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Interview to Hazael Ruiz, ex-director of the Mexico City Prisons,  

carried out by Elena Azaola, researcher at CIESAS1 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Mexico is a Democratic, Federal, and Representative Republic, integrated by 31 free states and a 

Federal District, the capital, also known a Mexico City. Each state, as well as the Federal 

District, has its own laws and penal codes, and its own prisons. 

 

There are 431 penal institutions in the Mexican Republic, and according to the type of authority 

responsible for each of them, are distributed into 7 federal prisons, 322 state prisons, 92 

municipal prisons and the 10 prisons in the Federal District. While Mexico has 107 millions of 

inhabitants, the total population in the prison system was 230 thousand inmates at the end of 

2009. 

 

The population in prison in Mexico has increased in the last decade at an exceptional rate. In a 

little more than ten years, the population has duplicated; something like that has never occurred 

before, especially in such a short period. Today, Mexico has a rate of 200 inmates per 100 

thousand inhabitants, while ten years ago, it was 140 per each 100 thousand. 

 

The Mexican prisons today have an overpopulation of 33% average and there are states where 

the prison overpopulation is of a 100% of their capacity. This is the case for the Federal District 

which has 20% of the population of local jurisprudence. 

 

Regarding gender, 96% of the prisoners are men and 4% are women. This proportion has been 

kept over the lasts decades and is similar in other developing countries with the same level of 

development. 

 

Regarding the legal situation of the inmates in the country, 59% are convicted and 41% have 

been incriminated but not convicted; a percentage that have been kept more or less the same for 

the last decade. Twenty three percent are in the prison system because of a federal crime and 

77% for crimes pertaining to local jurisprudence. This percentage has not change significantly 

for the last decade either. 

 

Among the factors that have had influence in the increment of the population in the prison 

system of the country, the fallowing can be included: a) an increment in the crime rate; b) 

reforms to the penal codes making sentences stronger, and c) administrative measures that make 

the staying longer.   

                                                 
1 CIESAS is the Center for Research and Higher Studies in Social Anthropology in Mexico City. 
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Interview to Hazael Ruiz, ex-director of the Mexico City Prisons 

 

The interview was carried out in three work sessions, done in three afternoons during January 

2010. It lasted six hours in total. The ex-director of the Mexico City Prisons was kind enough to 

accept going to my office at a center for social anthropological studies in the south area of the 

City. Both of us thought that would be more convenient as it will allow us to concentrate in the 

interview with no interruptions from the normal work in offices that are in charge of defining 

policies for the Penal Centers of the City, where the ex-director still works. 

  

He responded to my questions with interest and the interview developed in a climate of 

confidence and cordiality where, according to what I was able to perceive, he expressed openly 

and sincerely his points of view. Below are the answers to the topics I addressed. 

 

1. About his carrier 

 

I have been working in the Penitentiary System in Mexico for 14 years, from 1995 to 2009. My 

carrier has developed always in the prisons of Mexico City. I started as a criminologist doing 

studies of personality to the interns. Then, I was Executive Director in the Office of 

Criminology, and latter I became Director General in the same office for the Eastern Prison 

(Reclusorio Oriente) of Mexico City. Because I did a criminological study of a famous woman 

delinquent: “La Paca”, a woman who claimed she knew of several crimes because she was 

clairvoyant, I was promoted to be the leader in that office. A little latter there was a riot in the 

Northern Prison (Reclusorio Norte) and I was commissioned as Director in the Department of 

Observation and Classification (Departamento de Observación y Clasificación) in that Prison. 

Latter, I was promoted to be Assistant Director of Criminological Studies in the Direction for 

Enforcing Penal Sanctions (Estudios Criminológicos de la Dirección de Ejecución de Sanciones 

Penales), which is the office that controls the 10 prisons in the Mexico City area. Later on, there 

was another strike and I was commissioned to be Technical Assistant Director in the Penitentiary 

and sometime later, Director of the Eastern Prison. Then, I was promoted to be Technical 

Director of several Prisons in the City (Reclusorios); and when a convict escaped from the 

Penitentiary, I was send there as Director. I consider that period of my life as being my best 

moment, the one I have enjoyed the most, in spite of being promoted latter to be Director of all 

the prisons in Mexico City. 

 

Regarding my education, I’ve studied Law in Mexico City and then Criminology in the 

University of Buenos Aires (Universidad de Buenos Aires) and in the University of Law and 

Penal Enforcement of Salamanca (Universidad de Derecho de Ejecución Penal en Salamanca). 

When I came back to Mexico and started working at the Penitentiary System, I started doing 

tests of personality to delinquents and I got passionate about it; I felt I was doing what I wanted 

to do. The positions I held afterwards where more administrative or political and that made me 

left behind what was really of interest to me: criminal behavior. Actually, all the promotions that 
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I had, were unexpected, I thought I was going to remain studying criminal behavior and did not 

have in mind to hold administrative and political positions. Nevertheless, I was happy in those 

positions too.    

    

My interest in this field started when I was 10 years old as I was working in my father’s 

company and a co-worker was arrested; at that time I thought I would like to be a lawyer. When I 

was studying Law, I had a criminologist teacher and that contributed to enhance my interest. 

Then, I was lucky to have an invitation to Argentina from a very distinguished family in the area 

of Law and there I had the opportunity to meet great teachers in the field. 

 

In spite of all the problems that one has to face being in charge of prisons, I fell quite satisfied 

with my career; I have been doing what I like and putting into practice the knowledge I had 

acquired. Truly, I did not have other opportunities than those I took, and I never refused any 

offer to occupy the different positions that were presented to me. At this point, I have ended my 

time as Director General and I work as counselor to those who have that office in the Ministry of 

Government in Mexico City. 

 

2. Changes 

 

Among the most important changes in the Penitentiary System in Mexico I would point out a 

greater openness that has made possible collaborating with academics, and with civil, religious 

and human rights organizations. There was a time when none of these organizations were 

allowed to get into the prisons, least could they raise questions about what was happening there. 

Today, we have to be very attentive to the observations they make to us, particularly those from 

the human rights organizations. There is also a greater concern for rehabilitation of the inmates, 

although results cannot be good when we have more than 40 thousand interns in the prisons in 

Mexico City. We have to take into consideration that two of the prison centers here have more 

than 12 thousand inmates. The overpopulation makes that all programs for care and rehabilitation 

result totally insufficient. We also have to point out that the content of these programs have not 

been modified for many years, the only difference is that before the government use to carry out 

these programs and now it allows the participation of specialized organizations, like those who 

take care of addictive behavior problems. 

 

There have been changes also in regards to the normative aspect but nothing substantial has 

changed; for instance, in regards to the abuse of preventive confinement. An important change 

happened when the local government was allowed to give benefits of prerelease; it used to be 

that only authorities from the federal government could do that. Nevertheless, the local system 

started to work having no experience, nor qualified personnel, so it had to start following the old 

model imposed by traditional penitentiary officials. That brought up the lack of necessary 

generational relieves as all the directors of penal facilities have came up from the old schools. 

There has not been any possibility of establishing training for civil service, where personnel 

receive on-going training from high quality professionals. In this environment, designations are 

made more for political or friendship reasons than based in the merits and knowledge of people. 

The same directors occupy the same positions over and over again. 
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Several external changes can be mentioned as the constant hardening of sentences, something 

that has induced overpopulation in the penal facilities as well as an increment in violence and 

lack of offer of employments for the inmates due to the fact that the society is not willing to 

collaborate with their recovery.  

 

The poor work conditions of the personnel also stands out, and determines the low self-esteem 

and little interest in their work they have, as it does not get to be professionalized and they do not 

get any motivation. The great majority of workers do not have vocation for the work done in the 

penitentiaries. The penitentiary work has become bureaucratic and nowadays the only people 

who seek work in the penitentiary system are idealists, or those who seek to make wealth 

through corruption. Nobody is interested in doing his/her carrier in the penitentiary system as 

they know that is not the way to be promoted to occupy posts in the direction. Neither are there 

students interested in going to work in the prisons. The only way out now is to build a new 

prison facility where things can be done differently from the beginning as it is very difficult to 

change old institutions. There is no solution for them. 

 

There have been several isolated efforts to change but they have not gotten to fruition as they get 

diluted in such big populations. That is the case of treatments for addictions from specialized 

institutions that can only take care of a limited number of individuals, 60, when the estimation is 

that 20 thousand inmates have addictive problems. Four years ago, two new prisons were built 

but today they are already overpopulated. The lack of funds is constant. Money is invested in the 

most basic things only: payroll, gas, food for inmates and urgent reparations. There can be good 

intentions but the lack of funds makes impossible to put them into practice. 

 

The main problem is overcrowding which has induced deterioration in the life conditions of the 

interns. Rates of homicide and suicide in prison have risen significantly. The problem is not the 

good will of officials in the prisons but the security policies which rising the punishments 

indiscriminately have lead to overpopulation in the prisons. Not everything can be fix sending 

people to jail; prisons cannot change the conditions and deficiencies from the social environment 

of delinquents. As a director of a prison, getting results is much more difficult than it used to be. 

In twelve years the population has triplicate. The interns themselves realized that the officials are 

overwhelmed. There is abuse of the prison punishment. Prisons should be only for those 

representing a real social risk. It has been said: Inmates receive training for committing more 

crimes when they are in prison. Those who manage to come out of prison have overcome many 

tests and are ready for anything; they want to go out to show others that they are capable of 

surviving the prison. 

 

  

3. Philosophy of the personnel in the prisons 

 

The role of the personnel in the prison should be that of a first class public server, acknowledged 

for his/her capacity and honesty. He/she should be aware of the great social responsibility 

deposited in him/her to rehabilitate criminals. I think they can be of service if they give a good 

example; delinquents have not been able to assimilate adequate behavioral parameters and if they 

manage to be aware of a good example in an official, seeing him/her as a normal civil person, 

they would like to be like him/her. Then, one most serve as an example to interns and also one 
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must be aware that custodians do not commit abuses. In other words, first comes the way one 

treats inmates and then comes the treatment. There should be penitentiary officials with a good 

training, with a degree; but specialists of other organizations should also be let inside the prison, 

for instance people who know how to deal with addictions. We should stop pretending that we 

can do everything. Modern prisons cannot do without the support of external organizations or 

institutions that can give work and training to inmates, and even without those who offer cultural 

and sport activities. This contact with the outside world also encourages the prison to work in a 

transparent way, less closed into themselves. Nevertheless, these programs must be revised 

continually so they do not lose their objectives. Their appropriateness needs to be revised, as 

well as its degree of quality and the benefit they contribute for helping inmates in reintegrating 

into society. Evaluation of these programs is very important, although it has not been done till 

now in a systematic way. Another instance that does not exist in Mexico is the community 

supervision of the prisons, although this function is carried out continuously by the public human 

rights institutions that have been getting stronger and specialized in this task. Their visitors are 

very experienced. 

 

The existent organization in the prison is a formal State organization; nevertheless, prisons also 

operate with informal codes and inmates meticulously take care of making them to be respected. 

That is the case, for instance, of the rules those inmates who share a dormitory impose to 

themselves, or the behavioral codes established regarding their family members. It is easier for 

an inmate to violate a formal rule than to violate one imposed by them themselves. Inside the 

prisons there is complicity that can be positive or negative, there is comradeship, but there are 

also abuses. 

 

There should be a higher selectivity in order to send to prisons only those who really deserve to 

be bereft of their freedom. Nevertheless, legislators have not done this work as they litigate 

guided by political considerations, not by technical ones. Also, it can be said that what has 

prevailed is a “punitive populism”; that is, the idea that if more people are taken to prisons, 

criminal rates will decreased. Other kinds of strategies are needed, such as clean the police corps, 

be stricter in abiding by the norm, and update and revise the norms. The corps of custodians also 

needs to be depurated, made more professional, carry out more strict processes, and perform a 

good selection. In these tasks, experts from other institutions, such as human rights institutions, 

attorneys’ offices, and other non-governmental institutions should take part. In this way, 

responsibility will be shared, not be only in the hands of the Penitentiary System.  

 

Prisons are responsible of almost all services they have: food, custodians, medical services, and 

those from psychologists and social workers. Exceptions are work and training [for inmates] 

where we always need support from other institutions. What is offered in the area of work and 

education is always insufficient. The education we can offer is not of the highest quality and 

generally does not take into account the special characteristics of the population in prison. The 

inmates go the classes because if they do, they obtain other advantages, as permission to have a 

television set or to be granted an intimate visitor. They do not go to the courses because they are 

interested in them but for the additional benefits. The offer of higher education is scarce. They 

are only 280 inmates enrolled which represent less than one per cent of the population. Medical 

attention is also inefficient and insufficient. Personnel are not often there and have very little 

motivation. Family visits are allowed four times a week but the quantity of family members that 
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go is such, that the service is exceeded. Two of the prisons which have more than twelve 

thousand inmates each are totally saturated on the visit days. The square meters of construction 

are totally insufficient to take care of the population. Water and electricity are also insufficient. It 

is a system that was born from good intentions but nowadays is very difficult to manage. Even in 

this situation, the length of the sentences tends to rise and more people are taken into prison; in a 

few words, because of punitive populism. 

  

Certain services have been started to be commissioned to private institutions; for instance, food; 

but that has not solve the problem. The managers do not supervise adequately, nor quantity nor 

quality of food, and if food is not secure, there is a risk that inmates might make a riot. 

 

Regarding post-penitentiary supervision for inmates, it is done more for the sake of police 

control than for contributing to social rehabilitation. It should be granted that ex inmates who 

would request it could be enrolled in one of the social programs that the government of Mexico 

City sponsors. Otherwise, with not enough support nets, they are more prone to relapse. There is 

no adequate supervision for ex inmates and this is one of the factors that have contributed to the 

increasing relapsing, as well as the violence that is involved in crimes in the last years. Many 

interns go out feeling resentful because some officials treated them as if they were invisible; they 

realize the food is bad; the medical staff does not fulfill its function; their families do not receive 

any help, and as all this happens, it seems to them that everybody pretends nothing is wrong. 

  

Although intermediate sanctions have been contemplated in the law, in practice the system to 

apply them has not been developed, so prison is the punishment for everybody. That is the reason 

why prisons are overpopulated with people who could have been sanctioned through programs in 

freedom.  

 

4. Problems and successful experiences 

 

The policy of increasing sentences indiscriminately has been mistaken and a policy of 

intermediate sanctions should be developed. There use to be a program for sending all the young 

people who committed a crime for the first time to another prison. Unfortunately, this has been 

cancelled and the new young ones are mixed again with all types of criminals. There have also 

been problems with giving anticipated freedom because there have been a lot of cases of 

corruption, people who pay the officers to grant them freedom without having the right to it. 

Another problem is the use of substances, and the officers participating in getting drugs into the 

prison. Addiction is much stronger inside than outside; being outside the person can be addicted 

and functional, but inside the person stops being functional.  

 

Seven thousand people work in the prisons in Mexico City and this number is insufficient to take 

care of the 40 thousand interns. We are outside the norm in all the parameters. While the 

capacity of the facilities is for 20 thousand, we have doubled the number. Corruption in these 

circumstances is very difficult to fight; it seems that it can only be eradicated if these institutions 

are closed and new ones are open. Other things cannot be eliminated either, like the tradition of 

putting tents in the yards so interns can have intimate relations with their partners, given the fact 

that the facilities for that purpose are insufficient. 
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Internal and external changes have to go in parallel and both are very difficult to achieve. 

Externally, it is very difficult to modify codes and criminal policies, and to obtain more funds. 

Nevertheless, without these funds it is impossible to try to achieve any internal change. There 

have not really been successful programs only isolated and small efforts, in relation to the size of 

the population.  

 

5. Theory and practice 

 

This is an essential combination and without it, it is impossible to function: academics need to 

listen to experiences from the people who work in the field, at the same time, people who work 

in the field should look into the theory to make better methods to use in their work. In the last 

years, the government has been more willing to be evaluated by academics; nevertheless, a 

constructive relationship has not been achieved. New theoreticians are needed, there are some 

very old ones who have monopolized the field and are organized into a very close group not 

welcoming new specialists. They designed the laws, and the models for treatment that are still in 

use. They formed a group, took the topic for themselves and pretend they are the only ones who 

can “certify” other specialists, they are the only ones who can say who is a specialist in the field 

and who is not. They occupy the directive posts in several states. There is no new input for their 

frames of reference, or generational change. 

 

There is need for research in many subjects. For example, several studies have been done with 

the interns but very little has been done regarding the staff in the prisons. It would be good to 

know their profile and why do they have so little interest in their work. There is also a need of 

new manuals, the ones that are in use are from 30 years ago and are obsolete. Some studies have 

been done but then they are not disseminated enough; they only get to the hands of a small elite. 

Researchers need to disseminate their work widely. Nevertheless, it is true that those who work 

for the penitentiary system have no motivation; they are not interested in reading the 

theoreticians. It would be good if some join studies were carried out where personnel in the 

institutions and academics participate. Many subjects need to be studied.  

 

There are very few scientific journals in this field and they are not widely disseminated. I would 

rather read specialized journals instead of books that soon become obsolete. The personnel in the 

prison do not have money to buy books either but probably could buy journals if they attract 

their interest. If there would be a journal who could give voice to them, somewhere where they 

could express their problems, their concerns; then, probably they would be interested in getting 

it. 

 

6. A Penitentiary system based on evidence 

 

The programs and policies that are carried out in the prisons have been the same for many years; 

we have not left behind the traditional penitentiarism, we have not evolved. There have not been 

legislative reforms allowing new policies to develop. In this sense, we don’t have a penitentiary 

system based on evidence, as it would be desirable. This is one of the more abandoned sectors 

and very little funds are given to it each year. More investment has been done in other aspects of 

security, like in police corps and technology, but in the prisons, there have not been any changes; 

and even less, profound, meaningful changes. Officials responsible of penitentiary institutions 
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are not used to look at new information, new studies, only very few who had interest do it, but 

they are the exception, it is not something institutionalized, only isolated efforts. On my part, I 

find relevant information especially in the Institute for Legal Research from the National 

University (Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas de la Universidad Nacional). 

    

There is a need for a National Institute for Penitentiary Training so there will be a unique 

criterion about training for personnel. Nowadays, each State in the Republic does what it can, but 

there is not even one uniform model to follow when doing criminal studies for the interns. If 

there were a journal, a discussion for all these topics could begin, but this has not happened yet.  

 

7. International relations 

 

It can be said that officials in the prisons of my country almost do not have any opportunities to 

relate and know what officials in other countries do. There are very little opportunities for 

exchange. This exchange seemed to me very useful at the time of my formation; latter, as an 

official it is not encouraged. We have to take into consideration that what is done in other 

countries is not always possible to apply here. For instance, in the US, some technologies like 

scanners are in use for controlling entrance which have not worked here as the equipment is not 

taken care of, they do not last long and their maintenance is costly. The same happened with the 

equipment installed in order for interns not to make use of cell phones. Custodians sabotage the 

system and allowed inmates to make calls with cell phones as interns use them to extort citizens; 

it is a good business for custodians. 

 

8. General aspects 

 

In spite of all this, the Penitentiary System in Mexico has some acceptable things. The design of 

the prisons in the seventies was good, although nowadays has been surpassed. The system is not 

that bad; the main problem is overpopulation, inside policies do not work mainly because of this. 

If it were in my hands, I would make legislative changes in order for establishing a more 

selective use of the prison and not as the only sanction in all cases. I would also do a better 

classification of the centers and depending on the profile of each center, I would design a 

scientific treatment for the inmates. I would do programs for minimal imprisonment with follow 

ups and tutorials form the State. I would change the system of custodians, the profile for 

recruitment and training. I would avoid contamination of inmates who have a low criminology 

index as this one increases when living with others who represent a higher social risk. Also, 

prerelease has failed because it has not been used in the right way; there are people who deserve 

an opportunity and this is not granted; there are also others who do not deserve it but pay for it. 

  

I have to acknowledge, nevertheless, that the dominant policy points out in the right direction, 

opposite to the one that demands more severe sentences and no tolerance. This last issue affects 

the results of the penitentiary institutions. Given the current conditions, officials are not in a 

situation where they can rehabilitate interns who go back to society with a higher degree of 

social resentment. 

  

Once interns go back to society there should be guidelines for contention and a follow-up, less 

for police control and more based on support through social programs. This has not happened in 
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the country except for a few isolated experiences that have not managed to last. The current 

norms even make it difficult for ex inmates to socially reincorporate when it imposes the 

compelling rule of having to go to sign in periodically. This makes ex inmates to take absence 

from their jobs, in case they have found one. A system of intermediate sanctions and house arrest 

should also be developed, as well as halfway houses, support programs for ex interns, and other 

specific programs for women who come out of prison. These supports are necessary especially if 

we take into consideration that not all ex inmates tend to escalate to more serious crimes but 

continue stealing out of poverty and alienation that can be stronger when coming out of jail. 

Many interns are not worried about when they will come out of prison but about what they will 

do when they come out. It should be good to ask the industry to take advantage of the ex inmates 

for employment, assume the commitment of giving them a job once they are granted their 

freedom. 

 

If conditions in the prisons were better, they will be less harmful, for interns and for their 

families. Currently, the environment contaminates, and it does not make sense to submit to it 

those who have committed minor crimes, including traffic accidents. 

 

The changes that will have greater impact in transforming prisons are those of legislative order 

which are feasible; except for the criminological policies currently dominating that emphasize 

punitive populism. Besides reducing overpopulation, infrastructure should be adapted and 

personnel should be increased. In the same vein, this subject should be put again as a priority in 

the political agenda, just as the people in charge of prisons of the past manage to do when the 

prisons were designed in the seventies. Nowadays, politicians do not touch this subject and we 

should convince them of the importance of doing it. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In general terms, the logic followed by the ex-director of the penitentiary centers of Mexico City 

is congruent with what academics have pointed out in their studies and clearly reflect some of the 

most severe problems in the penitentiary system of the whole country. The picture he delineates 

is that of a stagnant system, incapable of transforming itself and of offering alternatives in front 

the avalanche of a growing population which surpasses, with much, the capacity of their funds 

and facilities. As the ex-director points out, the solutions have to come from a redesign of the 

criminological policies which have not manage to put into practice a system of punishments 

alternative to prison, which do not have among their priorities the investment in programs of 

social assimilation of ex inmates, neither do they have a system of incentives for the personnel 

who is committed to their work. 

 

In a situation like the one of Mexico, where the increasing rates of criminality are a key subject, 

it is imperative that the State and the society revise the role that the abandonment of our prisons 

has played in this issue. As the ex-director pointed out, the time has come for prisons to occupy a 

relevant place in the agenda of important issues in the security policies. 


