 17, 2020). 
34 DRI Interview with Luis, December 2019. For a better description of the violations that took place in La Gran 
Familia see also: National Commission of Human Rights, “Recomendación No. 14VG/2018 sobre violaciones 
graves a los derechos humanos en agravio de 536 personas víctimas de delito, entre ellas niñas, niños y 
adolescentes, en situación de extrema vulnerabilidad, que fueron localizados en una casa hogar en Zamora, 
Michoacán”, (Oct. 31, 2018) [hereinafter “Mamá Rosa” recommendation]. Available at 
https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/doc/Recomendaciones/ViolacionesGraves/RecVG_014.pdf, 
(Last visited Oct. 13, 2020). 
35 Id., “Mamá Rosa” recommendation at p. 11. 
36 Id., “Mamá Rosa” recommendation at p. 40. 

https://www.animalpolitico.com/2014/07/mama-rosa-entre-dos-historias/
https://www.20minutos.es/noticia/2195392/0/albergue-menores-abusos/mama-rosa/michoacan-mexico/
https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/doc/Recomendaciones/ViolacionesGraves/RecVG_014.pdf
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psychiatric hospital, confined there. My future was uncertain, I didn't know if I was going 
to be able to leave and where would I go.” 
 
Luis told DRI that more than ten of his friends from La Gran Familia have died by suicide 
“because they have not been able to deal with the aftermath.” He adds that he has also tried to 
kill himself: “I locked myself in my room, got three grams of coke and tons of alcohol and 
I hung myself. I was already beginning to have suicidal episodes.” 
 
Luis has also faced drug addiction and he has been hospitalized for several months in a 
rehabilitation clinic. Luis told DRI that “I cannot deal with this any longer. I need to go to 
rehabilitate. It became worse after Pedro [a friend from “La Gran Familia”] hung himself. I had 
to pull his body down.”  
 
In 2018, the CNDH issued recommendation 14VG/2018, which found serious violations such as 
physical and sexual abuse, forced labor, corporal punishment, medical negligence, and 
corruption of minors, among others, against the 536 children and adults who were detained in 
la Gran Familia. The CNDH found that the right to free development of the personality, health, 
education, personal integrity, identity, legal security, the right not to be trafficked, and access 
to justice were violated. The CNDH also highlighted the omissions by various authorities to duly 
protect the entire population –as there were signs of abuse for years. The case of La Gran 
Familia, and Luis's painful testimony, demonstrates the human cost of institutionalization and 
lack of support and services in the community, including trauma-sensitive care. 
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