Mexican radio station shut down by authorities

By Kenneth D. MacHarg

     Quito, Ecuador--A Roman Catholic owned radio station in Huayacocotla, Mexico was shut down by government authorities in late March, allegedly for technical violations.

     Station officials, however, charge that the move was political, and violates the right to freedom of expression. 

     Radio Huayacocotla, "La Voz del Campesino" is owned by the Society of Jesuits and broadcasts programming primarily intended for the indigenous population in the area. In recent years, the station has focused on native issues, training local announcers, and addressing issues of morality and social development.

     Government officials shut down the station on March 23 after allegedly finding various technical problems which, they said, "represented a danger to life and limb of the operators". 

     In a press release, station representative Alfredo Zepeda said the facility had been subject to harassment in recent months. The station had been accused of transmitting coded messages and promoting violence. Zepeda said the "coded messages" were programs in indigenous languages.

     Station personnel also reported frequent calls from government officials asking for the names of station personnel, transmitting hours, etc. 

     Transmissions of Radio Huayacocotia are limited to a shortwave frequency in the tropical bands. In 1978 the station applied for a medium wave (AM) frequency, and while a government review board has cleared a frequency, the license has never been received. 

     Fr. Jose Morales, the director of the Jesuit office in the province, asked on March 27 for a meeting with government officials to discuss the closure of the station. No reply had been received as of mid April. 

     Station officials have requested help from foreign organizations to pressure the Mexican government to reopen the station. 

     A station press release says, "The order to suspend the transmissions of Radio station XEJN-OC, Radio Huayacocotla, is an attempt against the freedom of expression, especially against the rights of the indigenous peoples to have access to reliable information, and against their right to participate in the formation of public opinion in their communities. 

     "Despite whatever the technical limitations of this Radio may be, the manner in which the suspension of transmissions was carried out implies a violation of human rights, given that the letter of commission already presupposes that the radio is guilty of infractions against the regulations and threatens it with military force and that the sanction was imposed without giving practical right to self-defense."
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