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wo SUVs intercepted Valentín Valdés Espinosa’s car in 
downtown Saltillo, Mexico. Gun-wielding thugs forced 
the 29-year-old general assignment reporter into a 

vehicle. It was shortly before midnight on Jan. 7, 2010.
 In the preceding days, Valdés Espinosa had aggressively 
reported the arrest of several drug 
traffickers in the northern Mexico city 
— and had committed the cardinal sin 
of identifying them by name — for his 
newspaper, the Zócalo de Saltillo. In 
another article, Valdés Espinosa had 
identified a policeman arrested for being 
on the drug traffickers’ payroll.
 The gunmen bound Valdés Espinosa, 
beat him and shot him five times. Two 
hours after the abduction, they dumped his body in front of a motel. 
“This is going to happen to those who don’t understand,” read a 

handwritten note beside the body. “The message is for everyone.”
 Local authorities seemed to get the message. They 
have barely investigated the case, failing even to search the 
journalist’s computer.
 Since then, another eight Mexican journalists have been 
murdered and another eight have been kidnapped and remain 
missing for a total of 17 dead and missing for the year. None of 
their cases have been solved in a country where warring drug 
traffickers have killed each other in battles over territory, have 
murdered policemen and politicians and have engaged in bloody 
shootouts with government troops sent to restore order. In just the 
past five years, drug-related violence has claimed the lives of tens 
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Gabriela Ramírez is comforted at the funeral of her husband, Francisco Ortiz Franco, an editor of Zeta, a muckraking weekly in Tijuana, 
Mexico. Ortiz Franco, who had written powerful reports about drug traffickers, was shot dead in 2004 as he was leaving for a doctor’s 
appointment. Two of his children were with him in the car. His killers remain free, and his wife says police never asked her for information. 
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of thousands of Mexican citizens and an estimated 61 journalists.
Intimidated, and for good reason, many newspapers 

throughout Mexico have stopped reporting on drug violence 
except for publishing official press releases. Newspapers and TV 
stations in Ciudad Juárez and other cities on the U.S. border have 
fully withdrawn. They simply no longer report drug shootouts that 
leave police, drug traffickers and ordinary citizens dead in the 
streets. They publish some stories demanded by the narcos, as 
they are called in Spanish.
 “We’re in the middle of an undeclared war,” says Roberto 
Rock, who served as editor of the Mexico City daily El Universal.
This point was underscored when a photographer for El Diario de 
Juárez was shot dead on Sept. 16, and an intern was seriously 
wounded, while they were heading out to eat lunch. El Diario 
— the biggest newspaper in Mexico’s most violent city — took 
the extraordinary step of publishing a front-page editorial three 
days later that asked drug cartels to explain what information the 
newspaper should not print to avoid more attacks.
 Facing the worst wave of violence against journalists ever in 
Latin America, the Miami-based Inter American Press Association 
has stepped up its efforts in Mexico by investigating the facts 
in murders, organizing seminars on how reporters can better 
protect themselves and issuing resolutions by its 1,061 members 
that condemn the killings and demand justice. The IAPA has sent 
two high-level delegations to Mexico in 2010, with the second 
delegation holding a lengthy meeting with President Felipe 
Calderon on Sept. 22 at which he promised to push Congress to 
federalize crimes against freedom of expression. 
  But with the reversals in Mexico and a worrisome murder 
spike in Honduras offsetting the gains in Colombia, Brazil and 
other countries — and journalists elsewhere in Latin America 
still getting killed or facing death threats — the gnawing question 
remains: How can IAPA better protect journalists in the region?
 It is not an idle question. Since 1995, the John S. and 
James L. Knight Foundation has financed an IAPA campaign to 
provide justice for those slain on the job and to protect reporters 
on dangerous assignments. Called the Impunity Project, the 
campaign includes all Latin American countries but focuses on 
those hit hardest by the violence against journalists: Mexico, 
Colombia and Brazil. The project has received a total of $7.6 
million, including $2.5 million over the past four years.

 A two-week reporting trip that included interviews with 
reporters, editors and IAPA officials in Colombia, Mexico and the 
United States — and interviews by telephone with journalists in 
other countries — came up with these findings:
 • The organization has clearly moved the needle on perhaps 
the most important measure: Not all killers of journalists go scot-
free anymore. The IAPA’s missions and persistent efforts have 
put the impunity problem on the agenda of many government 
leaders throughout the region and of international groups such 
as UNESCO. Several key countries have toughened laws for the 
murder of journalists and are actively carrying out investigations 
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IM “The best way to protect yourself is not to 
accept payoffs.” 

– Ignacio Alvarado, who reports from conflict 
zones for the Mexico City daily El Universal

“When there’s a killing, imagine if we used 
Facebook to gather a lot of voices for an 
immediate impact.”

– Gonzalo Marroquín, publisher of 
the Guatemala daily Prensa Libre
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IM “The Impunity Project works well where 
the justice system works well.” 

– Danilo Arbilla, former publisher of the 
Montevideo weekly Búsqueda

“I believe that Mexico is beginning to react, 
but it’s late.” 

– Enrique Santos, former publisher 
of the Bogota daily El Tiempo

ABOUT THE IMPUNITY PROJECT

Ricardo Trotti, pictured in his Miami office, has been the director of 
the Inter American Press Association’s Impunity Project since the 
program’s inception in 1995.

and prosecutions, although rarely consistently. Journalists in 
Colombia and Brazil are no longer getting mowed down.

• Despite the improvements, the bottom line for Latin America 
remains distressing: most killers of journalists still face little 
likelihood of jail time. Prosecutors have won convictions in only 
59 of the 258 killings and presumed killings of journalists in Latin 
America since 1995. To put the situation into context, however, 
it’s important to note that impunity reigns across the board in a 
region where justice is more of an ideal than a reality. The IAPA can 
lessen impunity only where its chief tools — investigating killings, 
issuing resolutions  and meeting with political leaders face to face 
— inspire a government to act. When lawlessness reigns, as it did 
in Colombia during the 1980s and 1990s and in Mexico today, the 
IAPA faces nearly insurmountable odds in trying to ensure justice 

for murdered journalists.
 • The IAPA’s Rapid Response Units in Mexico, Colombia and 
Brazil — consisting of one journalist per country — have provided 
the foundation for the group’s work. They have fleshed out the 
facts in murder after murder to publicize the crimes immediately 
afterward and to provide the documentation needed to press for 
investigations and arrests in old cases seemingly forgotten by 
authorities. When authorities will not advance a case any further, 
the IAPA sends it to the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights. Justice, if it comes at all, is slow, and governments might 
ignore its rulings, although they do carry a strong moral imperative. 
In two cases, the Washington, D.C.-based commission won 
reparations for the families of a victim in Brazil and another in 
Guatemala.

The Impunity Project is one of the major programs 
of the Inter American Press Association, a Miami-based 
group of newspaper publishers and editors throughout the 
Americas. 

Created in 1995, the project works to ensure that the 
killers of journalists in Latin America are punished for their 
crimes and tries to create safer conditions for journalists 
who work in risky areas in the region. It is financed by the 
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation. Ricardo Trotti is 
director.  

The project:
• Presses governments for justice in the murder of 

journalists through resolutions, communiqués, conferences, 
published reports and meetings with political leaders. 

• Publishes advertisements seeking justice for slain 
journalists to build public awareness and to try to stir action. 

• Investigates journalists’ murders through its Rapid 
Response Units in Mexico, Colombia and Brazil to publicize 
them and press for prosecutions. The units also review 
unsolved cases in an attempt to goad authorities into action.

• Sponsors seminars and conferences to train 
journalists how to operate in dangerous areas.



Murderers convicted

Journalists murdered*

Investigations

Cases before the IACHR**

Missions

Conferences

Seminars

Resolutions

Press Releases

126

258

84

26

73

17

54

183

350

SOURCE: Inter American Press Association

*Murdered, or missing and presumed dead
**Inter-American Commission on Human Rights

Impunity Project:
By the Numbers,

1995 Through August 2010

Mexico* 
Colombia

Brazil
Guatemala
Honduras

Haiti
Venezuela

Peru
Ecuador

Paraguay
El Salvador

Argentina
Bolivia

Costa Rica
Nicaragua
Dom. Rep.

Guyana
Uruguay

United States

89

*In Mexico, 19 of the 89 are missing.

Murders by Country
1995 Through August 2010

71
25

17
13

9
7

4
4
4

3
2
2
2
2

1
1
1
1

Although Colombia and 
Mexico registered nearly the 
same number of murders of 
journalists between 1995 and 
2010, the majority of cases in 
Mexico occurred within the last 
six years (2005-2010), while 
Colombia registered fewer 
cases during the same period.
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• The IAPA has fallen far short of its stated goal of making 
impunity “everybody’s problem.” The group seems to have 
raised awareness about the issue  in at least some countries 
— particularly in Colombia and Brazil — but even its supporters 
acknowledge that the general public does not equate killing a 
journalist with tearing at the fabric of democracy and civil society.

• Newspaper editors and owners throughout the region seem 
to view the Impunity Project as a necessary — albeit imperfect 
— tool. Reporters on the front lines, though, say the project does 
little to make them feel safer.

• The disappearance of the IAPA’s project would create a void 
that seems difficult to fill. Other groups are now pressing the case 
against impunity, but none has the overarching presence or clout 
of the IAPA, which has members in 33 countries in the Americas. 
The IAPA, however, should put more emphasis on preventing 
murders through increased training programs for reporters in 
risky areas throughout the region and by treating Mexico as an 
emergency demanding even more time, attention and money, 
says Robert Rivard, editor of the San Antonio Express-News, 
who has made repeated trips to Mexico with the IAPA.
 “Mexico is code red,” says Rivard. “We’re not doing enough 
there. There is nonstop coverage, communiques, missions 

and meetings, but at the end of the day, cases are not being 
investigated and solved, and killers continue to act with 
impunity.” 
 Mexico presents an especially difficult challenge for the 
IAPA since drug traffickers have been buying off reporters there, 
and the country’s journalists are only now organizing to protect 
themselves. The peril for reporters in Mexico seems likely to 
worsen before it gets better. (This report pays special attention 
to Mexico, even though the IAPA has worked for 15 years 
throughout Latin America, because the deteriorating situation in 
Mexico has prompted increased attention there by the IAPA and 
other press watchdog groups.) 
 More is at stake in Mexico than simply journalists’ lives. The 
drug traffickers have extended their tentacles so deeply into all 
levels of Mexican society that what’s happening there has gone 
beyond a drug war to begin to threaten the functioning of civil 
government, in ways hauntingly reminiscent to the terrible times 
that Colombia suffered. With the press silenced in so many 
cities, especially in the north, Mexicans are not getting basic 
information about a fundamental threat to their democracy: how 
the drug traffickers have corrupted mayors, governors, judges, 
prosecutors and the police. It will be difficult for Mexicans to take 
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IM “I’m more afraid of the local government 
authorities than the drug traffickers. Many 
have one foot on each side of the line.” 

– Jorge Carrasco, who reports from conflict 
zones for the Mexican weekly magazine Proceso

“It is my belief that the project has promoted 
the development of a culture against the 
violence and impunity that surround crimes 
against journalists.’’

– Ricardo Trotti, director, 
IAPA’s Impunity Project
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IM “Is the IAPA doing something to help journalists 
in Mexico? The answer is yes, but it is 
intermittent and doesn’t have much teeth.”

– Darío Dávila, who has worked in the conflict 
zones and now teaches online classes at the 

University of Guadalajara

“The IAPA workshops have been good because 
they have given us the chance to exchange ideas 
with others and find solutions to our problems.” 

– Luis Gerardo Andrade, police reporter, 
La Frontera newspaper in Tijuana

back their country without the press spotlighting what has gone 
wrong and highlighting what needs to be done. 

‘How Can We Make a Difference?’
All too often, journalists in Latin America have to work in 

combat zones. In 2009, the death toll for journalists hit a record 
25, the IAPA reports. The toll reached 26 during the first eight 
months of 2010, a figure that includes eight kidnapped journalists 
in Mexico who are presumed dead. In contrast, just one journalist 
has been gunned down in the United States in the past 35 years, 
and one each in Uruguay and the Dominican Republic over the 
past 15 years. But throughout most of Latin America, killers know 
that, for the most part, they can kill without fear of punishment. 
 Against this backdrop, the Impunity Project began with a 
simple question: “How can we make a difference”? It was 1994, 
and David Lawrence, the publisher of The Miami Herald, was 
beginning a one-year term as the IAPA’s president. He was 
discussing the impunity problem with Julio Muñoz, the IAPA’s 
executive director, and Ricardo Trotti, the IAPA’s freedom of the 
press coordinator. One thing led to another, and soon a team 
was dispatched to investigate six murders in Latin America and 
publicize the facts to try to goad authorities to act. 

15
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Making Progress Against Impunity

Murder Convictions
Latin American Journalists Murdered*Since 1995, when the Impunity Project started, 126 killers of journalists have been 

convicted (the previous 10 years saw only five convictions). Still, those killers, many of 
them accomplices in the same murder, were held responsible in only 59 of the 258 
journalist murders that have occurred in Latin America since 1995. Further, the years 
since 2008 have seen an alarming spike in murders. Because prosecutions can take 
years, it remains to be seen whether convictions will also rise.

The project was created a year later with Knight Foundation 
financing. Trotti, a 52-year-old journalist from Argentina, has 
been the prime mover from its inception.

Are journalists safer today than when Trotti started the project 
15 years ago? “Yes and no,” he says, while juggling calls from Latin 
America at his office near Miami’s Financial District. “In Colombia 
and Brazil, violence has lessened but impunity remains in many 
cases. In Mexico, violence has increased and so has impunity.”

Trotti adds, “It is difficult to fight against political systems in 
which corruption and the lack of independence of the judicial 
branch of government are normal. The strength of Impunity 
Project lies in the consistency of its investigations and its 
insistence on justice being done. These have served to turn 
around, to an extent, a climate of total impunity.”

The Project’s Impact
In trying to measure the IAPA’s efforts, the key question has 

been: How do you define success? Joel Simon is an interested 
observer and supporter as executive director of the New York-
based Committee to Protect Journalists. He asks: “Is success 
defined as less impunity? Or is success defined by saying if the 
group hadn’t been raising these issues, would the situation be 
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even worse?”
Simon favors the second definition, and he makes a good 

argument. The actions of governments, the brutality of drug 
cartels and the attentiveness of newspaper editors and owners 
have far more say in determining whether journalists live or die 
than does the Impunity Project.
 Given that the IAPA’s influence is limited, here’s a key 
statistic to help determine the project’s impact: Only five killers of 
journalists had been convicted of their crimes in the 10 years before 
the project began in 1995, according to the group. Since then: 126.
 The project has been a resounding success under that 
measure, but the numbers do overstate the case. The 126 
convicted killers, some of them accomplices in the same case, 
were held responsible in only 59 of the 258 killings and presumed 

killings of Latin America journalists since 1995.
 So impunity still reigns in most killings. And many killers 
have gone to prison only briefly. Another key statistic: of the 258 
murders of journalists since 1995, only six masterminds have been 
convicted, though prosecutions have risen from none in 1995 to 12 
last year.
 Another measurement shows the IAPA’s impact: three 
countries (Guatemala, Mexico and Colombia) have approved 
laws creating special offices to prosecute journalists’ killers or 
toughening punishment for their crimes. But this achievement 
has been less potent than the IAPA had hoped.
 The IAPA helped prompt the Colombian government to 
create a special prosecutor’s office that is sending more killers of 
journalists to prison. “Police are doing a better job of investigating,” 
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IM “No one else is doing what the IAPA does in 
Colombia. I don’t know if anyone else would 
assume that role. It’s not easy to get funds for 
this type of problem in Colombia.” 

– Nora Sanín, executive director of Andiarios, the 
association of Colombian newspapers

“Those in the battlefield don’t feel like they have 
any protection from IAPA. But if you knock on 
their door, they will help you.” 

– Carlos Huertas, investigations editor, 
Semana weekly magazine in Bogota

Police investigate a murder scene in Hermosillo, Mexico, while the body of  Fernando de la Cruz lies nearby. The senior police officer, 
whose legs are visible in the door of the family van, was  gunned down on a Sunday afternoon family outing in August 2010. De la Cruz 
headed State Investigative Police operations in Hermosillo.
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The shattered window in the Bogota office of Diana Calderón, the 
IAPA’s Rapid Response investigator in Colombia, after a car bomb 
blew up on the street seven stories below.
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IM “I get death threats all the time. The IAPA must 
put more pressure on the government, before 
more journalists are killed.” 

– Ignacio Gómez, deputy editor of the Bogota 
TV station, Noticias Uno, who travels with 

government-provided bodyguards

“The IAPA’s strategy – ad campaigns and trying 
to pressure the government through press 
releases – doesn’t seem to have any impact.” 

– Jorge Morales, former editor of El Imparcial, the 
main daily newspaper in Hermosillo, Mexico

says Fernando López, one of the special prosecutors. “We’re 
getting more help from witnesses.” López says his office would 
have more success with more money and wondered whether 
Knight Foundation might write a check to lend a hand.

“Journalists complain that there isn’t justice,” López adds. 
“Guerrillas, narcos and paramilitary groups often prevent 
investigators from carrying out their work. It costs a lot of money 
to carry out investigations.”

In Mexico, IAPA leaders helped pressure the government in 
2006 to create an office to prosecute crimes against journalists. But 
the prosecutor made little progress. The IAPA began complaining 
again, and the federal government in March named a new 
prosecutor. But he remains short of money and staff and is so 
cowed that he insisted that an interview in August be entirely off 
the record.

“You can have all the good laws in the world, but that doesn’t 
matter if you don’t have political will and follow-through,” says 
Mexican Congressman Manuel Clouthier, who has been pushing 
without success a measure that would take murders of journalists 
from local prosecutors — who too often do cursory investigations 
— and turn them over to federal authorities.

Ad Campaign Losing Effectiveness 
Beyond pushing for justice, the IAPA has tried to strengthen 

political will to protect reporters throughout the region. In 2003, 
the project began an advertising campaign that once a month has 
publicized the unsolved murder of a Latin American journalist. The 
ads, supposed to run in IAPA member newspapers throughout 
the region, have asked readers to sign petitions calling for justice 
that the IAPA would forward to the appropriate government. The 
campaign has aimed to engage readers in the problem and put 
pressure on governments. Total in-kind contributions by IAPA 
members of ad space since 2003 exceeds $28 million, Trotti 
estimates.

But fewer and fewer newspapers are consistently running 
the ads. In the beginning, “everyone in IAPA was talking about 
the campaign,’’ Trotti said. “You could feel the enthusiasm. Now I 
have to remind people we are doing the campaign. [It] got a little 
bit old.”

About 270 of the group’s 1,030 newspaper members run 
the ads monthly, down from 320 newspapers in 2007, according 

to an informal IAPA survey conducted for this report.  And the 
campaign has been averaging only 265 signatures per month 
this year, according to the IAPA. 
 “The media hasn’t been able to transmit the danger that 
reporters face,” says Roberto Rock. “Society doesn’t recognize 
reporters as protectors of their rights and freedom of expression.”
 Trotti thinks the ads remain effective even if members are “not 
being as consistent’’ in running them.  The ads focus public attention 
on forgotten murders, make governments “uncomfortable’’ and 
generate publicity, he said. But the campaign would be “much better’’ 
if it also used digital and social media to stir public action, he said.
   Trotti also understands that the IAPA needs to improve its drab 
and outdated website, www.impunidad.com which could be used to 
humanize the journalist murders in Latin America and stir outrage — 
but doesn’t.  
 With that in mind, the IAPA has hired a consulting firm to help 
the group upgrade its website and shift its focus to more online 
activities.  IAPA hopes the new strategy will help the group reach 
its projected target of 50,000 unique visitors per month — up 
from 20,000 currently.

Bomb Targets Bogota Office 
 Diana Calderón is on the phone with Trotti in Miami. Calderón, 
42, serves as the IAPA’s Rapid Response Unit in Colombia. The 
units were created in 2000 following a conversation between 
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IM “Journalists now demand justice, and 
authorities now pursue crimes.”

 – Clarinha Glock, IAPA’s investigator in Brazil, 
where 15 journalists were killed during the 1990s 

but only three since 2000

“I don’t understand journalists who censor 
themselves. You either practice journalism or you 
don’t. We practice journalism every week.” 

– Adela Navarro, coeditor of Zeta, a weekly newspaper 
in Tijuana. Two of the paper’s editors have been 

murdered, and a third was badly wounded in an attack

Trotti and Alberto Ibargüen, then The Miami Herald’s publisher 
and chairman of the IAPA’s Impunity Committee. He is now 
Knight Foundation’s president and chief executive officer.
 Over the past decade, Calderón has documented the facts 
in scores of unsolved murders and quickly alerted Trotti of each 
new journalist attack. On this day in early August, Calderón is 
providing the details on the latest apparent target — the offices 
of Radio Caracol in Bogota, where she works. A car bomb 
exploded at 5:30 that morning, injuring 13 people and damaging 
the building’s facade. Calderón is camped out in a colleague’s 
office. Her seventh floor windows are blown out.
 Trotti takes down her information and will write a news 

release calling for an aggressive investigation by the Colombian 
government. He will send it to all member newspapers and the 
wire services.
 This type of work is central to the Impunity Project’s work 
in Colombia. The group has also pushed Colombian judges to 
give higher priority to cases of murdered journalists, gotten the 
prosecutor’s office to review 27 unsolved cases, undertaken an 
advertising campaign to create greater public awareness and 
produced a documentary on a slain journalist that was broadcast 
on prime time television.
 The journalist was Orlando Sierra. His assassin was 
captured and convicted but was released after only five years 

Police take a suspected drug trafficker off a helicopter in Hermosillo in the state of Sonora. Journalists who print names or photographs of 
cartel members risk their lives. As a result, many papers in Northern Mexico have stopped reporting on drug violence.
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IM “We were a close family. This has marked us 
for life. Only recently have we started going 
out again as a family.” 

– Gabriela Ramírez, widow of Zeta coeditor 
Francisco Ortiz Franco, murdered in 2004

“You’re careful what you write because you don’t 
want to put your life at risk.”  

— Nidia Serrano, editor of El Universal, 
a newspaper in Monteria, Colombia

A police investigator looks for evidence following a drug-related hit in Hermosillo, Mexico.

in prison thanks to an early-release program. The IAPA and 
Andiarios, which represents Colombia’s newspapers, hired two 
lawyers to produce a report on the Sierra case and have used 
the information to push Congress to impose minimum sentences 
with longer terms. Congress has been unmoved.

The good news is that violence against journalists has almost 
disappeared in Colombia. Seven journalists were killed per year 
on average from 1998 thru 2003 while doing their job, according 
to the IAPA. But only one journalist was murdered in 2009 and 
thankfully only one (Clodomiro Castilla Ospino in the provincial 
city of Monteria) met that fate through August in 2010. The IAPA’s 
efforts have clearly had an impact, as have the efforts of local 

groups that have joined the IAPA in working against impunity.
 “Nobody talked about the impunity problem 15 years ago,” 
says Nora Sanín, executive director of Andiarios. “Colombian 
society — to what extent exactly I don’t know — understands that 
when you kill or kidnap a journalist, it’s not just a crime against 
that person but an attack on freedom of expression.”
 But when asked why murders of journalists have plummeted, 
Sanín says: “The major reason is the government’s policies.” 
During the eight years that Álvaro Uribe served as president and 
waged war against violence, killings in Colombia dropped across 
the board. 
 And while there have been advances, Colombia’s judicial 
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system still falls short. The case of Nelson Carvajal exemplifies 
this, despite the IAPA’s best efforts. Carvajal, a 37-year-old radio 
journalist in the provincial town of Pitalito, was shot seven times 
and died in 1998 after denouncing local corruption on the air. His 
family pressed authorities for action. That’s when the phone calls 
began. If the family knew what was good for them, callers said, 
they would lay off the case, or else end up like Nelson.

They didn’t lay off. Authorities imprisoned four men, including 
the alleged mastermind. But all were acquitted and released.

Calderón took up the case in 2002. She made three trips to 
Pitalito to interview witnesses, gather facts and review the court 
record. Thanks to her efforts, authorities reopened the case. 
The death threats against Carvajal’s family resumed. One of his 
sisters escaped an attempt on her life. With the IAPA’s help, she 
entered a government witness protection program. Carvajal’s 
widow and other members of the family fled the country, with the 
Colombian government’s help. 

In 2006, it was Calderón’s turn. “Keep on investigating, and 
you, too, will earn your final resting place,” read a note sent to 
her office that included crosses meant to evoke graves. The 
government assigned her bodyguards full-time.

The IAPA didn’t lay off the case. Beginning in December 
2005, Ricardo Trotti held seven meetings with the Colombian 
government, accompanied by Enrique Santos, who was then the 
IAPA’s vice president and publisher of El Tiempo, the Bogota daily 
newspaper.
 “Diana constantly pressured the prosecutors,” says Miriam 
Carvajal, as she sits in a Bogota café and discusses her 
brother’s murder. “The prosecutor’s office moved the case 
forward because of the IAPA.” That investigation has had limited 
success, however. The Supreme Court rejected a request to 
review the case.
 The IAPA presented Carvajal’s case to the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights but hasn’t gotten a favorable ruling 
there either. “There’s still no justice,” Miriam Carvajal says. “You 
have to be realistic. I don’t blame the IAPA for not achieving more.”
 Trotti takes great pride in sending unresolved cases to the 
Inter-American Commission, which is part of the Organization 
of American States. Gonzalo Marroquín, owner of Prensa Libre, 
the Guatemala City daily newspaper, echoes the view of other 
owners when he says that recalcitrant governments do respond 

to an international body’s rulings.
 “We have achieved some successes,” Marroquín says. 
One notable example: the commission got the Guatemalan 
government in 2001 to recognize that it had failed to take steps 
to prevent the 1980 murder of journalist Irma Flaquer, and then 
failed to carry out a proper homicide investigation afterward. The 
family won $150,000 in reparations. Trotti says the Flaquer case 
led to the creation of a special prosecutor’s office in Guatemala to 
handle crime against journalists.
 In Brazil, a favorable ruling last year in the 1998 slaying of 
newspaper editor Manoel Leal de Oliveira could lead authorities to 
reopen his case, says Clarinha Glock, the IAPA’s investigator in Brazil.
 But winning justice in cold cases is notoriously difficult; the 
commission has admitted 11 of the 27 cases submitted by the 
IAPA since 1997 and issued favorable rulings so far in only three.
 The process may be long and imperfect, but “it’s the best 
and only avenue we have to keep a journalist’s murder from 
being forgotten and for prodding governments to act through 
international pressure,” says Trotti.  “Through these actions, we 
do not bring the journalists back to life, but we do set an important 
precedent and force governments to address the impunity issue.”

At El Imparcial in Hermosillo, as at other newspapers across Mexico, 
journalists are no longer writing about drug-related violence. To avoid 
reprisals, the papers print only the official police version.
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IM “The traffickers rely on media outlets they control to discredit their rivals, expose corrupt officials 
working for competing cartels, defend themselves against government and influence public opinion. 
… Unless the Mexican government takes bold action, the narcos will continue to define what is news 
and what is not. That is no way to win the drug war.” 

– Joel Simon, executive director of the Committee to Protect Journalists
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Mexican Officials Slow to React
María Idalia Gómez is sitting at her living room table in Mexico 

City and discussing the growing impunity problem in Mexico. The 
IAPA’s Rapid Response coordinator in Mexico, Gómez stops to 
read a newly arrived Blackberry message. “They have freed the 
final two journalists,” Gómez says.

In a case riveting Mexico City’s press, drug traffickers had 
kidnapped four reporters near the northern city of Torreón, 
including cameramen from Televisa and Milenio, two of Mexico’s 
big TV networks. This act marked the first time that the targeted 
reporters worked for the networks, and their huge spotlight had 
turned it into a splashy story.

To the consternation of Trotti and everyone else in the IAPA 
who has tried to address the impunity problem in Mexico, the 
Calderón government hasn’t made protecting journalists a 
priority, as have governments in Brazil and Colombia. Nor has the 
Mexican media, riven by disunity and a weak press association.

All of these elements conspired last year against the 
IAPA when the organization tried to give Mexican journalists, 
media executives and government officials the benefit of what 

Colombia has learned. In many ways, Mexico seems to be 
where Colombia was in about 1985. The IAPA brought three well-
placed Colombians to Mexico to tell their story. They were former 
President César Gaviria, Enrique Santos and Oscar Naranjo, the 
current head of the National Police.
 “Not a single member of the Mexican government attended,” 
recalls Santos. “The sad truth is that they [the Mexicans] haven’t 
assimilated our history. It hasn’t translated into action by the 
newspapers.”
 The IAPA has sent more than a dozen missions to Mexico over 
the years, as well as organized 13 seminars with reporters and 
editors. Still, says Roberto Rock, “Violence [against journalists] 
is not on the public agenda — not even of the executive branch, 
the Congress or even the media outlets.” 
 Gómez is the IAPA’s point person in Mexico for combating 
the uphill challenge there. Since being hired in 2003, Gómez, 
39, has traveled the country documenting the facts of unsolved 
cases and providing news on the latest slaying. This work 
frequently puts her in the conflict zones.
 “The work is overwhelming,” says Gómez, who is often 

The body of Francisco Ortiz Franco, an editor of the Tijuana weekly, Zeta, rests in the car in which he was gunned down in 2004, apparently by 
drug traffickers’ assassins.



REPORTER ANALYSIS

KILLING THE NEWS             Stories Go Untold as Journalists Die12

assisted by her husband, Darío Fritz. A fellow journalist, he works 
half-time for the IAPA.

Most of the murders she investigates occurred outside 
Mexico City, in northern cities such as Tijuana where drug dealers 
have turned the former tourist destination into a killing zone. 
The Arellano Félix drug cartel and others muscled in, leaving 
hundreds dead in their wake. Death has become increasingly 
swift and brutal. Those killed for talking too much are found with 
their tongues cut off. Those killed for sleeping with a narco’s 
woman are castrated. The message for beheaded victims is 
clear — a cold-blooded warning not to mess with the narcos.

Héctor Félix Miranda messed with them. A 48-year-old 
passionate baseball fan, Félix Miranda was the well-liked 
copublisher of Zeta, a hard-hitting weekly newspaper in Tijuana. 
He named names when he wrote columns denouncing drug 
trafficking, murders, torture and official corruption.

Félix Miranda was driving to work one morning in 1988 when 
a black Trans Am cut him off. A gunman emerged to pump two 
12-gauge shotgun blasts at Félix Miranda, killing him instantly.

Drug traffickers targeted Zeta again in 1997. Gunmen badly 
wounded copublisher Jesús Blancornelas in an attack that killed 
his bodyguard.
 In 2004, Ricardo Trotti visited Tijuana to help Zeta coeditor 

Francisco Ortiz Franco gather more facts for the Félix Miranda 
case before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. 
Ortiz Franco was a marked man himself for his exposes.
 Three weeks later, a masked assassin targeted Ortiz Franco 

as he was about to drive to a doctor’s 
appointment. Two of his children were 
sitting in the car with him and watched 
him die.
 “Week after week he wrote powerful 
reports about drug traffickers,” Ortiz 
Franco’s widow, Gabriela Ramírez, 
remembers. “I wanted him to leave the 
newspaper to practice law. He said he 
was passionate about journalism and that 

nothing would happen.”
 Law enforcement authorities have never asked Ramírez for 
information on the case. Nor have they sought his notebooks 
or access to his computer. “They never took statements from 
the suspects,” she adds. “The people involved in his killing are 
powerful businessmen in Tijuana, and authorities don’t want to 
mess with them.”
 Two of Félix Miranda’s killers are in jail, but the mastermind was 
never punished. None of Ortiz Franco’s killers have faced justice.

More than 1,000 journalists marched in downtown Mexico City in August 2010 to demand that the government crack down on the drug-
related killings of journalists that are silencing the press.

Adela Navarro
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Journalists threw red paint on photos of murdered colleagues at the end of the Mexico City march, to symbolize how impunity reigns.

This journalist chained shut his march for the Mexico City march to 
symbolize how murders are silencing the press.

 Adela Navarro, Zeta’s coeditor, praises the IAPA for trying 
to keep the investigations alive. “It is the only organization that 
hasn’t abandoned the search for answers in the assassinations. 
It’s important that journalists don’t feel alone.”

Violence Hits Home
 The sun is just beginning to warm the day, the first Saturday 
in August, as hundreds of journalists gather in front of the Ángel 
de la Independencia, a monument built to honor Mexico’s 
independence, in downtown Mexico City. At 12:45 p.m., they set 
off down the main avenue, Paseo de la Reforma. “Ni uno más,” 
the journalists chant. “Not one more.”
 “We’re the news now,” explains Elia Baltazar, coeditor of 
El Excélsior newspaper and one of the march’s organizers.
 The violence that has left 61 journalists dead or presumed 
dead during the past five years — almost all in far-flung cities 
— is finally hitting home in Mexico City with the television 
journalists’ kidnapping.
 “The most important thing about the march is that it 
happened,” says Jorge Carrasco, who covers drug stories for 
Proceso, a hard-hitting news magazine. He decries the lack of 
solidarity until now.
 The first stirrings for change seem to present an 



KILLING THE NEWS             Stories Go Untold as Journalists Die14KILLING THE NEWS                        Stories Go Untold as Journalists Die14           14           

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS

THE CHALLENGE
     In 1995, when the Impunity Project began, killers of 
journalists had little fear they would face punishment. Could 
a Miami-based group consisting of editors and publishers 
work together throughout the Americas to force governments 
to crack down on impunity?  

THE INITIATIVE
     With $7.6 million in grants from the James S. and 
John L. Knight Foundation since 1995, the IAPA has 
pressured governments to provide justice in journalists’ 
slayings. Its Rapid Response Units investigate unsolved 
cases and recent murders to publicize the facts and get 
them in front of prosecutors. The IAPA has also begun 
holding seminars to teach reporters how to reduce risks 
in dangerous areas. Finally, the group has carried out an 
advertising campaign about unsolved murders to educate 
the public about the impunity problem. 

THE IMPACT
     Fifteen years ago, killers of journalists in Latin America 
simply weren’t prosecuted. Since the Impunity Project 
began, prosecutors have won convictions of some, though 
not all, of those responsible for 59 of the 258 killings and 
presumed killings of journalists in Latin America through 
August 2010. Most of those punished, however, are hired 
guns, not the masterminds.
    Governments now face consistent pressure from the IAPA 
to provide justice. But the advertising campaign meant to stir 
public outrage has lost its effectiveness, with only about 265 
people a month writing protest letters.
     Killings of journalists in Latin America have risen in 
recent years because more journalists are dying in 
Mexico at the hands of drug traffickers.
     In Colombia, formerly the hardest-hit country, killings 
of journalists have dropped sharply, as have killings of 
Colombians in general, thanks to the get-tough policies of 
President Álvaro Uribe, who just left office.
     In Brazil, another violent country, killings of journalists 
have plummeted, and hired guns almost always go to 
prison now.
     In Mexico, the government’s inability to arrest and 
try the killers of journalists – part of an impunity problem 
across the board for all crimes – has overwhelmed the 
IAPA’s efforts to bring justice there.
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opportunity for the IAPA to press harder to make a difference 
in Mexico. The group has had practically no success in recent 
years because of the official indifference in Mexico and the drug 
cartels’ power and ruthlessness. “It’s two steps forward and three 
steps backward,” says Ricardo Trotti.

One encouraging sign: Calderón promised to push Mexico’s 
Congress to federalize crimes against freedom of expression, in 
a meeting with leaders of the IAPA and the Committee to Protect 
Journalists on Sept. 22 in Mexico City. Calderón also said he 
wanted Mexico to establish a system to protect journalists at risk, 
as Colombia has done.                                                                              
 “President Calderón was quite open and engaged in the issues 
on the agenda,” says San Antonio editor Robert Rivard. “He wasn’t 
at all defensive, which was very positive from our perspective.”  
 Until now, the Calderón government has shown little appetite 
for federalizing crimes against journalists, says Congressman 
Clouthier, a former newspaper editor, who has been pushing the 
measure in Mexico’s House of Representatives. He characterized 
Calderón’s promises as “just a speech.”    
 Many local government officials have pressured congress-
men from their area to oppose the measure, Clouthier says, 
because “they operate hand-in-glove with criminal elements.  
 He said IAPA members could do far more. They “see the 
organization as a way to protect themselves, not their journalists,” 
he says. “They see confronting political leaders as a threat to 
their business interests.”     
 Or as Marcela Turati, who reports from conflict zones as a 
freelancer for Proceso, put it as the march was about to begin: 
“I don’t feel protected by the IAPA. It’s an owners’ club.”  
      The group needs to continue its work but retool the Impunity 
Project to react more quickly and to focus more on keeping 
reporters alive, especially in Mexico, with more seminars 
on safety and ethics, says Darío Dávila, a journalist who has 
long worked in conflict zones and now teaches safety training 
seminars online through the University of Guadalajara. “We 
need more action.”      
 Some help could be on the way: Trotti and other members 
of the  Impunity Project met with Mexican billionaire Carlos 
Slim earlier this year to ask for his support. Slim, who owns a 
share of The New York Times, asked for a set of initiatives that 
he could fund. 

‘A Lot More To Do’     
 Diana Calderón is sitting at her desk in late July in Bogota. 
Her bodyguards are waiting outside to accompany her when she 
leaves the building. It is two weeks before a car bomb would 
damage it. “Every time you think you’re tired and you feel bad 
that you have to travel with bodyguards all the time,” she says, 
“you remember the families waiting for results. We’re getting 
results. But we have a lot more to do.” 
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EMERGING LESSONS

 A majority of the journalists murdered in Latin 
America so far this year worked in Mexico, posing the 
question: How can reporters there keep telling stories 
about violence and corruption in their communities 
without getting killed? And how can the Inter American 
Press Association’s Impunity Project help? 
 Here are some suggestions from journalists 
familiar with the situation: 
 • More workshops to teach reporters how to 
operate safely in risky areas, including how to recognize 
when they are being followed, how to speak with their 
sources and how to write about drug traffickers without 
provoking them, says Darío Dávila, a journalist who 
has long worked in conflict zones and now teaches 
classes for high-risk journalists offered by the Center 
for Digital Journalism at the University of Guadalajara. 
 • More ethics seminars for reporters. Too many 
of them “have been corrupted in the past few years,” 
Dávila says. “They are becoming mercenaries of the 
cartels for lack of journalistic values. They threaten 
sources that they’ll publish information unless they get 
paid off.”
 • Beefed up staffing in Mexico. María Idalia 
Gómez, the group’s Rapid Response Unit coordinator 
in Mexico City, needs help. Another person should be 
based somewhere other than Mexico City – perhaps 
in Monterrey, which has had strong newspapers but is 
under siege.
 • A new website where journalists could post news 
stories on drug violence that are too dangerous to be 
published in their newspapers. The idea emerged from 
a March seminar for border journalists organized by 
the Knight Center for Journalism at the University of 
Texas at Austin. 
 • Continued pressure on the government. But it is 
important to understand that the single biggest factor 
for creating safe working conditions for journalists in 
Mexico is to create a safer country for all Mexicans.
 This is the lesson from Colombia. While media and 
the government there took essential steps to protect 
journalists, their murders dropped primarily because of 
an across-the-board decline in violence during President 
Alvaro Uribe’s eight years in office through August 
2010. When civil strife simmers down, journalists are 
safer and can again tackle the tough stories. 
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Knight Foundation grantees are invited to respond to the 
findings of the Reporter Analysis Series if they disagree 
on some points. Below is a letter from Impunity Project 
Director Ricardo Trotti.

There is no doubt that this is a very good article which 
describes in detail the problem of violence unleashed 
against journalists, the impunity surrounding such crimes 
and the efforts of the IAPA to combat these scourges.

Nevertheless, the story would have been more com-
plete and balanced if in addition to placing emphasis on the 
important work of the Rapid Response Unit it had shown 
the other tasks of the IAPA better, especially its advocacy 
work regarding laws, jurisprudence and the anti-impunity 
culture which it managed to modify, as well as the dispatch 
of 73 international delegations, made up of officers and 
executives, to countries of the region which met with 
presidents and other senior officials; the 17 international 
conferences that brought together judges, prosecutors, 
Supreme Court justices and experts on the illicit drug trade 
and organized crime, or the 53 journalist training seminars.

The article downplays the international work that 
the project has achieved, especially in the involvement 
of such organizations as the Inter-American Human 
Rights Court and Commission, through which the IAPA 
managed to open up a new battlefront, putting pressure 
on governments concerning their human rights reputation. 
Although not all the cases submitted to these agencies 
have yet produced positive results it is important to note 
that these are proceedings which in themselves have 
already changed the culture of indifference and negligence 
that had existed regarding crimes against journalists and 
their going unpunished. The fact that the Guillermo Cano 
case has been declared a crime against humanity that 
must not be subject to any statute of limitations is part of 
this new judicial culture.

This very proactive anti-impunity culture encouraged by 
the IAPA is what has permeated other, non-governmental 
institutions that today are fighting for the same objectives. 
A great part of the merit has been the fact that all the 
advocacy work, strengthened by the case investigations 
as primary material and the efforts mentioned in the first 
paragraph, have served not only for the prosecution and 
conviction of criminals to stop being a mere pipe dream 
but also for this issue to be included in each country’s 
public and press agendas.
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José Alfredo Jiménez and his wife Esperanza Mota are still hoping 
for justice five years after the disappearance of their son Alfredo, an 
aggressive police reporter in Hermosillo, Mexico.

In the parking lot of this supermarket in Hermosillo, Mexico, Alfredo 
Jiménez Mota was kidnapped in 2005 after meeting late one night 
with a source.

Dedicated Reporter Lived — 
and Died — for the Big Story
E MPALME, Mexico – Off to the side of a city park here, 

unnoticed by the boys playing basketball and the girls 
jumping rope, is a gray plaque attached to a pink pedestal. 

Its simple letters note the absence of a courageous reporter 
who disappeared in 2005 and makes a demand for justice. “A la 
ausencia de Alfredo Jiménez Mota. Exigimos Justicia.” Jiménez 
Mota’s parents, who live in this coastal town in Sonora state, come 
to the park and wonder what happened to their son.
 A one-time boxer in high school who sang in a local church 
choir, Jiménez Mota lived for the big story. In 2004, two years 
after becoming a reporter, he was hired to cover the drug cartel 
beat at El Imparcial, the biggest newspaper in Hermosillo, 
Sonora’s capital. “He would not sleep, eat or even go out 
with his girlfriend in order to work,” recalls former newspaper 
editor Jorge Morales, who hired Jiménez Mota. “He was very 
aggressive. We began not publishing bylines on high impact 
stories. He demanded that his byline be published.”
 On April 2, 2005, Jiménez Mota noticed someone 
photographing him. Nervous because he had begun to get 
death threats, he ducked into a nearby restaurant before 
proceeding to the newsroom. Jiménez Mota, 25, didn’t tell any 
of his colleagues of the day’s events. After he left work that 
evening, they never saw him again.
 Four months later, the Inter American Press Association 
convened an extraordinary meeting of editors. At the urging 
of Ricardo Trotti, director of the group’s Impunity Project, the 
editors took a stand against the growing violence against 
journalists in Mexico and the lack of punishment for their killers. 
Jiménez Mota’s seemed like an ideal case to rally around. So 
many reporters who had been killed in Mexico were suspected 
of crossing the line and taking payoffs from drug cartels. But no 
one doubted Jiménez Mota’s integrity.
 The editors decided to create a team of reporters to 
investigate what happened to the young reporter, publish what 
they found and shame authorities into punishing the guilty. 
“Everybody was excited,” Trotti says. It was called the Phoenix 
Project, after a model effort by several dozen investigative 
journalists who probed organized crime following the 1976 
murder of reporter Don Bolles in Phoenix, Ariz.
 The promised reinforcements for the Phoenix Project never 
arrived. One paper after another offered excuses why it couldn’t 



Left photo: Reporters and ordinary citizens march in solidarity with the family of Alfredo Jiménez Mota after the reporter was kidnapped in 
2005 in Hermosillo, Mexico. Right photo: Jiménez Mota on graduation day with his parents. 

spare any reporters. María Idalia Gómez, the coordinator for the 
IAPA’s Rapid Response Unit in Mexico, came to Hermosillo to 
assist with the investigative work. A reporter with El Universal 
in Mexico City dug out information in the capital. But in the end, 
Omán Nevárez, a colleague of Jiménez Mota’s at El Imparcial, 
did the bulk of the reporting and writing.
 Nevárez discovered that Jiménez Mota had met on the 
evening of April 2 with a law enforcement 
official who left him in the parking lot at 
Soriana’s, a local supermarket chain, where 
he would meet another of his sources. The 
reporter’s cell phone records showed that 
he received a phone call at 11:04 p.m. from 
the second source, the deputy director 
of the state attorney general’s office. 
That official initially denied seeing him. 
Confronted with evidence of the phone call, 
he then denied having anything to do with 
his disappearance.
 The Phoenix Project published a 
single story. Thanks to the work of Trotti 
and El Universal, it appeared in some 40 
newspapers simultaneously throughout 
Mexico. But plans for a follow-up evaporated. “The impression 
was that it was too dangerous to carry out this kind of 
investigation,” said Roberto Rock, El Universal’s editor at the 
time.
 Nevárez and Morales received death threats for their work. 
Both came to believe that a minor drug cartel boss ordered a 
hit on their former colleague. After state authorities failed to 

seriously investigate the case, Jiménez Mota’s parents appealed 
to President Vicente Fox, who ordered federal investigators to 
take over the case. They harassed drug bosses, confiscating 
their properties, capturing drug shipments and putting them on 
the run.
 One day the presumed mastermind, Raúl Enríquez Parra, 
was dropped from an airplane. His testicles had been cut off, and 

he had been shot dead. Enríquez Parra’s ID 
card had been tied to his chest, apparently to 
create no doubt about his identity. Nevárez 
and Morales concluded that the drug cartel 
had sacrificed Enríquez Parra to turn off the 
government heat. Federal authorities did 
indeed withdraw shortly afterward. Jiménez 
Mota’s body has never been found, and no 
one has ever been imprisoned for the crime.
 Nevárez and Morales remain haunted 
by Jiménez Mota’s disappearance. Both left 
the newspaper to work for the Sonora state 
government. “As a reporter, you’re exposed, 
and your family is exposed,” Nevárez 
says. “It’s better to write about sports and 
entertainment.”

 He adds, “I’m disappointed we never found justice for Alfredo 
or his family.” Like Morales, Nevárez praises Trotti and Gómez 
for their efforts.
 Jiménez Mota’s parents recently visited the park in Empalme. 
“It’s tough not knowing what happened to our son,” says his 
father, José Alfredo, as his wife Esperanza looked down. “Here, 
they kill and kill, and nothing happens.”

“It’s tough not knowing 
what happened to our 
son. Here, they kill 
and kill, and nothing 
happens.”

— José Alfredo Jiménez, 
father of missing journalist
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IJUANA, Mexico — Journalists in provincial cities 
throughout Mexico operate under a new unwritten code. 
“I don’t feel free to report on everything as I would like to,” 

says one Tijuana journalist, speaking on condition of anonymity 
given the danger. “We have to protect ourselves.”
 Federal agents recently arrested 62 Tijuana policemen on 
charges of taking payoffs from drug traffickers. One of them 
was well known to local journalists because he organized an 
annual toys-for-tots Christmas party and got a nice write-up 
every year for his efforts. Another Tijuana law enforcement 
official also was arrested for protecting drug traffickers, this 
time by the DEA in San Diego. He was the state attorney 

general’s press liaison. 
        “You don’t know who is good and who is bad anymore,” says 
the journalist. “You don’t know who to trust.”
 One photographer’s story illustrates the extreme conditions 
for working in cities like Tijuana, and the significant challenge 
that the Inter American Press Association faces in protecting 
journalists and securing justice in strife-torn Mexico.
 To protect the photographer’s identity, we’ll call him Mario. 
The story begins the day several years ago that he received what 
seemed to be an ordinary call to photograph a big traffic accident. 
But nothing is ordinary anymore for journalists in Tijuana.
 Mario found lots of police and fire rescue officials at the scene 

Lethal Choice: Keep Safe or Report

T
A man and woman grieve beside the body of a boy shot dead outside his home in the Lomas Verdes neighborhood of Tijuana.



and immediately began taking photographs of the smashed cars 
and the efforts to tend to the injured. Several minutes later, the 
driver of the Mercedes that caused the accident noticed Mario. 
        “Don’t take any photos!” he screamed and pointed menacingly. 
Mario ignored him. Mario then noticed the man reach across his 
chest as if he was about to draw a weapon. “Hey, calm down!” 
policemen shouted at the man.

The man didn’t pull out a weapon but did stalk over to Mario 
and began to pummel him. The police pulled the man away 
and escorted him to an ambulance. The police then returned to 
Mario, and they, too, began to punch him. 

Mario shouted into his newsroom radio for help, and 
onlookers yelled at police to leave him alone. Mario was wearing 
a photographer’s vest with the name of his newspaper on the 
back. The police backed away. “If you know what’s good for 
yourself, my friend, you’d get out of here,” a fire rescue official 
hurriedly told Mario.

 Angry, Mario stayed and watched a convoy of police cars 
arrive. An official disembarked from one car and embraced the 
man who had threatened Mario. “I’m so glad you’re OK,” Mario 
heard the official say. Mario’s colleagues arrived within minutes 
and spirited him back to the newsroom.
 A police chief called a few minutes later. Saying that his 
nephew had been injured, he said he wanted to buy the photos. 
The paper’s editor refused. Other phone calls came from the 
police: “Who was the photographer?” they asked. The editors 
declined to say. Instead, they hustled Mario out the back door 
and sent him out of town the next day.
 The editors decided they couldn’t risk publishing the photos. 
They did send them to the DEA and learned that the man who 
caused the traffic accident and was protected by police was a 
notorious drug trafficker who of course was wanted by police.
 It was about six weeks later, and the heat seemed to be off. 
Mario had returned to Tijuana. He was downtown and heard a 
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Police lights reveal a grim landscape of death — a drug-related killing in Tijuana, near the U.S. border.
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A shootout with drug traffickers and their hit men claimed more victims in Tijuana, Mexico. The downed policeman in the distance would die. 

The drug-related violence in Tijuana has become so pervasive that 
not even schoolchildren can escape it.

barrage of gunfire nearby. Everyone ran away from the scene. 
Mario ran toward it. He first encountered an assistant police chief 
with a bloody face who had been the drug traffickers’ target. 
Mario began photographing him and the four policemen he saw 
wounded on the ground. Two of them would die during the next 
several minutes.
 Mario watched policemen whisk away the wounded assistant 
police chief.
 The assistant chief was found the next day. His body had 
been cut into pieces. “His own men turned him over to the drug 
traffickers,” Mario says now.
 Mario has never told these stories to his family, knowing that 
they would insist he get a safer job. He remains committed to 
his craft. “I’m not well paid, but this is what I like to do,” he says. 
“I’m careful, but I don’t limit myself. When I have my camera, I’m 
thinking of the photos I’m taking. I’m not afraid. My fear is that I 
won’t take the photos that I should take.”



he Inter American Press Association reports that nine 
journalists have been killed in Mexico in 2010, and 
another eight have been kidnapped and are presumed 

to be dead. These facts sound straightforward. But they are not.
 “It’s very difficult to get the total truth and be accurate,” says 
Ricardo Trotti, director of the IAPA’s Impunity Project.
 IAPA includes journalists on its death toll list only if its 
investigators believe that the killing was a reprisal for the journalist’s 
work. But making that determination can be difficult in a brutally 
violent country where the police rarely conduct good investigations 
and prosecutors too often prefer to turn a blind eye.
 Was the journalist silenced to keep an uncomfortable truth 
hidden? Or was it simply a random robbery? Is there evidence 
showing that the journalist was taking bribes from 
one cartel and slain by another?
 Besides these questions, even deciding 
whether the dead person qualifies as a journalist 
can be up for debate.
 All of this explains why the IAPA’s toll for Mexico 
in 2010 differs from that of the Committee to Protect 
Journalists, which counts only one confirmed work-
related murder in Mexico in 2010 with another seven 
murders for unconfirmed motives. 
 María Idalia Gómez, the IAPA’s Rapid Response 
investigator in Mexico, plays the lead role in 
determining for the organization why a reporter 
there was killed. Gómez has spent 17 years working as a journalist 
covering cases involving crime, human rights and national security.
 “I’m well acquainted with the prosecutors, the judges and the 
law,” Gómez says in an e-mail.
 Gómez has also developed a network of journalist sources 
throughout the country to tap when investigating a journalist’s 
death.
 “Take the example of María Esther Casimbe, who disappeared 
in 2009 in Michoacan [state],” writes Gómez. “If you talk with her 
reporter colleagues, they will say she received money from drug 
traffickers. However, I have gotten important information which 
tells me that, if you look at her economic situation and the way 
she carried out her work, that information is false, that her death 
had more to do with the fact that she didn’t accept payoffs.”
 So why does the IAPA have a higher death toll in Mexico for 
2010 than the CPJ?
 Take, for example, the case of José Luis Romero. A 43-year-
old reporter for Línea Directa, a radio network in Sinaloa state, 
Romero was kidnapped by masked men while entering a 
restaurant on Dec. 30, 2009. His body was found on Jan. 16, 
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Counting the Dead: Accuracy Is Elusive

T 2010. He had been shot, and his hands had been broken.
 The detective assigned to the case was himself murdered 
six hours after the kidnapping was reported. The state attorney 
general said the cases might be connected.
 Romero had covered the crime beat for Línea Directa for 10 
years. News Director Luis Alberto Díaz told CPJ that he believed 
Romero was the victim of two warring drug cartels. Díaz also 
said that “murdering a well-known broadcaster fits into the 
cartels’ intention of intimidating the public.”
 All together, the facts provide plenty of clues to assume that 
Romero was killed as a reprisal for his work. But the case is not 
sealed tight.
 The IAPA included Romero on its list of murdered journalists. 

The CPJ put Romero on its “motive unconfirmed” 
list.
 Not commenting specifically on the Romero 
case, Trotti explains that the IAPA typically errs 
on the side of counting a journalist’s death as 
work-related. In other words, he says, “when we 
have doubts, we prefer to include the cases” in 
the IAPA death toll.
 This approach serves the group’s interests 
because it uses these cases to demand justice 
from governments.
 CPJ, in contrast, has a stricter standard in 
which the group puts journalists on its list only 

after being certain that the death was journalism-related. This 
approach is akin to a U.S. journalist’s standard of publishing 
sensitive information only after confirming it with at least one 
unimpeachable source.
 “We’re extraordinarily rigorous in deciding who is confirmed 
and who is not confirmed,” says Mike O’Connor, a former 
newspaper and television foreign correspondent who has been 
CPJ’s representative in Mexico for the past two years. “We have 
to be pretty damn sure.
 “Just because the dead person was a journalist, I don’t cut 
him any slack,” O’Connor adds. “I don’t care how many orphans 
he leaves behind.”
 In looking at the two groups’ approaches, it’s reasonable to 
assume that the IAPA might overstate the death toll while the 
CPJ might understate it.
 While the two groups apply different standards, they both 
agree on one thing.
 “It always comes down to a judgment call,” says O’Connor, 
echoing Trotti. “There are really no good [police] investigations. 
There are no forensics. There are no professional interrogations.”

José Luis Romero



author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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SCENE CHANGER:
The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 
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ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”

REPORTER ANALYSIS
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.

REPORTER ANALYSIS

CONNIE MARTINEZ: IN HER OWN WORDS
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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