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OPINION IN SUNDAY REVIEW

By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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Men and women fled tear gas near a site north of the capital where the body of a protester was found on Saturday. Page 14.
More Unrest in Bahrain, and Questions Over a Death 

By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing

Continued on Page 4

By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-

Nonprofit Acts as a Stealth Business Lobbyist
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MEXICO CITY 

In September 2005, a senior Wal-Mart lawyer 
received an alarming e-mail from a former 
executive at the company’s largest foreign 

subsidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In the e-mail 
and follow-up conversations, the former execu-
tive described how Wal-Mart de Mexico had or-
chestrated a campaign of bribery to win market 
dominance. In its rush to build stores, he said, 
the company had paid bribes to obtain permits 
in virtually every corner of the country.

The former executive gave names, dates 
and bribe amounts. He knew so much, he ex-
plained, because for years he had been the law-
yer in charge of obtaining construction permits 
for Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investigators to 
Mexico City, and within days they unearthed 
evidence of widespread bribery. They found 
a paper trail of hundreds of suspect payments 
totaling more than $24 million. They also found 
documents showing that Wal-Mart de Mexico’s 
top executives not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to conceal them 
from Wal-Mart’s headquarters in Bentonville, 
Ark. In a confidential report to his superiors, 
Wal-Mart’s lead investigator, a former F.B.I. 
special agent, summed up their initial findings 
this way: “There is reasonable suspicion to be-
lieve that Mexican and USA laws have been vio-
lated.”

The lead investigator recommended that 
Wal-Mart expand the investigation.

Instead, an examination by The new York 
Times found, Wal-Mart’s leaders shut it down.

neither American nor Mexican law enforce-
ment officials were notified. none of Wal-Mart 
de Mexico’s leaders were disciplined. Indeed, 
its chief executive, Eduardo Castro-Wright, 
identified by the former executive as the driv-
ing force behind years of bribery, was promoted 
to vice chairman of Wal-Mart in 2008. Until this 
article, the allegations and Wal-Mart’s investi-
gation had never been publicly disclosed.

But The Times’s examination uncovered 
a prolonged struggle at the highest levels of 
Wal-Mart, a struggle that pitted the company’s 
much publicized commitment to the highest 
moral and ethical standards against its relent-
less pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics, worried about 
press leaks and facing a sagging stock price, 
Wal-Mart’s leaders recognized that the allega-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-

Nonprofit Acts as a Stealth Business Lobbyist
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-
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More Unrest in Bahrain, and Questions Over a Death 

By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing

Continued on Page 4

By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing

Continued on Page 4

By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?
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By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?
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By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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MAZEN MAHDI/EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY

Men and women fled tear gas near a site north of the capital where the body of a protester was found on Saturday. Page 14.
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing

Continued on Page 4

By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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More Unrest in Bahrain, and Questions Over a Death 

By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing

Continued on Page 4

By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-

Nonprofit Acts as a Stealth Business Lobbyist
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?
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By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-
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After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity

Continued on Page 4

MAZEN MAHDI/EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY

Men and women fled tear gas near a site north of the capital where the body of a protester was found on Saturday. Page 14.
More Unrest in Bahrain, and Questions Over a Death 

By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.

Continued on Page 8

By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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By DAVID BARSTOW

MEXICO CITY — In Septem-
ber 2005, a senior Wal-Mart law-
yer received an alarming e-mail
from a former executive at the
company’s largest foreign sub-
sidiary, Wal-Mart de Mexico. In
the e-mail and follow-up conver-
sations, the former executive de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico
had orchestrated a campaign of
bribery to win market domi-
nance. In its rush to build stores,
he said, the company had paid
bribes to obtain permits in virtu-
ally every corner of the country.

The former executive gave
names, dates and bribe amounts.
He knew so much, he explained,
because for years he had been
the lawyer in charge of obtaining
construction permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Wal-Mart dispatched investi-
gators to Mexico City, and within
days they unearthed evidence of
widespread bribery. They found
a paper trail of hundreds of sus-
pect payments totaling more
than $24 million. They also found
documents showing that Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s top executives
not only knew about the pay-
ments, but had taken steps to
conceal them from Wal-Mart’s
headquarters in Bentonville, Ark.
In a confidential report to his su-
periors, Wal-Mart’s lead investi-
gator, a former F.B.I. special

agent, summed up their initial
findings this way: “There is rea-
sonable suspicion to believe that
Mexican and USA laws have
been violated.”

The lead investigator recom-
mended that Wal-Mart expand
the investigation.

Instead, an examination by
The New York Times found, Wal-
Mart’s leaders shut it down.

Neither American nor Mexican
law enforcement officials were
notified. None of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders were disci-
plined. Indeed, its chief execu-
tive, Eduardo Castro-Wright,
identified by the former execu-
tive as the driving force behind
years of bribery, was promoted to
vice chairman of Wal-Mart in
2008. Until this article, the allega-
tions and Wal-Mart’s investiga-
tion had never been publicly dis-
closed. 

But The Times’s examination
uncovered a prolonged struggle
at the highest levels of Wal-Mart,
a struggle that pitted the compa-
ny’s much publicized commit-
ment to the highest moral and
ethical standards against its re-
lentless pursuit of growth.

Under fire from labor critics,
worried about press leaks and
facing a sagging stock price, Wal-

Vast Mexico Bribery Case
Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

After Top-Level Struggle

An Internal Inquiry Was Shut Down, and
the Authorities Were Not Notified

JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Shoppers in Mexico City. Expanding rapidly in the mid-2000’s,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was the company’s brightest success story.
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By TIM ARANGO

KHANAQIN, Iraq — In Janu-
ary, the dismembered body of
Wisam Jumai, a Kurdish intelli-
gence officer, was discovered in a
field in Sadiyah, a small town in
northeastern Iraq. Soon his fam-
ily and friends, one after another,
received text messages offering a
choice: leave or be killed.

“Wisam has been killed,” read
one message sent to a cousin.
“Wait for your turn. If you want
your life, leave Sadiyah.”

After Mr. Jumai’s killing, near-
ly three dozen Kurdish families
fled their homes and moved here,
according to local officials, to the
sanctuary of a city that is claimed
by the government in Baghdad
but patrolled by Kurdish forces.
Other Kurds from the area have
come here after being pushed out
over property disputes that can
be traced to Saddam Hussein’s
policy in the 1970s of expelling
Kurds and resettling Arabs. 

Whether by terrorism or judi-
cial order, the continuing dis-
placement of Iraq’s Kurdish mi-
nority lays bare the unfinished
business of reconciliation in the
wake of the American military’s
withdrawal, and it is a symptom
of the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship between the semiauton-
omous Kurdish government
based in Erbil and the central
government in Baghdad.

The schism, which is most im-
mediately over sharing oil wealth
but is more deeply about histori-
cal grievances and Kurdish aspi-
rations for independence, raises
serious questions about the fu-
ture of a unified Iraq. The crisis,
American officials say, is far
more grave than the political ten-
sions between the Shiite-domi-
nated government of Prime Min-
ister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki and
the country’s Sunni Arab minor-

In the Uprooting of Kurds, Iraq
Tests a Fragile National Unity

Continued on Page 4

MAZEN MAHDI/EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY

Men and women fled tear gas near a site north of the capital where the body of a protester was found on Saturday. Page 14.
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By BROOKS BARNES

ORLANDO, Fla. — Maryland
teachers were instructed to en-
gage children by crouching and
speaking to them at eye level.
Chevrolet dealers were taught to
think in theater metaphors: on-
stage, where smiles greet poten-
tial buyers, and offstage, where
sales representatives can take
out-of-sight cigarette breaks.

A Florida children’s hospital
was advised to welcome patients

in an entertaining way, prompt-
ing it to employ a ukulele-playing
greeter dressed in safari gear. 

These personal service tips
came from the Disney Institute,
the low-profile consulting divi-
sion of the Walt Disney Company.
Desperate for new ways to con-
nect with consumers, an increas-
ing array of industries and or-
ganizations are paying Disney to
teach them how to become, well,
more like Disney. 

Revenue from the Disney Insti-
tute has doubled over the last

three years, according to Disney,
powered in part by its aggressive
pursuit of new business. Over the
last two years alone, 300 school
systems across the country have
sought its advice. 

Other clients range from very
large entities — Häagen-Dazs In-
ternational, United Airlines, the
country of South Africa — to
small ones: three Subway restau-
rants in Maine, a Michigan hair
salon, a Boston youth-counseling
center.

The Disney Institute recently

hired a network of field repre-
sentatives to sign up clients and
started dispatching its execu-
tives to companies wanting help;
before that, advice-seekers trav-
eled to Walt Disney World here
or Disneyland in California.

“We’re putting our people on
planes all day every day, domes-
tically and internationally,” said
Jeff James, who runs Disney’s
consulting branch. “Some clients
are in great shape and want to
improve even further, and some 

In Customer Service Consulting, Disney’s Small World Is Growing
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By JACKIE CALMES

WASHINGTON — Facing
5,000 enthusiastic students at
Florida Atlantic University, Pres-
ident Obama rolled up his sleeves
and raised his voice to chastise
Republicans for their spending
cuts and “broken-down theories,”
evoking chants of “Four more
years!” 

And that was the nonpolitical
stop on Mr. Obama’s swing-state
itinerary for that day early this
month. The president sand-
wiched the 34-minute speech,
billed as an official address on his
so-called Buffett Rule for a mini-
mum tax rate for the wealthiest
Americans, amid three overtly
partisan fund-raisers that ac-
counted for the bulk of his time
along the south Florida coast. 

Mixing policy and politics, Mr.
Obama is picking up the pace of
his travel with that ultimate in-
cumbent’s perk — unlimited use
of Air Force One. The trips are
mostly to about a dozen swing
states that will decide the elec-
tion and to two reliably Demo-
cratic states, New York and Cali-
fornia, for campaign money. 

And Mr. Obama is not the only
frequent flier with a re-election
agenda. Both Vice President Jo-
seph R. Biden Jr. and the first
lady, Michelle Obama, are in-
creasingly stumping around the
country as the campaign seeks to
repeat its fund-raising success of
2008 and counter a building wave 

Is That Trip
‘Presidential’
Or ‘Political’?

Continued on Page 19

By MIKE McINTIRE

Desperate for new revenue,
Ohio lawmakers introduced legis-
lation last year that would make
it easier to recover money from
businesses that defraud the state.

It was quickly flagged at the
Washington headquarters of the
American Legislative Exchange
Council, or ALEC, a business-
backed group that views such
“false claims” laws as encourag-
ing frivolous lawsuits. ALEC’s
membership includes not only
corporations, but nearly 2,000
state legislators across the coun-

try — including dozens who
would vote on the Ohio bill.

One of them, Bill Seitz, a promi-
nent Republican state senator,
wrote to a fellow senior lawmak-
er to relay ALEC’s concerns
about “the recent upsurge” in
false-claims legislation nation-
wide. “While this is understand-
able, as states are broke, the con-
sidered advice from our friends
at ALEC was that such legislation
is not well taken and should not
be approved,” he said in a private
memorandum. 

The legislation was reworked
to ease some of ALEC’s concerns,
making it one of many bills the

group has influenced by mobiliz-
ing its lawmaker members, a
vast majority of them Republi-
cans. 

Despite its generally low pro-
file, ALEC has drawn scrutiny re-
cently for promoting gun rights
policies like the Stand Your
Ground law at the center of the
Trayvon Martin shooting case in
Florida, as well as bills to weaken
labor unions and tighten voter
identification rules. Amid the
controversies, several compa-
nies, including Coca-Cola, Intuit
and Kraft Foods, have left the
group.

Most of the attention has fo-
cused on ALEC’s role in creating
model bills, drafted by lobbyists
and lawmakers, that broadly ad-
vance a pro-business, socially
conservative agenda. But a re-
view of internal ALEC docu-
ments shows that this is only one
facet of a sophisticated operation
for shaping public policy at a
state-by-state level. The records
offer a glimpse of how special in-
terests effectively turn ALEC’s
lawmaker members into stealth
lobbyists, providing them with
talking points, signaling how
they should vote and collaborat-
ing on bills affecting hundreds of
issues like school vouchers and
tobacco taxes. 

The documents — hundreds of
pages of minutes of private meet-
ings, member e-mail alerts and
correspondence — were obtained
by the watchdog group Common
Cause and shared with The New
York Times. Common Cause,
which said it got some of the doc-
uments from a whistle-blower
and others from public record re-
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tions could have devastating consequences, 
documents and interviews show. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico was the company’s brightest success 
story, pitched to investors as a model for future 
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart stores is 
in Mexico.) Confronted with evidence of corrup-
tion in Mexico, top Wal-Mart executives focused 
more on damage control than on rooting out 
wrongdoing.

In one meeting where the bribery case was 
discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr., then Wal-Mart’s 
chief executive, rebuked internal investiga-
tors for being overly aggressive. Days later, 
records show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged 
to ship the internal investigators’ files on the 
case to Mexico City. Primary responsibility for 
the investigation was then given to the general 
counsel of Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable 
choice since the same general counsel was al-
leged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exonerated 
his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corporate 
investigations — a former top F.B.I. official — 
read the general counsel’s report, his appraisal 
was scathing. “Truly lacking,” he wrote in an e-
mail to his boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted by 
Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word on the mat-
ter.

In December, after learning of The Times’s 
reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart informed the 
Justice Department that it had begun an inter-
nal investigation into possible violations of the 
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, a federal law 
that makes it a crime for American corporations 
and their subsidiaries to bribe foreign officials. 
Wal-Mart said the company had learned of pos-
sible problems with how it obtained permits, 
but stressed that the issues were limited to “dis-
crete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters will 
have a material adverse effect on our business,” 
the company said in a filing with the Securities 
and Exchange Commission.

But The Times’s examination found credible 
evidence that bribery played a persistent and 
significant role in Wal-Mart’s rapid growth in 
Mexico, where Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 
people, making it the country’s largest private 
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed that the 

company’s Mexico operations — and its han-
dling of the 2005 case — were now a major focus 
of its inquiry.

“If these allegations are true, it is not a re-
flection of who we are or what we stand for,” 
the spokesman, David W. Tovar, said. “We are 
deeply concerned by these allegations and are 
working aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-Mart 
is taking steps in Mexico to strengthen compli-
ance with the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. 
“We do not and will not tolerate noncompliance 
with F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the 
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s findings 
to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The company said it 
shared the findings with many of the executives 
named here, including Mr. Scott, now on Wal-
Mart’s board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to comment, 
Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of inter-
nal company documents tracing the evolution 
of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico investigation. The 
documents show Wal-Mart’s leadership imme-
diately recognized the seriousness of the allega-
tions. Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current members of 
Wal-Mart’s senior management, kept close tabs 
on the inquiry.

Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current chief 
executive, was also kept informed. At the time, 
Mr. Duke had just been put in charge of Wal-
Mart International, making him responsible 
for all foreign subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read 
this,” a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct. 15, 
2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a detailed de-
scription of the former executive’s allegations.

The Times examination included more than 
15 hours of interviews with the former execu-
tive, Sergio Cicero Zapata, who resigned from 
Wal-Mart de Mexico in 2004 after nearly a de-
cade in the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recounted how 
he had helped organize years of payoffs. He 
described personally dispatching two trusted 
outside lawyers to deliver envelopes of cash 
to government officials. They targeted mayors 
and city council members, obscure urban plan-
ners, low-level bureaucrats who issued permits 
— anyone with the power to thwart Wal-Mart’s 



growth. The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental impact 
fees and the allegiance of neighborhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of the 
moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands of 
government documents related to permit re-
quests for stores across Mexico. The examina-
tion found many instances where permits were 
given within weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers. Again 
and again, The Times found, legal and bureau-
cratic obstacles melted away after payments 
were made.

The Times conducted extensive interviews 
with participants in Wal-Mart’s investigation. 
They spoke on the condition that they not be 
identified discussing matters Wal-Mart has long 
shielded. These people said the investigation left 
little doubt Mr. Cicero’s allegations were cred-
ible. (“not even a close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators cor-
roborated his assertions, the more resistance 
they encountered inside Wal-Mart. Some of it 

came from powerful executives implicated in 
the corruption, records and interviews show. 
Other top executives voiced concern about the 
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the investiga-
tion said, Wal-Mart’s leaders found a bloodless-
ly bureaucratic way to bury the matter. But in 
handing the investigation off to one of its main 
targets, they disregarded the advice of one of 
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same lawyer first 
contacted by Mr. Cicero.

“The wisdom of assigning any investiga-
tive role to management of the business unit 
being investigated escapes me,” Maritza I. 
Munich, then general counsel of Wal-Mart In-
ternational, wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart 
executives.

The investigation, she urged, should be 
completed using “professional, independent in-
vestigative resources.”

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an e-mail 

to Ms. Munich telling her he had information 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.

Vast Mexican Bribery Case Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

SUSANA GONZALEZ/BLOOMBERG NEWS

A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.

Vast Mexican Bribery Case Hushed Up by Wal-Mart
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A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.

Vast Mexican Bribery Case Hushed Up by Wal-Mart

SUSANA GONZALEZ/BLOOMBERG NEWS

A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.

Vast Mexican Bribery Case Hushed Up by Wal-Mart
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A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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about “irregularities” authorized “by the high-
est levels” at Wal-Mart de Mexico. “I hope to 
meet you soon,” he wrote.

Ms. Munich was familiar with the challeng-
es of avoiding corruption in Latin America. Be-
fore joining Wal-Mart in 2003, she had spent 12 
years in Mexico and elsewhere in Latin Ameri-
ca as a lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the board 
to adopt a strict anticorruption policy that pro-
hibited all employees from “offering anything of 
value to a government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to report the 
first sign of corruption, and it bound Wal-Mart’s 
agents to the same exacting standards.

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr. Cicero’s 
e-mail. Within days, she hired Juan Francisco 
Torres-Landa, a prominent Harvard-trained 
lawyer in Mexico City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The 
two men met three times in October 2005, with 
Ms. Munich flying in from Ben-
tonville for the third debriefing.

During hours of question-
ing, Mr. Torres-Landa’s notes 
show, Mr. Cicero described how 
Wal-Mart de Mexico had per-
fected the art of bribery, then 
hidden it all with fraudulent ac-
counting. Mr. Cicero implicated 
many of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s 
leaders, including its board 
chairman, its general counsel, 
its chief auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he told 
Mr. Torres-Landa, was the company’s ambi-
tious chief executive, Eduardo Castro-Wright, a 
native of Ecuador who was recruited from Hon-
eywell in 2001 to become Wal-Mart’s chief oper-
ating officer in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were oc-
casionally paid before Mr. Castro-Wright’s ar-
rival, their use soared after Mr. Castro-Wright 
ascended to the top job in 2002. Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had 
set “very aggressive growth goals,” which re-
quired opening new stores “in record times.” 
Wal-Mart de Mexico executives, he said, were 
under pressure to do “whatever was neces-
sary” to obtain permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr. Cicero 
said Mr. Castro-Wright had encouraged the pay-
ments for a specific strategic purpose. The idea, 

he said, was to build hundreds of new stores so 
fast that competitors would not have time to re-
act. Bribes, he explained, accelerated growth. 
They got zoning maps changed. They made 
environmental objections vanish. Permits that 
typically took months to process magically ma-
terialized in days. “What we were buying was 
time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning growth 
made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising star in Benton-
ville. In early 2005, when he was promoted to a 
senior position in the United States, Mr. Duke 
would cite his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the more 
startling because he implicated himself. He 
spent hours explaining to Mr. Torres-Landa the 
mechanics of how he had helped funnel bribes 
through trusted fixers, known as “gestores.”

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-ehs) are 
a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine bureaucracies, 

and some are entirely legiti-
mate. Ordinary citizens routine-
ly pay gestores to stand in line 
for them at the driver’s license 
office. Companies hire them as 
quasi-lobbyists to get things 
done as painlessly as possible.

But often gestores play 
starring roles in Mexico’s end-
less loop of public corruption 
scandals. They operate in the 
shadows, dangling payoffs to 

officials of every rank. It was this type of gestor 
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr. Cicero 
said.

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it was his 
job to recruit the gestores. He worked closely 
with them, sharing strategies on whom to bribe. 
He also approved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s pay-
ments to the gestores. Each payment covered 
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically 6 per-
cent of the bribe.

It was all carefully monitored through a 
system of secret codes known only to a handful 
of Wal-Mart de Mexico executives.

The gestores submitted invoices with brief, 
vaguely worded descriptions of their services. 
But the real story, Mr. Cicero said, was told in 
codes written on the invoices. The codes iden-
tified the specific “irregular act” performed, 
Mr. Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa. One 
code, for example, indicated a bribe to speed up 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.
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A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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a permit. Others described bribes to obtain con-
fidential information or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and other 
top Wal-Mart de Mexico executives “received 
a detailed schedule of all of the payments per-
formed,” he said, according to the lawyer’s 
notes. Wal-Mart de Mexico then “purified” the 
bribes in accounting records as simple legal 
fees.

They also took care to keep Bentonville in 
the dark. “Dirty clothes are washed at home,” 
Mr. Cicero said.

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cicero’s mo-
tives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in September 
2004 because he felt underappreciated. He de-
scribed the “pressure and stress” of participat-
ing in years of corruption, of contending with 
“greedy” officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I deserved 
a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early 2004, 
when he was passed over for the job of general 
counsel of Wal-Mart de Mexico. This snub, Mr. 
Torres-Landa wrote, “generated significant an-

ger with respect to the lack of recognition for 
his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began to assemble 
a record of bribes he had helped orchestrate to 
“protect him in case of any complaint or investi-
gation,” Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any express 
statement about wishing to sell the informa-
tion,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-Mart’s 
investigation, Mr. Cicero’s account of criminal-
ity at the top of Wal-Mart’s most important for-
eign subsidiary was impossible to dismiss. He 
had clearly been in a position to witness the 
events he described. nor was this the first in-
dication of corruption at Wal-Mart de Mexico 
under Mr. Castro-Wright. A confidential investi-
gation, conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll 
Inc., a leading investigation firm, discovered 
that Wal-Mart de Mexico had systematically 
increased its sales by helping favored high-vol-
ume customers evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by The 
Times, concluded that top Wal-Mart de Mexico 
executives had failed to enforce their own an-
ticorruption policies, ignored internal audits 
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Mart’s leaders recognized that the alle-
gations could have devastating conse-
quences, documents and interviews
show. Wal-Mart de Mexico was the com-
pany’s brightest success story, pitched
to investors as a model for future
growth. (Today, one in five Wal-Mart
stores is in Mexico.) Confronted with
evidence of corruption in Mexico, top
Wal-Mart executives focused more on
damage control than on rooting out
wrongdoing. 

In one meeting where the bribery
case was discussed, H. Lee Scott Jr.,
then Wal-Mart’s chief executive, re-
buked internal investigators for being
overly aggressive. Days later, records
show, Wal-Mart’s top lawyer arranged
to ship the internal investigators’ files
on the case to Mexico City. Primary re-
sponsibility for the investigation was
then given to the general counsel of
Wal-Mart de Mexico — a remarkable
choice since the same general counsel
was alleged to have authorized bribes.

The general counsel promptly exon-
erated his fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico
executives.

When Wal-Mart’s director of corpo-
rate investigations — a former top F.B.I.
official — read the general counsel’s re-
port, his appraisal was scathing. “Truly
lacking,” he wrote in an e-mail to his
boss.

The report was nonetheless accepted
by Wal-Mart’s leaders as the last word
on the matter.

In December, after learning of The
Times’s reporting in Mexico, Wal-Mart
informed the Justice Department that it
had begun an internal investigation into
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, a federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions and their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Wal-Mart said the compa-
ny had learned of possible problems
with how it obtained permits, but
stressed that the issues were limited to
“discrete” cases.

“We do not believe that these matters
will have a material adverse effect on
our business,” the company said in a fil-
ing with the Securities and Exchange
Commission.

But The Times’s examination found
credible evidence that bribery played a
persistent and significant role in Wal-
Mart’s rapid growth in Mexico, where
Wal-Mart now employs 209,000 people,
making it the country’s largest private
employer.

A Wal-Mart spokesman confirmed
that the company’s Mexico operations
— and its handling of the 2005 case —
were now a major focus of its inquiry. 

“If these allegations are true, it is not
a reflection of who we are or what we
stand for,” the spokesman, David W.
Tovar, said. “We are deeply concerned
by these allegations and are working
aggressively to determine what hap-
pened.”

In the meantime, Mr. Tovar said, Wal-
Mart is taking steps in Mexico to
strengthen compliance with the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act. “We do not and
will not tolerate noncompliance with
F.C.P.A. anywhere or at any level of the
company,” he said.

The Times laid out this article’s find-
ings to Wal-Mart weeks ago. The com-
pany said it shared the findings with
many of the executives named here, in-
cluding Mr. Scott, now on Wal-Mart’s
board, and Mr. Castro-Wright, who is re-
tiring in July. Both men declined to com-
ment, Mr. Tovar said.

The Times obtained hundreds of in-
ternal company documents tracing the
evolution of Wal-Mart’s 2005 Mexico in-
vestigation. The documents show Wal-
Mart’s leadership immediately recog-
nized the seriousness of the allegations.
Working in secrecy, a small group of ex-
ecutives, including several current
members of Wal-Mart’s senior manage-

ment, kept close tabs on the inquiry.
Michael T. Duke, Wal-Mart’s current

chief executive, was also kept informed.
At the time, Mr. Duke had just been put
in charge of Wal-Mart International,
making him responsible for all foreign
subsidiaries. “You’ll want to read this,”
a top Wal-Mart lawyer wrote in an Oct.
15, 2005, e-mail to Mr. Duke that gave a
detailed description of the former exec-
utive’s allegations.

The Times examination included
more than 15 hours of interviews with
the former executive, Sergio Cicero
Zapata, who resigned from Wal-Mart de
Mexico in 2004 after nearly a decade in
the company’s real estate department.

In the interviews, Mr. Cicero recount-
ed how he had helped organize years of
payoffs. He described personally dis-
patching two trusted outside lawyers to
deliver envelopes of cash to govern-
ment officials. They targeted mayors
and city council members, obscure ur-
ban planners, low-level bureaucrats
who issued permits — anyone with the
power to thwart Wal-Mart’s growth.
The bribes, he said, bought zoning ap-
provals, reductions in environmental
impact fees and the allegiance of neigh-
borhood leaders.

He called it working “the dark side of
the moon.”

The Times also reviewed thousands
of government documents related to
permit requests for stores across Mex-
ico. The examination found many in-
stances where permits were given with-
in weeks or even days of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s payments to the two lawyers.
Again and again, The Times found, legal
and bureaucratic obstacles melted
away after payments were made.

The Times conducted extensive in-
terviews with participants in Wal-
Mart’s investigation. They spoke on the
condition that they not be identified dis-
cussing matters Wal-Mart has long
shielded. These people said the investi-
gation left little doubt Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations were credible. (“Not even a
close call,” one person said.)

But, they said, the more investigators
corroborated his assertions, the more
resistance they encountered inside Wal-
Mart. Some of it came from powerful ex-
ecutives implicated in the corruption,
records and interviews show. Other top
executives voiced concern about the
possible legal and reputational harm.

In the end, people involved in the in-
vestigation said, Wal-Mart’s leaders
found a bloodlessly bureaucratic way to
bury the matter. But in handing the in-
vestigation off to one of its main targets,
they disregarded the advice of one of
Wal-Mart’s top lawyers, the same law-

yer first contacted by Mr. Cicero. 
“The wisdom of assigning any in-

vestigative role to management of the
business unit being investigated es-
capes me,” Maritza I. Munich, then gen-
eral counsel of Wal-Mart International,
wrote in an e-mail to top Wal-Mart exec-
utives.

The investigation, she urged, should
be completed using “professional, inde-
pendent investigative resources.” 

The Allegations Emerge
On Sept. 21, 2005, Mr. Cicero sent an

e-mail to Ms. Munich telling her he had
information about “irregularities” au-
thorized “by the highest levels” at Wal-
Mart de Mexico. “I hope to meet you
soon,” he wrote. 

Ms. Munich was familiar with the
challenges of avoiding corruption in
Latin America. Before joining Wal-Mart
in 2003, she had spent 12 years in Mex-
ico and elsewhere in Latin America as a
lawyer for Procter & Gamble.

At Wal-Mart in 2004, she pushed the
board to adopt a strict anticorruption
policy that prohibited all employees
from “offering anything of value to a
government official on behalf of Wal-
Mart.” It required every employee to re-
port the first sign of corruption, and it
bound Wal-Mart’s agents to the same
exacting standards. 

Ms. Munich reacted quickly to Mr.
Cicero’s e-mail. Within days, she hired
Juan Francisco Torres-Landa, a promi-
nent Harvard-trained lawyer in Mexico
City, to debrief Mr. Cicero. The two men
met three times in October 2005, with
Ms. Munich flying in from Bentonville
for the third debriefing.

During hours of questioning, Mr. Tor-
res-Landa’s notes show, Mr. Cicero de-
scribed how Wal-Mart de Mexico had
perfected the art of bribery, then hidden
it all with fraudulent accounting. Mr.
Cicero implicated many of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders, including its board
chairman, its general counsel, its chief
auditor and its top real estate executive.

But the person most responsible, he
told Mr. Torres-Landa, was the compa-
ny’s ambitious chief executive, Eduardo
Castro-Wright, a native of Ecuador who
was recruited from Honeywell in 2001 to
become Wal-Mart’s chief operating offi-
cer in Mexico. 

Mr. Cicero said that while bribes were
occasionally paid before Mr. Castro-
Wright’s arrival, their use soared after
Mr. Castro-Wright ascended to the top
job in 2002. Mr. Cicero described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders had set
“very aggressive growth goals,” which
required opening new stores “in record

times.” Wal-Mart de Mexico executives,
he said, were under pressure to do
“whatever was necessary” to obtain
permits.

In an interview with The Times, Mr.
Cicero said Mr. Castro-Wright had en-
couraged the payments for a specific
strategic purpose. The idea, he said,
was to build hundreds of new stores so
fast that competitors would not have
time to react. Bribes, he explained, ac-
celerated growth. They got zoning maps
changed. They made environmental ob-
jections vanish. Permits that typically
took months to process magically mate-
rialized in days. “What we were buying
was time,” he said.

Wal-Mart de Mexico’s stunning
growth made Mr. Castro-Wright a rising
star in Bentonville. In early 2005, when
he was promoted to a senior position in
the United States, Mr. Duke would cite
his “outstanding results” in Mexico.

Mr. Cicero’s allegations were all the

more startling because he implicated
himself. He spent hours explaining to
Mr. Torres-Landa the mechanics of how
he had helped funnel bribes through
trusted fixers, known as “gestores.” 

Gestores (pronounced hes-TORE-
ehs) are a fixture in Mexico’s byzantine
bureaucracies, and some are entirely le-
gitimate. Ordinary citizens routinely
pay gestores to stand in line for them at
the driver’s license office. Companies
hire them as quasi-lobbyists to get
things done as painlessly as possible. 

But often gestores play starring roles
in Mexico’s endless loop of public cor-
ruption scandals. They operate in the
shadows, dangling payoffs to officials of
every rank. It was this type of gestor
that Wal-Mart de Mexico deployed, Mr.
Cicero said. 

Mr. Cicero told Mr. Torres-Landa it
was his job to recruit the gestores. He
worked closely with them, sharing
strategies on whom to bribe. He also ap-
proved Wal-Mart de Mexico’s payments

to the gestores. Each payment covered
the bribe and the gestor’s fee, typically
6 percent of the bribe. 

It was all carefully monitored through
a system of secret codes known only to
a handful of Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives.

The gestores submitted invoices with
brief, vaguely worded descriptions of
their services. But the real story, Mr.
Cicero said, was told in codes written on
the invoices. The codes identified the
specific “irregular act” performed, Mr.
Cicero explained to Mr. Torres-Landa.
One code, for example, indicated a bribe
to speed up a permit. Others described
bribes to obtain confidential informa-
tion or eliminate fines.

Each month, Mr. Castro-Wright and
other top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives “received a detailed schedule of all
of the payments performed,” he said, ac-
cording to the lawyer’s notes. Wal-Mart
de Mexico then “purified” the bribes in
accounting records as simple legal fees.

They also took care to keep Benton-
ville in the dark. “Dirty clothes are
washed at home,” Mr. Cicero said. 

Mr. Torres-Landa explored Mr. Cic-
ero’s motives for coming forward.

Mr. Cicero said he resigned in Sep-
tember 2004 because he felt underap-
preciated. He described the “pressure
and stress” of participating in years of
corruption, of contending with “greedy”
officials who jacked up bribe demands.

As he told The Times, “I thought I de-
served a medal at least.”

The breaking point came in early
2004, when he was passed over for the
job of general counsel of Wal-Mart de
Mexico. This snub, Mr. Torres-Landa
wrote, “generated significant anger
with respect to the lack of recognition
for his work.” Mr. Cicero said he began
to assemble a record of bribes he had
helped orchestrate to “protect him in
case of any complaint or investigation,”
Mr. Torres-Landa wrote.

“We did not detect on his part any ex-
press statement about wishing to sell
the information,” the lawyer added.

According to people involved in Wal-
Mart’s investigation, Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of criminality at the top of Wal-
Mart’s most important foreign subsid-
iary was impossible to dismiss. He had
clearly been in a position to witness the
events he described. Nor was this the
first indication of corruption at Wal-
Mart de Mexico under Mr. Castro-
Wright. A confidential investigation,
conducted for Wal-Mart in 2003 by Kroll
Inc., a leading investigation firm, dis-
covered that Wal-Mart de Mexico had
systematically increased its sales by
helping favored high-volume customers
evade sales taxes.

A draft of Kroll’s report, obtained by
The Times, concluded that top Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives had failed to
enforce their own anticorruption pol-
icies, ignored internal audits that raised
red flags and even disregarded local
press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart
de Mexico was “carrying out a tax
fraud.” (The company ultimately paid
$34.3 million in back taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evalu-
ate Wal-Mart de Mexico’s internal audit
and antifraud units. Kroll wrote another
report that branded the units “ineffec-
tive.” Many employees accused of
wrongdoing were not even questioned;
some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activi-
ties had surfaced.”

None of these findings, though, had
slowed Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise. 

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first de-
briefing, Mr. Castro-Wright was pro-
moted again. He was put in charge of all
Wal-Mart stores in the United States,
one of the most prominent jobs in the
company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive committee, the company’s inner
sanctum of leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos de-

scribing Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-
Mart’s senior management. These ex-
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A Walmart store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart’s goal in Mexico was to build hundreds of stores so fast that rivals could not react, a former executive said.

Vast Mexican Bribery Case Hushed Up by Wal-Mart
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A Sam’s Club store in Mexico City. Wal-Mart is Mexico’s largest private employer, with 209,000 employees.

‘The wisdom of
assigning any

investigative role to
management of the
business unit being

investigated escapes me.’

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James
C. McKinley Jr. contributed reporting
from Mexico City. 
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that raised red flags and even disregarded lo-
cal press accounts asserting that Wal-Mart de 
Mexico was “carrying out a tax fraud.” (The 
company ultimately paid $34.3 million in back 
taxes.)

Wal-Mart then asked Kroll to evaluate Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s internal audit and antifraud 
units. Kroll wrote another report that brand-
ed the units “ineffective.” Many employees 
accused of wrongdoing were not even ques-
tioned; some “received a promotion shortly af-
ter the suspicions of fraudulent activities had 
surfaced.”

none of these findings, though, had slowed 
Mr. Castro-Wright’s rise.

Just days before Mr. Cicero’s first debrief-
ing, Mr. Castro-Wright was promoted again. He 
was put in charge of all Wal-Mart stores in the 
United States, one of the most prominent jobs in 
the company. He also joined Wal-Mart’s execu-
tive committee, the company’s inner sanctum of 
leadership.

The Initial Response
Ms. Munich sent detailed memos describing 

Mr. Cicero’s debriefings to Wal-Mart’s senior 
management. These executives, records show, 
included Thomas A. Mars, Wal-Mart’s general 
counsel and a former director of the Arkansas 
State Police; Thomas D. Hyde, Wal-Mart’s ex-
ecutive vice president and corporate secretary; 
Michael Fung, Wal-Mart’s top internal audi-
tor; Craig Herkert, the chief executive for Wal-
Mart’s operations in Latin America; and Lee 
Stucky, a confidant of Lee Scott’s and chief ad-
ministrative officer of Wal-Mart International.

Wal-Mart typically hired outside law firms 
to lead internal investigations into allegations of 
significant wrongdoing. It did so earlier in 2005, 
for example, when Thomas M. Coughlin, then 
vice chairman of Wal-Mart, was accused of pad-
ding his expense accounts and misappropriat-
ing Wal-Mart gift cards.

At first, Wal-Mart took the same approach 
with Mr. Cicero’s allegations. It turned to Willk-
ie Farr & Gallagher, a law firm with extensive 
experience in Foreign Corrupt Practices Act 
cases.

The firm’s “investigation work plan” called 
for tracing all payments to anyone who had 
helped Wal-Mart de Mexico obtain permits for 
the previous five years. The firm said it would 

scrutinize “any and all payments” to govern-
ment officials and interview every person who 
might know about payoffs, including “implicat-
ed members” of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s board.

In short, Willkie Farr recommended the 
kind of independent, spare-no-expense investi-
gation major corporations routinely undertake 
when confronted with allegations of serious 
wrongdoing by top executives.

Wal-Mart’s leaders rejected this approach. 
Instead, records show, they decided Wal-Mart’s 
lawyers would supervise a far more limited 
“preliminary inquiry” by in-house investiga-
tors.

The inquiry, a confidential memo explained, 
would take two weeks, not the four months 
Willkie Farr proposed. Rather than examining 
years of permits, the team would look at a few 
specific stores. Interviews would be done “only 
when absolutely essential to establishing the 
bona fides” of Mr. Cicero. However, if the in-
quiry found a “likelihood” that laws had been 
violated, the company would then consider con-
ducting a “full investigation.”

The decision gave Wal-Mart’s senior man-
agement direct control over the investigation. It 
also meant new responsibility for the company’s 
tiny and troubled Corporate Investigations unit.

The unit was ill-equipped to take on a major 
corruption investigation, let alone one in Mex-
ico. It had fewer than 70 employees, and most 
were assigned to chasing shoplifting rings and 
corrupt vendors. Just four people were specifi-
cally dedicated to investigating corporate fraud, 
a number Joseph R. Lewis, Wal-Mart’s director 
of corporate investigations, described in a con-
fidential memo as “wholly inadequate for an or-
ganization the size of Wal-Mart.”

But Mr. Lewis and his boss, Kenneth H. 
Senser, vice president for global security, avia-
tion and travel, were working to strengthen the 
unit. Months before Mr. Cicero surfaced, they 
won approval to hire four “special investiga-
tors” who, according to their job descriptions, 
would be assigned the “most significant and 
complex fraud matters.” Mr. Scott, the chief ex-
ecutive, also agreed that Corporate Investiga-
tions would handle all allegations of misconduct 
by senior executives.

And yet in the fall of 2005, as Wal-Mart be-
gan to grapple with Mr. Cicero’s allegations, two 
cases called into question Corporate Investiga-
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ecutives, records show, included Thom-
as A. Mars, Wal-Mart’s general counsel
and a former director of the Arkansas
State Police; Thomas D. Hyde, Wal-
Mart’s executive vice president and
corporate secretary; Michael Fung,
Wal-Mart’s top internal auditor; Craig
Herkert, the chief executive for Wal-
Mart’s operations in Latin America;
and Lee Stucky, a confidant of Lee
Scott’s and chief administrative officer
of Wal-Mart International.

Wal-Mart typically hired outside law
firms to lead internal investigations into
allegations of significant wrongdoing. It
did so earlier in 2005, for example, when
Thomas M. Coughlin, then vice chair-
man of Wal-Mart, was accused of pad-
ding his expense accounts and misap-
propriating Wal-Mart gift cards.

At first, Wal-Mart took the same ap-
proach with Mr. Cicero’s allegations. It
turned to Willkie Farr & Gallagher, a
law firm with extensive experience in
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act cases.

The firm’s “investigation work plan”
called for tracing all payments to any-
one who had helped Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico obtain permits for the previous five
years. The firm said it would scrutinize
“any and all payments” to government
officials and interview every person
who might know about payoffs, includ-
ing “implicated members” of Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s board.

In short, Willkie Farr recommended
the kind of independent, spare-no-ex-
pense investigation major corporations
routinely undertake when confronted
with allegations of serious wrongdoing
by top executives.

Wal-Mart’s leaders rejected this ap-
proach. Instead, records show, they de-
cided Wal-Mart’s lawyers would super-
vise a far more limited “preliminary in-
quiry” by in-house investigators.

The inquiry, a confidential memo ex-
plained, would take two weeks, not the
four months Willkie Farr proposed.
Rather than examining years of per-
mits, the team would look at a few spe-
cific stores. Interviews would be done
“only when absolutely essential to es-
tablishing the bona fides” of Mr. Cicero.
However, if the inquiry found a “likeli-
hood” that laws had been violated, the
company would then consider conduct-
ing a “full investigation.”

The decision gave Wal-Mart’s senior
management direct control over the in-
vestigation. It also meant new responsi-
bility for the company’s tiny and trou-
bled Corporate Investigations unit.

The unit was ill-equipped to take on a
major corruption investigation, let alone
one in Mexico. It had fewer than 70 em-
ployees, and most were assigned to
chasing shoplifting rings and corrupt
vendors. Just four people were specifi-
cally dedicated to investigating corpo-
rate fraud, a number Joseph R. Lewis,
Wal-Mart’s director of corporate inves-
tigations, described in a confidential
memo as “wholly inadequate for an or-
ganization the size of Wal-Mart.”

But Mr. Lewis and his boss, Kenneth
H. Senser, vice president for global se-
curity, aviation and travel, were work-
ing to strengthen the unit. Months be-
fore Mr. Cicero surfaced, they won ap-
proval to hire four “special investiga-
tors” who, according to their job de-
scriptions, would be assigned the “most
significant and complex fraud matters.”
Mr. Scott, the chief executive, also
agreed that Corporate Investigations
would handle all allegations of mis-
conduct by senior executives.

And yet in the fall of 2005, as Wal-
Mart began to grapple with Mr. Cicero’s
allegations, two cases called into ques-
tion Corporate Investigations’ inde-
pendence and role.

In October, Wal-Mart’s vice chair-
man, John B. Menzer, intervened in an
internal investigation into a senior vice
president who reported to him. Accord-
ing to internal records, Mr. Menzer told
Mr. Senser he did not want Corporate
Investigations to handle the case “due
to concerns about the impact such an in-
vestigation would have.” One of the sen-
ior vice president’s subordinates, he
said, “would be better suited to conduct
this inquiry.” Soon after, records show,
the subordinate cleared his boss. 

The other case involved the president
of Wal-Mart Puerto Rico. A whistle-
blower had accused the president and
other executives of mistreating employ-
ees. Although Corporate Investigations
was supposed to investigate all allega-
tions against senior executives, the
president had instead assigned an un-
derling to look into the complaints —
but to steer clear of those against him.

Ms. Munich objected. In an e-mail to
Wal-Mart executives, she complained
that the investigation was “at the di-
rection of the same company officer
who is the target of several of the allega-
tions.”

“We are in need of clear guidelines
about how to handle these issues going
forward,” she warned.

The Inquiry Begins
Ronald Halter, one of Wal-Mart’s new

“special investigators,” was assigned to
lead the preliminary inquiry into Mr.
Cicero’s allegations. Mr. Halter had
been with Wal-Mart only a few months,
but he was a seasoned criminal in-
vestigator. He had spent 21 years in the
F.B.I., and he spoke Spanish.

He also had help. Bob Ainley, a senior
auditor, was sent to Mexico along with
several Spanish-speaking auditors.

On Nov. 12, 2005, Mr. Halter’s team
got to work at Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
corporate headquarters in Mexico City.
The team gained access to a database of
Wal-Mart de Mexico payments and be-
gan searching the payment description
field for the word “gestoria.”

By day’s end, they had found 441 ges-

tor payments. Each was a potential
bribe, and yet they had searched back
only to 2003. 

Mr. Cicero had said his main gestores
were Pablo Alegria Con Alonso and Jose
Manuel Aguirre Juarez, obscure Mexico
City lawyers with small practices who
were friends of his from law school.

Sure enough, Mr. Halter’s team found
that nearly half the payments were to
Mr. Alegria and Mr. Aguirre. These two
lawyers alone, records showed, had re-
ceived $8.5 million in payments.
Records showed Wal-Mart de Mexico
routinely paid its gestores tens of thou-
sands of dollars per permit. (In in-
terviews, both lawyers declined to dis-
cuss the corruption allegations, citing
confidentiality agreements with Wal-
Mart.) 

“One very interesting postscript,” Mr.
Halter wrote in an e-mail to his boss,
Mr. Lewis. “All payments to these indi-
viduals and all large sums of $ paid out
of this account stopped abruptly in
2005.” Mr. Halter said the “only thing we
can find” that changed was that Mr.
Castro-Wright left Wal-Mart de Mexico
for the United States. 

Mr. Halter’s team confirmed detail af-
ter detail from Mr. Cicero’s debriefings.
Mr. Cicero had given specifics — names,
dates, bribe amounts — for several new
stores. In almost every case, investiga-
tors found documents confirming major
elements of his account. And just as Mr.
Cicero had described, investigators
found mysterious codes at the bottom of

invoices from the gestores.
“The documentation didn’t look any-

thing like what you would find in legiti-
mate billing records from a legitimate
law firm,” a person involved in the in-
vestigation said in an interview.

Mr. Lewis sent a terse progress re-
port to his boss, Mr. Senser: “FYI. It is
not looking good.”

Hours later, Mr. Halter’s team found
clear confirmation that Mr. Castro-
Wright and other top executives at Wal-
Mart de Mexico were well aware of the
gestor payments.

In March 2004, the team discovered,
the executives had been sent an in-
ternal Wal-Mart de Mexico audit that
raised red flags about the gestor pay-
ments. The audit documented how Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s two primary gestores
had been paid millions to make “facili-
tating payments” for new store permits
all over Mexico. 

The audit did not delve into how the
money had been used to “facilitate” per-
mits. But it showed the payments rising
rapidly, roughly in line with Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s accelerating growth. The
audit recommended notifying Benton-
ville of the payments. 

The recommendation, records
showed, was removed by Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s chief auditor, whom Mr. Cicero
had identified as one of the executives
who knew about the bribes. The author
of the gestor audit, meanwhile, “was
fired not long after the audit was com-
pleted,” Mr. Halter wrote.

Mr. Ainley arranged to meet the fired
auditor at his hotel. The auditor de-
scribed other examples of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders withholding from Ben-
tonville information about suspect pay-
ments to government officials.

The auditor singled out José Luis
Rodríguezmacedo Rivera, the general
counsel of Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, he said, took
“significant information out” of an audit
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s compliance
with the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.
The original audit had described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico gave gift cards to
government officials in towns where it
was building stores. “These were only
given out until the construction was
complete,” Mr. Ainley wrote. “At which
time the payments ceased.”

These details were scrubbed from the
final version sent to Bentonville.

Investigators were struck by Mr. Cas-
tro-Wright’s response to the gestor au-
dit. It had been shown to him immedi-
ately, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s chief au-
ditor had told them. Yet rather than ex-
pressing alarm, he had appeared wor-
ried about becoming too dependent on
too few gestores. In an e-mail, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo told Mr. Cicero to
write up a plan to “diversify” the ges-
tores used to “facilitate” permits.

“Eduardo Castro wants us to imple-
ment this plan as soon as possible,” he
wrote. 

Mr. Cicero did as directed. The plan,
which authorized paying gestores up to
$280,000 to “facilitate” a single permit,
was approved with a minor change. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo did not want the plan
to mention “gestores.” He wanted them
called “external service providers.”

Mr. Halter’s team made one last dis-
covery — a finding that suggested the
corruption might be far more extensive
than even Mr. Cicero had described. 

In going through Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s database of payments, investiga-
tors noticed the company was making
hefty “contributions” and “donations”
directly to governments all over Mexico
— nearly $16 million in all since 2003.

“Some of the payments descriptions
indicate that the donation is being made
for the issuance of a license,” Mr. Ainley
wrote in one report back to Bentonville.

They also found a document in which
a Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate execu-
tive had openly acknowledged that
“these payments were performed to fa-
cilitate obtaining the licenses or per-
mits” for new stores. Sometimes, Mr.

Cicero told The Times, donations were
used hand-in-hand with gestor pay-
ments to get permits.

Deflecting Blame
When Mr. Halter’s team was ready to

interview executives at Wal-Mart de
Mexico, the first target was Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo.

Before joining Wal-Mart de Mexico in
January 2004, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo
had been a lawyer for Citigroup in Mex-
ico. Urbane and smooth, with impecca-
ble English, he quickly won fans in Ben-
tonville. When Wal-Mart invited execu-
tives from its foreign subsidiaries for
several days of discussion about the fine
points of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo was asked to
lead one of the sessions.

It was called “Overcoming Chal-
lenges in Government Dealings.” 

Yet Mr. Cicero had identified him as a
participant in the bribery scheme. In his
debriefings, Mr. Cicero described how
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo had passed along
specific payoff instructions from Mr.
Castro-Wright. In an interview with The
Times, Mr. Cicero said he and Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo had discussed the
use of gestores shortly after Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo was hired. “He said, ‘Don’t
worry. Keep it on its way.’” 

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo declined to
comment; on Friday Wal-Mart dis-
closed that he had been reassigned and
is no longer Wal-Mart de Mexico’s gen-
eral counsel.

Mr. Halter’s team hoped Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo would shed light on how
two outside lawyers came to be paid
$8.5 million to “facilitate” permits. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo responded with eva-
sive hostility, records and interviews
show. When investigators asked him for
the gestores’ billing records, he said he
did not have time to track them down.
They got similar receptions from other
executives. 

Only after investigators complained
to higher authorities were the execu-
tives more forthcoming. Led by Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo, they responded with
an attack on Mr. Cicero’s credibility.

The gestor audit, they told investiga-
tors, had raised doubts about Mr. Cic-
ero, since he had approved most of the
payments. They began to suspect he
was somehow benefiting, so they asked
Kroll to investigate. It was then, they as-
serted, that Kroll discovered Mr. Cic-
ero’s wife was a law partner of one of
the gestores.

Mr. Cicero was fired, they said, be-
cause he had failed to disclose that fact.
They produced a copy of a “prelimi-
nary” report from Kroll and e-mails
showing the undisclosed conflict had
been reported to Bentonville.

Based on this behavior, Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo argued, the gestor pay-
ments were in all likelihood a “ruse” by
Mr. Cicero to defraud Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico. Mr. Cicero and the gestores, he con-
tended, probably kept every last peso of
the “facilitating payments.”

Simply put, bribes could not have
been paid if the money was stolen first. 

It was an argument that gave Wal-
Mart ample justification to end the in-
quiry. But investigators were skeptical,
records and interviews show.

Even if Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s ac-
count were true, it did not explain why
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives had
authorized gestor payments in the first
place, or why they made “donations” to
get permits, or why they rewrote audits
to keep Bentonville in the dark.

Investigators also wondered why a
trained lawyer who had gotten away
with stealing a small fortune from Wal-
Mart would now deliberately draw the
company’s full attention by implicating
himself in a series of fictional bribes.
And if Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
truly believed they had been victimized,
why hadn’t they taken legal action
against Mr. Cicero, much less reported
the “theft” to Bentonville?

There was another problem: Docu-
ments contradicted most of the execu-
tives’ assertions about Mr. Cicero.

Records showed Mr. Cicero had not
been fired, but had resigned with sever-
ance benefits and a $25,000 bonus. In
fact, in a 2004 e-mail to Ms. Munich, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo himself described
how he had “negotiated” Mr. Cicero’s
“departure.” The same e-mail said Mr.
Cicero had not even been confronted
about the supposed undisclosed conflict
involving his wife. (Mr. Cicero flatly de-
nied that his wife had ever worked with
either gestor.) The e-mail also assured
Ms. Munich there was no hint of finan-
cial wrongdoing. “We see it merely as
an undisclosed conflict of interest,” Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo wrote.

There were other discrepancies. 
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said the com-

pany had stopped using gestores after
Mr. Cicero’s departure. Yet even as Mr.
Cicero was being debriefed in October
2005, Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate
executives made a request to pay a ges-
tor $14,000 to get a construction permit,
records showed.

The persistent questions and docu-
ment requests from Mr. Halter’s team
provoked a backlash from Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s executives. After a week of
work, records and interviews show, Mr.
Halter and other members of the team
were summoned by Eduardo F. Solór-
zano Morales, then chief executive of
Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Solórzano angrily chastised the
investigators for being too secretive and
accusatory. He took offense that his ex-
ecutives were being told at the start of
interviews that they had the right not to
answer questions — as if they were be-
ing read their rights. 

“It was like, ‘You shut up. I’m going
to talk,’” a person said of Mr. Solórzano.
“It was, ‘This is my home, my backyard.
You are out of here.’” 

Mr. Lewis viewed the complaints as
an effort to sidetrack his investigators.
“I find this ludicrous and a copout for
the larger concerns about what has
been going on,” he wrote.

Nevertheless, Mr. Herkert, the chief
executive for Latin America, was noti-

‘The documentation
didn’t look anything like
what you would find in

legitimate billing
records.’
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Turmoil at Wal-Mart: The Players
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Eduardo Castro-Wright 

Sergio Cicero Zapata, a former executive at
Wal-Mart de Mexico, told Wal-Mart lawyers
that top executives, including Mr. Castro-
Wright and Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, supported
the use of bribes to secure permits for new
stores. The executives, he said, waved off legal
and ethical concerns with a simple argument:
“The goal justifies the means.” 

This group of senior Wal-Mart lawyers and executives helped direct the
company’s initial investigation into Mr. Cicero’s allegations. In November
2005 they dispatched a team of investigators to Mexico City and con-
ferred daily, sometimes even hourly, on what the team was finding. Be-
cause of the potentially destructive impact of the allegations, it was con-
sidered Wal-Mart’s most sensitive and closely guarded internal inquiry. 
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Michael T. Duke 

Mr. Cicero’s allegations and Wal-Mart’s subsequent investigation set off a
prolonged struggle at the highest reaches of the company. Wal-Mart’s
leaders — including those above — debated how the company should
respond. In the end, after a pivotal meeting led by Mr. Scott, control of
the investigation was handed to one of its initial targets, Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo, who quickly exonerated fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico executives. 
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ecutives, records show, included Thom-
as A. Mars, Wal-Mart’s general counsel
and a former director of the Arkansas
State Police; Thomas D. Hyde, Wal-
Mart’s executive vice president and
corporate secretary; Michael Fung,
Wal-Mart’s top internal auditor; Craig
Herkert, the chief executive for Wal-
Mart’s operations in Latin America;
and Lee Stucky, a confidant of Lee
Scott’s and chief administrative officer
of Wal-Mart International.

Wal-Mart typically hired outside law
firms to lead internal investigations into
allegations of significant wrongdoing. It
did so earlier in 2005, for example, when
Thomas M. Coughlin, then vice chair-
man of Wal-Mart, was accused of pad-
ding his expense accounts and misap-
propriating Wal-Mart gift cards.

At first, Wal-Mart took the same ap-
proach with Mr. Cicero’s allegations. It
turned to Willkie Farr & Gallagher, a
law firm with extensive experience in
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act cases.

The firm’s “investigation work plan”
called for tracing all payments to any-
one who had helped Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico obtain permits for the previous five
years. The firm said it would scrutinize
“any and all payments” to government
officials and interview every person
who might know about payoffs, includ-
ing “implicated members” of Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s board.

In short, Willkie Farr recommended
the kind of independent, spare-no-ex-
pense investigation major corporations
routinely undertake when confronted
with allegations of serious wrongdoing
by top executives.

Wal-Mart’s leaders rejected this ap-
proach. Instead, records show, they de-
cided Wal-Mart’s lawyers would super-
vise a far more limited “preliminary in-
quiry” by in-house investigators.

The inquiry, a confidential memo ex-
plained, would take two weeks, not the
four months Willkie Farr proposed.
Rather than examining years of per-
mits, the team would look at a few spe-
cific stores. Interviews would be done
“only when absolutely essential to es-
tablishing the bona fides” of Mr. Cicero.
However, if the inquiry found a “likeli-
hood” that laws had been violated, the
company would then consider conduct-
ing a “full investigation.”

The decision gave Wal-Mart’s senior
management direct control over the in-
vestigation. It also meant new responsi-
bility for the company’s tiny and trou-
bled Corporate Investigations unit.

The unit was ill-equipped to take on a
major corruption investigation, let alone
one in Mexico. It had fewer than 70 em-
ployees, and most were assigned to
chasing shoplifting rings and corrupt
vendors. Just four people were specifi-
cally dedicated to investigating corpo-
rate fraud, a number Joseph R. Lewis,
Wal-Mart’s director of corporate inves-
tigations, described in a confidential
memo as “wholly inadequate for an or-
ganization the size of Wal-Mart.”

But Mr. Lewis and his boss, Kenneth
H. Senser, vice president for global se-
curity, aviation and travel, were work-
ing to strengthen the unit. Months be-
fore Mr. Cicero surfaced, they won ap-
proval to hire four “special investiga-
tors” who, according to their job de-
scriptions, would be assigned the “most
significant and complex fraud matters.”
Mr. Scott, the chief executive, also
agreed that Corporate Investigations
would handle all allegations of mis-
conduct by senior executives.

And yet in the fall of 2005, as Wal-
Mart began to grapple with Mr. Cicero’s
allegations, two cases called into ques-
tion Corporate Investigations’ inde-
pendence and role.

In October, Wal-Mart’s vice chair-
man, John B. Menzer, intervened in an
internal investigation into a senior vice
president who reported to him. Accord-
ing to internal records, Mr. Menzer told
Mr. Senser he did not want Corporate
Investigations to handle the case “due
to concerns about the impact such an in-
vestigation would have.” One of the sen-
ior vice president’s subordinates, he
said, “would be better suited to conduct
this inquiry.” Soon after, records show,
the subordinate cleared his boss. 

The other case involved the president
of Wal-Mart Puerto Rico. A whistle-
blower had accused the president and
other executives of mistreating employ-
ees. Although Corporate Investigations
was supposed to investigate all allega-
tions against senior executives, the
president had instead assigned an un-
derling to look into the complaints —
but to steer clear of those against him.

Ms. Munich objected. In an e-mail to
Wal-Mart executives, she complained
that the investigation was “at the di-
rection of the same company officer
who is the target of several of the allega-
tions.”

“We are in need of clear guidelines
about how to handle these issues going
forward,” she warned.

The Inquiry Begins
Ronald Halter, one of Wal-Mart’s new

“special investigators,” was assigned to
lead the preliminary inquiry into Mr.
Cicero’s allegations. Mr. Halter had
been with Wal-Mart only a few months,
but he was a seasoned criminal in-
vestigator. He had spent 21 years in the
F.B.I., and he spoke Spanish.

He also had help. Bob Ainley, a senior
auditor, was sent to Mexico along with
several Spanish-speaking auditors.

On Nov. 12, 2005, Mr. Halter’s team
got to work at Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
corporate headquarters in Mexico City.
The team gained access to a database of
Wal-Mart de Mexico payments and be-
gan searching the payment description
field for the word “gestoria.”

By day’s end, they had found 441 ges-

tor payments. Each was a potential
bribe, and yet they had searched back
only to 2003. 

Mr. Cicero had said his main gestores
were Pablo Alegria Con Alonso and Jose
Manuel Aguirre Juarez, obscure Mexico
City lawyers with small practices who
were friends of his from law school.

Sure enough, Mr. Halter’s team found
that nearly half the payments were to
Mr. Alegria and Mr. Aguirre. These two
lawyers alone, records showed, had re-
ceived $8.5 million in payments.
Records showed Wal-Mart de Mexico
routinely paid its gestores tens of thou-
sands of dollars per permit. (In in-
terviews, both lawyers declined to dis-
cuss the corruption allegations, citing
confidentiality agreements with Wal-
Mart.) 

“One very interesting postscript,” Mr.
Halter wrote in an e-mail to his boss,
Mr. Lewis. “All payments to these indi-
viduals and all large sums of $ paid out
of this account stopped abruptly in
2005.” Mr. Halter said the “only thing we
can find” that changed was that Mr.
Castro-Wright left Wal-Mart de Mexico
for the United States. 

Mr. Halter’s team confirmed detail af-
ter detail from Mr. Cicero’s debriefings.
Mr. Cicero had given specifics — names,
dates, bribe amounts — for several new
stores. In almost every case, investiga-
tors found documents confirming major
elements of his account. And just as Mr.
Cicero had described, investigators
found mysterious codes at the bottom of

invoices from the gestores.
“The documentation didn’t look any-

thing like what you would find in legiti-
mate billing records from a legitimate
law firm,” a person involved in the in-
vestigation said in an interview.

Mr. Lewis sent a terse progress re-
port to his boss, Mr. Senser: “FYI. It is
not looking good.”

Hours later, Mr. Halter’s team found
clear confirmation that Mr. Castro-
Wright and other top executives at Wal-
Mart de Mexico were well aware of the
gestor payments.

In March 2004, the team discovered,
the executives had been sent an in-
ternal Wal-Mart de Mexico audit that
raised red flags about the gestor pay-
ments. The audit documented how Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s two primary gestores
had been paid millions to make “facili-
tating payments” for new store permits
all over Mexico. 

The audit did not delve into how the
money had been used to “facilitate” per-
mits. But it showed the payments rising
rapidly, roughly in line with Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s accelerating growth. The
audit recommended notifying Benton-
ville of the payments. 

The recommendation, records
showed, was removed by Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s chief auditor, whom Mr. Cicero
had identified as one of the executives
who knew about the bribes. The author
of the gestor audit, meanwhile, “was
fired not long after the audit was com-
pleted,” Mr. Halter wrote.

Mr. Ainley arranged to meet the fired
auditor at his hotel. The auditor de-
scribed other examples of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders withholding from Ben-
tonville information about suspect pay-
ments to government officials.

The auditor singled out José Luis
Rodríguezmacedo Rivera, the general
counsel of Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, he said, took
“significant information out” of an audit
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s compliance
with the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.
The original audit had described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico gave gift cards to
government officials in towns where it
was building stores. “These were only
given out until the construction was
complete,” Mr. Ainley wrote. “At which
time the payments ceased.”

These details were scrubbed from the
final version sent to Bentonville.

Investigators were struck by Mr. Cas-
tro-Wright’s response to the gestor au-
dit. It had been shown to him immedi-
ately, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s chief au-
ditor had told them. Yet rather than ex-
pressing alarm, he had appeared wor-
ried about becoming too dependent on
too few gestores. In an e-mail, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo told Mr. Cicero to
write up a plan to “diversify” the ges-
tores used to “facilitate” permits.

“Eduardo Castro wants us to imple-
ment this plan as soon as possible,” he
wrote. 

Mr. Cicero did as directed. The plan,
which authorized paying gestores up to
$280,000 to “facilitate” a single permit,
was approved with a minor change. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo did not want the plan
to mention “gestores.” He wanted them
called “external service providers.”

Mr. Halter’s team made one last dis-
covery — a finding that suggested the
corruption might be far more extensive
than even Mr. Cicero had described. 

In going through Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s database of payments, investiga-
tors noticed the company was making
hefty “contributions” and “donations”
directly to governments all over Mexico
— nearly $16 million in all since 2003.

“Some of the payments descriptions
indicate that the donation is being made
for the issuance of a license,” Mr. Ainley
wrote in one report back to Bentonville.

They also found a document in which
a Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate execu-
tive had openly acknowledged that
“these payments were performed to fa-
cilitate obtaining the licenses or per-
mits” for new stores. Sometimes, Mr.

Cicero told The Times, donations were
used hand-in-hand with gestor pay-
ments to get permits.

Deflecting Blame
When Mr. Halter’s team was ready to

interview executives at Wal-Mart de
Mexico, the first target was Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo.

Before joining Wal-Mart de Mexico in
January 2004, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo
had been a lawyer for Citigroup in Mex-
ico. Urbane and smooth, with impecca-
ble English, he quickly won fans in Ben-
tonville. When Wal-Mart invited execu-
tives from its foreign subsidiaries for
several days of discussion about the fine
points of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo was asked to
lead one of the sessions.

It was called “Overcoming Chal-
lenges in Government Dealings.” 

Yet Mr. Cicero had identified him as a
participant in the bribery scheme. In his
debriefings, Mr. Cicero described how
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo had passed along
specific payoff instructions from Mr.
Castro-Wright. In an interview with The
Times, Mr. Cicero said he and Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo had discussed the
use of gestores shortly after Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo was hired. “He said, ‘Don’t
worry. Keep it on its way.’” 

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo declined to
comment; on Friday Wal-Mart dis-
closed that he had been reassigned and
is no longer Wal-Mart de Mexico’s gen-
eral counsel.

Mr. Halter’s team hoped Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo would shed light on how
two outside lawyers came to be paid
$8.5 million to “facilitate” permits. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo responded with eva-
sive hostility, records and interviews
show. When investigators asked him for
the gestores’ billing records, he said he
did not have time to track them down.
They got similar receptions from other
executives. 

Only after investigators complained
to higher authorities were the execu-
tives more forthcoming. Led by Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo, they responded with
an attack on Mr. Cicero’s credibility.

The gestor audit, they told investiga-
tors, had raised doubts about Mr. Cic-
ero, since he had approved most of the
payments. They began to suspect he
was somehow benefiting, so they asked
Kroll to investigate. It was then, they as-
serted, that Kroll discovered Mr. Cic-
ero’s wife was a law partner of one of
the gestores.

Mr. Cicero was fired, they said, be-
cause he had failed to disclose that fact.
They produced a copy of a “prelimi-
nary” report from Kroll and e-mails
showing the undisclosed conflict had
been reported to Bentonville.

Based on this behavior, Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo argued, the gestor pay-
ments were in all likelihood a “ruse” by
Mr. Cicero to defraud Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico. Mr. Cicero and the gestores, he con-
tended, probably kept every last peso of
the “facilitating payments.”

Simply put, bribes could not have
been paid if the money was stolen first. 

It was an argument that gave Wal-
Mart ample justification to end the in-
quiry. But investigators were skeptical,
records and interviews show.

Even if Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s ac-
count were true, it did not explain why
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives had
authorized gestor payments in the first
place, or why they made “donations” to
get permits, or why they rewrote audits
to keep Bentonville in the dark.

Investigators also wondered why a
trained lawyer who had gotten away
with stealing a small fortune from Wal-
Mart would now deliberately draw the
company’s full attention by implicating
himself in a series of fictional bribes.
And if Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
truly believed they had been victimized,
why hadn’t they taken legal action
against Mr. Cicero, much less reported
the “theft” to Bentonville?

There was another problem: Docu-
ments contradicted most of the execu-
tives’ assertions about Mr. Cicero.

Records showed Mr. Cicero had not
been fired, but had resigned with sever-
ance benefits and a $25,000 bonus. In
fact, in a 2004 e-mail to Ms. Munich, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo himself described
how he had “negotiated” Mr. Cicero’s
“departure.” The same e-mail said Mr.
Cicero had not even been confronted
about the supposed undisclosed conflict
involving his wife. (Mr. Cicero flatly de-
nied that his wife had ever worked with
either gestor.) The e-mail also assured
Ms. Munich there was no hint of finan-
cial wrongdoing. “We see it merely as
an undisclosed conflict of interest,” Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo wrote.

There were other discrepancies. 
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said the com-

pany had stopped using gestores after
Mr. Cicero’s departure. Yet even as Mr.
Cicero was being debriefed in October
2005, Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate
executives made a request to pay a ges-
tor $14,000 to get a construction permit,
records showed.

The persistent questions and docu-
ment requests from Mr. Halter’s team
provoked a backlash from Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s executives. After a week of
work, records and interviews show, Mr.
Halter and other members of the team
were summoned by Eduardo F. Solór-
zano Morales, then chief executive of
Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Solórzano angrily chastised the
investigators for being too secretive and
accusatory. He took offense that his ex-
ecutives were being told at the start of
interviews that they had the right not to
answer questions — as if they were be-
ing read their rights. 

“It was like, ‘You shut up. I’m going
to talk,’” a person said of Mr. Solórzano.
“It was, ‘This is my home, my backyard.
You are out of here.’” 

Mr. Lewis viewed the complaints as
an effort to sidetrack his investigators.
“I find this ludicrous and a copout for
the larger concerns about what has
been going on,” he wrote.

Nevertheless, Mr. Herkert, the chief
executive for Latin America, was noti-

‘The documentation
didn’t look anything like
what you would find in

legitimate billing
records.’
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Eduardo Castro-Wright 

Sergio Cicero Zapata, a former executive at
Wal-Mart de Mexico, told Wal-Mart lawyers
that top executives, including Mr. Castro-
Wright and Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, supported
the use of bribes to secure permits for new
stores. The executives, he said, waved off legal
and ethical concerns with a simple argument:
“The goal justifies the means.” 

This group of senior Wal-Mart lawyers and executives helped direct the
company’s initial investigation into Mr. Cicero’s allegations. In November
2005 they dispatched a team of investigators to Mexico City and con-
ferred daily, sometimes even hourly, on what the team was finding. Be-
cause of the potentially destructive impact of the allegations, it was con-
sidered Wal-Mart’s most sensitive and closely guarded internal inquiry. 
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Michael T. Duke 

Mr. Cicero’s allegations and Wal-Mart’s subsequent investigation set off a
prolonged struggle at the highest reaches of the company. Wal-Mart’s
leaders — including those above — debated how the company should
respond. In the end, after a pivotal meeting led by Mr. Scott, control of
the investigation was handed to one of its initial targets, Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo, who quickly exonerated fellow Wal-Mart de Mexico executives. 
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tions’ independence and role.
In October, Wal-Mart’s vice chairman, John 

B. Menzer, intervened in an internal investiga-
tion into a senior vice president who reported 
to him. According to internal records, Mr. Men-
zer told Mr. Senser he did not want Corporate 
Investigations to handle the case “due to con-
cerns about the impact such an investigation 
would have.” One of the senior vice president’s 
subordinates, he said, “would be better suited to 
conduct this inquiry.” Soon after, records show, 
the subordinate cleared his boss.

The other case involved the president of 
Wal-Mart Puerto Rico. A whistle-blower had ac-
cused the president and other 
executives of mistreating em-
ployees. Although Corporate 
Investigations was supposed 
to investigate all allegations 
against senior executives, the 
president had instead assigned 
an underling to look into the 
complaints — but to steer clear 
of those against him.

Ms. Munich objected. In an 
e-mail to Wal-Mart executives, she complained 
that the investigation was “at the direction of 
the same company officer who is the target of 
several of the allegations.”

“We are in need of clear guidelines about 
how to handle these issues going forward,” she 
warned.

The Inquiry Begins
Ronald Halter, one of Wal-Mart’s new “spe-

cial investigators,” was assigned to lead the pre-
liminary inquiry into Mr. Cicero’s allegations. 
Mr. Halter had been with Wal-Mart only a few 
months, but he was a seasoned criminal investi-
gator. He had spent 21 years in the F.B.I., and he 
spoke Spanish.

He also had help. Bob Ainley, a senior audi-
tor, was sent to Mexico along with several Span-
ish-speaking auditors.

On nov. 12, 2005, Mr. Halter’s team got to 
work at Wal-Mart de Mexico’s corporate head-
quarters in Mexico City. The team gained access 
to a database of Wal-Mart de Mexico payments 
and began searching the payment description 
field for the word “gestoria.”

By day’s end, they had found 441 gestor 
payments. Each was a potential bribe, and yet 

they had searched back only to 2003.
Mr. Cicero had said his main gestores were 

Pablo Alegria Con Alonso and Jose Manuel Agu-
irre Juarez, obscure Mexico City lawyers with 
small practices who were friends of his from law 
school.

Sure enough, Mr. Halter’s team found that 
nearly half the payments were to Mr. Alegria 
and Mr. Aguirre. These two lawyers alone, re-
cords showed, had received $8.5 million in pay-
ments. Records showed Wal-Mart de Mexico 
routinely paid its gestores tens of thousands of 
dollars per permit. (In interviews, both lawyers 
declined to discuss the corruption allegations, 

citing confidentiality agree-
ments with Wal-Mart.)

“One very interesting post-
script,” Mr. Halter wrote in an e-
mail to his boss, Mr. Lewis. “All 
payments to these individuals 
and all large sums of $ paid out 
of this account stopped abrupt-
ly in 2005.” Mr. Halter said the 
“only thing we can find” that 
changed was that Mr. Castro-

Wright left Wal-Mart de Mexico for the United 
States.

Mr. Halter’s team confirmed detail after de-
tail from Mr. Cicero’s debriefings. Mr. Cicero had 
given specifics — names, dates, bribe amounts 
— for several new stores. In almost every case, 
investigators found documents confirming ma-
jor elements of his account. And just as Mr. Ci-
cero had described, investigators found myste-
rious codes at the bottom of invoices from the 
gestores.

“The documentation didn’t look anything 
like what you would find in legitimate billing re-
cords from a legitimate law firm,” a person in-
volved in the investigation said in an interview.

Mr. Lewis sent a terse progress report to his 
boss, Mr. Senser: “FYI. It is not looking good.”

Hours later, Mr. Halter’s team found clear 
confirmation that Mr. Castro-Wright and other 
top executives at Wal-Mart de Mexico were well 
aware of the gestor payments.

In March 2004, the team discovered, the ex-
ecutives had been sent an internal Wal-Mart de 
Mexico audit that raised red flags about the ges-
tor payments. The audit documented how Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s two primary gestores had 
been paid millions to make “facilitating pay-
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ecutives, records show, included Thom-
as A. Mars, Wal-Mart’s general counsel
and a former director of the Arkansas
State Police; Thomas D. Hyde, Wal-
Mart’s executive vice president and
corporate secretary; Michael Fung,
Wal-Mart’s top internal auditor; Craig
Herkert, the chief executive for Wal-
Mart’s operations in Latin America;
and Lee Stucky, a confidant of Lee
Scott’s and chief administrative officer
of Wal-Mart International.

Wal-Mart typically hired outside law
firms to lead internal investigations into
allegations of significant wrongdoing. It
did so earlier in 2005, for example, when
Thomas M. Coughlin, then vice chair-
man of Wal-Mart, was accused of pad-
ding his expense accounts and misap-
propriating Wal-Mart gift cards.

At first, Wal-Mart took the same ap-
proach with Mr. Cicero’s allegations. It
turned to Willkie Farr & Gallagher, a
law firm with extensive experience in
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act cases.

The firm’s “investigation work plan”
called for tracing all payments to any-
one who had helped Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico obtain permits for the previous five
years. The firm said it would scrutinize
“any and all payments” to government
officials and interview every person
who might know about payoffs, includ-
ing “implicated members” of Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s board.

In short, Willkie Farr recommended
the kind of independent, spare-no-ex-
pense investigation major corporations
routinely undertake when confronted
with allegations of serious wrongdoing
by top executives.

Wal-Mart’s leaders rejected this ap-
proach. Instead, records show, they de-
cided Wal-Mart’s lawyers would super-
vise a far more limited “preliminary in-
quiry” by in-house investigators.

The inquiry, a confidential memo ex-
plained, would take two weeks, not the
four months Willkie Farr proposed.
Rather than examining years of per-
mits, the team would look at a few spe-
cific stores. Interviews would be done
“only when absolutely essential to es-
tablishing the bona fides” of Mr. Cicero.
However, if the inquiry found a “likeli-
hood” that laws had been violated, the
company would then consider conduct-
ing a “full investigation.”

The decision gave Wal-Mart’s senior
management direct control over the in-
vestigation. It also meant new responsi-
bility for the company’s tiny and trou-
bled Corporate Investigations unit.

The unit was ill-equipped to take on a
major corruption investigation, let alone
one in Mexico. It had fewer than 70 em-
ployees, and most were assigned to
chasing shoplifting rings and corrupt
vendors. Just four people were specifi-
cally dedicated to investigating corpo-
rate fraud, a number Joseph R. Lewis,
Wal-Mart’s director of corporate inves-
tigations, described in a confidential
memo as “wholly inadequate for an or-
ganization the size of Wal-Mart.”

But Mr. Lewis and his boss, Kenneth
H. Senser, vice president for global se-
curity, aviation and travel, were work-
ing to strengthen the unit. Months be-
fore Mr. Cicero surfaced, they won ap-
proval to hire four “special investiga-
tors” who, according to their job de-
scriptions, would be assigned the “most
significant and complex fraud matters.”
Mr. Scott, the chief executive, also
agreed that Corporate Investigations
would handle all allegations of mis-
conduct by senior executives.

And yet in the fall of 2005, as Wal-
Mart began to grapple with Mr. Cicero’s
allegations, two cases called into ques-
tion Corporate Investigations’ inde-
pendence and role.

In October, Wal-Mart’s vice chair-
man, John B. Menzer, intervened in an
internal investigation into a senior vice
president who reported to him. Accord-
ing to internal records, Mr. Menzer told
Mr. Senser he did not want Corporate
Investigations to handle the case “due
to concerns about the impact such an in-
vestigation would have.” One of the sen-
ior vice president’s subordinates, he
said, “would be better suited to conduct
this inquiry.” Soon after, records show,
the subordinate cleared his boss. 

The other case involved the president
of Wal-Mart Puerto Rico. A whistle-
blower had accused the president and
other executives of mistreating employ-
ees. Although Corporate Investigations
was supposed to investigate all allega-
tions against senior executives, the
president had instead assigned an un-
derling to look into the complaints —
but to steer clear of those against him.

Ms. Munich objected. In an e-mail to
Wal-Mart executives, she complained
that the investigation was “at the di-
rection of the same company officer
who is the target of several of the allega-
tions.”

“We are in need of clear guidelines
about how to handle these issues going
forward,” she warned.

The Inquiry Begins
Ronald Halter, one of Wal-Mart’s new

“special investigators,” was assigned to
lead the preliminary inquiry into Mr.
Cicero’s allegations. Mr. Halter had
been with Wal-Mart only a few months,
but he was a seasoned criminal in-
vestigator. He had spent 21 years in the
F.B.I., and he spoke Spanish.

He also had help. Bob Ainley, a senior
auditor, was sent to Mexico along with
several Spanish-speaking auditors.

On Nov. 12, 2005, Mr. Halter’s team
got to work at Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
corporate headquarters in Mexico City.
The team gained access to a database of
Wal-Mart de Mexico payments and be-
gan searching the payment description
field for the word “gestoria.”

By day’s end, they had found 441 ges-

tor payments. Each was a potential
bribe, and yet they had searched back
only to 2003. 

Mr. Cicero had said his main gestores
were Pablo Alegria Con Alonso and Jose
Manuel Aguirre Juarez, obscure Mexico
City lawyers with small practices who
were friends of his from law school.

Sure enough, Mr. Halter’s team found
that nearly half the payments were to
Mr. Alegria and Mr. Aguirre. These two
lawyers alone, records showed, had re-
ceived $8.5 million in payments.
Records showed Wal-Mart de Mexico
routinely paid its gestores tens of thou-
sands of dollars per permit. (In in-
terviews, both lawyers declined to dis-
cuss the corruption allegations, citing
confidentiality agreements with Wal-
Mart.) 

“One very interesting postscript,” Mr.
Halter wrote in an e-mail to his boss,
Mr. Lewis. “All payments to these indi-
viduals and all large sums of $ paid out
of this account stopped abruptly in
2005.” Mr. Halter said the “only thing we
can find” that changed was that Mr.
Castro-Wright left Wal-Mart de Mexico
for the United States. 

Mr. Halter’s team confirmed detail af-
ter detail from Mr. Cicero’s debriefings.
Mr. Cicero had given specifics — names,
dates, bribe amounts — for several new
stores. In almost every case, investiga-
tors found documents confirming major
elements of his account. And just as Mr.
Cicero had described, investigators
found mysterious codes at the bottom of

invoices from the gestores.
“The documentation didn’t look any-

thing like what you would find in legiti-
mate billing records from a legitimate
law firm,” a person involved in the in-
vestigation said in an interview.

Mr. Lewis sent a terse progress re-
port to his boss, Mr. Senser: “FYI. It is
not looking good.”

Hours later, Mr. Halter’s team found
clear confirmation that Mr. Castro-
Wright and other top executives at Wal-
Mart de Mexico were well aware of the
gestor payments.

In March 2004, the team discovered,
the executives had been sent an in-
ternal Wal-Mart de Mexico audit that
raised red flags about the gestor pay-
ments. The audit documented how Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s two primary gestores
had been paid millions to make “facili-
tating payments” for new store permits
all over Mexico. 

The audit did not delve into how the
money had been used to “facilitate” per-
mits. But it showed the payments rising
rapidly, roughly in line with Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s accelerating growth. The
audit recommended notifying Benton-
ville of the payments. 

The recommendation, records
showed, was removed by Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s chief auditor, whom Mr. Cicero
had identified as one of the executives
who knew about the bribes. The author
of the gestor audit, meanwhile, “was
fired not long after the audit was com-
pleted,” Mr. Halter wrote.

Mr. Ainley arranged to meet the fired
auditor at his hotel. The auditor de-
scribed other examples of Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leaders withholding from Ben-
tonville information about suspect pay-
ments to government officials.

The auditor singled out José Luis
Rodríguezmacedo Rivera, the general
counsel of Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, he said, took
“significant information out” of an audit
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s compliance
with the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.
The original audit had described how
Wal-Mart de Mexico gave gift cards to
government officials in towns where it
was building stores. “These were only
given out until the construction was
complete,” Mr. Ainley wrote. “At which
time the payments ceased.”

These details were scrubbed from the
final version sent to Bentonville.

Investigators were struck by Mr. Cas-
tro-Wright’s response to the gestor au-
dit. It had been shown to him immedi-
ately, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s chief au-
ditor had told them. Yet rather than ex-
pressing alarm, he had appeared wor-
ried about becoming too dependent on
too few gestores. In an e-mail, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo told Mr. Cicero to
write up a plan to “diversify” the ges-
tores used to “facilitate” permits.

“Eduardo Castro wants us to imple-
ment this plan as soon as possible,” he
wrote. 

Mr. Cicero did as directed. The plan,
which authorized paying gestores up to
$280,000 to “facilitate” a single permit,
was approved with a minor change. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo did not want the plan
to mention “gestores.” He wanted them
called “external service providers.”

Mr. Halter’s team made one last dis-
covery — a finding that suggested the
corruption might be far more extensive
than even Mr. Cicero had described. 

In going through Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s database of payments, investiga-
tors noticed the company was making
hefty “contributions” and “donations”
directly to governments all over Mexico
— nearly $16 million in all since 2003.

“Some of the payments descriptions
indicate that the donation is being made
for the issuance of a license,” Mr. Ainley
wrote in one report back to Bentonville.

They also found a document in which
a Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate execu-
tive had openly acknowledged that
“these payments were performed to fa-
cilitate obtaining the licenses or per-
mits” for new stores. Sometimes, Mr.

Cicero told The Times, donations were
used hand-in-hand with gestor pay-
ments to get permits.

Deflecting Blame
When Mr. Halter’s team was ready to

interview executives at Wal-Mart de
Mexico, the first target was Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo.

Before joining Wal-Mart de Mexico in
January 2004, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo
had been a lawyer for Citigroup in Mex-
ico. Urbane and smooth, with impecca-
ble English, he quickly won fans in Ben-
tonville. When Wal-Mart invited execu-
tives from its foreign subsidiaries for
several days of discussion about the fine
points of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo was asked to
lead one of the sessions.

It was called “Overcoming Chal-
lenges in Government Dealings.” 

Yet Mr. Cicero had identified him as a
participant in the bribery scheme. In his
debriefings, Mr. Cicero described how
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo had passed along
specific payoff instructions from Mr.
Castro-Wright. In an interview with The
Times, Mr. Cicero said he and Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo had discussed the
use of gestores shortly after Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo was hired. “He said, ‘Don’t
worry. Keep it on its way.’” 

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo declined to
comment; on Friday Wal-Mart dis-
closed that he had been reassigned and
is no longer Wal-Mart de Mexico’s gen-
eral counsel.

Mr. Halter’s team hoped Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo would shed light on how
two outside lawyers came to be paid
$8.5 million to “facilitate” permits. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo responded with eva-
sive hostility, records and interviews
show. When investigators asked him for
the gestores’ billing records, he said he
did not have time to track them down.
They got similar receptions from other
executives. 

Only after investigators complained
to higher authorities were the execu-
tives more forthcoming. Led by Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo, they responded with
an attack on Mr. Cicero’s credibility.

The gestor audit, they told investiga-
tors, had raised doubts about Mr. Cic-
ero, since he had approved most of the
payments. They began to suspect he
was somehow benefiting, so they asked
Kroll to investigate. It was then, they as-
serted, that Kroll discovered Mr. Cic-
ero’s wife was a law partner of one of
the gestores.

Mr. Cicero was fired, they said, be-
cause he had failed to disclose that fact.
They produced a copy of a “prelimi-
nary” report from Kroll and e-mails
showing the undisclosed conflict had
been reported to Bentonville.

Based on this behavior, Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo argued, the gestor pay-
ments were in all likelihood a “ruse” by
Mr. Cicero to defraud Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico. Mr. Cicero and the gestores, he con-
tended, probably kept every last peso of
the “facilitating payments.”

Simply put, bribes could not have
been paid if the money was stolen first. 

It was an argument that gave Wal-
Mart ample justification to end the in-
quiry. But investigators were skeptical,
records and interviews show.

Even if Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s ac-
count were true, it did not explain why
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives had
authorized gestor payments in the first
place, or why they made “donations” to
get permits, or why they rewrote audits
to keep Bentonville in the dark.

Investigators also wondered why a
trained lawyer who had gotten away
with stealing a small fortune from Wal-
Mart would now deliberately draw the
company’s full attention by implicating
himself in a series of fictional bribes.
And if Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
truly believed they had been victimized,
why hadn’t they taken legal action
against Mr. Cicero, much less reported
the “theft” to Bentonville?

There was another problem: Docu-
ments contradicted most of the execu-
tives’ assertions about Mr. Cicero.

Records showed Mr. Cicero had not
been fired, but had resigned with sever-
ance benefits and a $25,000 bonus. In
fact, in a 2004 e-mail to Ms. Munich, Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo himself described
how he had “negotiated” Mr. Cicero’s
“departure.” The same e-mail said Mr.
Cicero had not even been confronted
about the supposed undisclosed conflict
involving his wife. (Mr. Cicero flatly de-
nied that his wife had ever worked with
either gestor.) The e-mail also assured
Ms. Munich there was no hint of finan-
cial wrongdoing. “We see it merely as
an undisclosed conflict of interest,” Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo wrote.

There were other discrepancies. 
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said the com-

pany had stopped using gestores after
Mr. Cicero’s departure. Yet even as Mr.
Cicero was being debriefed in October
2005, Wal-Mart de Mexico real estate
executives made a request to pay a ges-
tor $14,000 to get a construction permit,
records showed.

The persistent questions and docu-
ment requests from Mr. Halter’s team
provoked a backlash from Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s executives. After a week of
work, records and interviews show, Mr.
Halter and other members of the team
were summoned by Eduardo F. Solór-
zano Morales, then chief executive of
Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Solórzano angrily chastised the
investigators for being too secretive and
accusatory. He took offense that his ex-
ecutives were being told at the start of
interviews that they had the right not to
answer questions — as if they were be-
ing read their rights. 

“It was like, ‘You shut up. I’m going
to talk,’” a person said of Mr. Solórzano.
“It was, ‘This is my home, my backyard.
You are out of here.’” 

Mr. Lewis viewed the complaints as
an effort to sidetrack his investigators.
“I find this ludicrous and a copout for
the larger concerns about what has
been going on,” he wrote.

Nevertheless, Mr. Herkert, the chief
executive for Latin America, was noti-

‘The documentation
didn’t look anything like
what you would find in

legitimate billing
records.’
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ments” for new store permits all over Mexico.
The audit did not delve into how the mon-

ey had been used to “facilitate” permits. But it 
showed the payments rising rapidly, roughly 
in line with Wal-Mart de Mexico’s accelerating 
growth. The audit recommended notifying Ben-
tonville of the payments.

The recommendation, records showed, was 
removed by Wal-Mart de Mexico’s chief auditor, 
whom Mr. Cicero had identified as one of the ex-
ecutives who knew about the bribes. The author 
of the gestor audit, meanwhile, “was fired not 
long after the audit was completed,” Mr. Halter 
wrote.

Mr. Ainley arranged to meet the fired au-
ditor at his hotel. The auditor described other 
examples of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders with-
holding from Bentonville information about sus-
pect payments to government officials.

The auditor singled out José Luis Rodrí-
guezmacedo Rivera, the general counsel of Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, he said, took “signifi-
cant information out” of an audit of Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s compliance with the Foreign Corrupt 
Practices Act. The original audit had described 
how Wal-Mart de Mexico gave gift cards to gov-
ernment officials in towns where it was building 
stores. “These were only given out until the con-
struction was complete,” Mr. Ainley wrote. “At 
which time the payments ceased.”

These details were scrubbed from the final 
version sent to Bentonville.

Investigators were struck by Mr. Castro-
Wright’s response to the gestor audit. It had 
been shown to him immediately, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s chief auditor had told them. Yet rather 
than expressing alarm, he had appeared wor-
ried about becoming too dependent on too few 
gestores. In an e-mail, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo 
told Mr. Cicero to write up a plan to “diversify” 
the gestores used to “facilitate” permits.

“Eduardo Castro wants us to implement 
this plan as soon as possible,” he wrote.

Mr. Cicero did as directed. The plan, which 
authorized paying gestores up to $280,000 to 
“facilitate” a single permit, was approved with 
a minor change. Mr. Rodríguezmacedo did not 
want the plan to mention “gestores.” He wanted 
them called “external service providers.”

Mr. Halter’s team made one last discovery 
— a finding that suggested the corruption might 

be far more extensive than even Mr. Cicero had 
described.

In going through Wal-Mart de Mexico’s da-
tabase of payments, investigators noticed the 
company was making hefty “contributions” and 
“donations” directly to governments all over 
Mexico — nearly $16 million in all since 2003.

“Some of the payments descriptions in-
dicate that the donation is being made for the 
issuance of a license,” Mr. Ainley wrote in one 
report back to Bentonville.

They also found a document in which a Wal-
Mart de Mexico real estate executive had open-
ly acknowledged that “these payments were 
performed to facilitate obtaining the licenses or 
permits” for new stores. Sometimes, Mr. Cicero 
told The Times, donations were used hand-in-
hand with gestor payments to get permits.

Deflecting Blame
When Mr. Halter’s team was ready to in-

terview executives at Wal-Mart de Mexico, the 
first target was Mr. Rodríguezmacedo.

Before joining Wal-Mart de Mexico in Janu-
ary 2004, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo had been a law-
yer for Citigroup in Mexico. Urbane and smooth, 
with impeccable English, he quickly won fans in 
Bentonville. When Wal-Mart invited executives 
from its foreign subsidiaries for several days of 
discussion about the fine points of the Foreign 
Corrupt Practices Act, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo 
was asked to lead one of the sessions.

It was called “Overcoming Challenges in 
Government Dealings.”

Yet Mr. Cicero had identified him as a partic-
ipant in the bribery scheme. In his debriefings, 
Mr. Cicero described how Mr. Rodríguezmace-
do had passed along specific payoff instructions 
from Mr. Castro-Wright. In an interview with 
The Times, Mr. Cicero said he and Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo had discussed the use of gestores 
shortly after Mr. Rodríguezmacedo was hired. 
“He said, ‘Don’t worry. Keep it on its way.’ ”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo declined to com-
ment; on Friday Wal-Mart disclosed that he had 
been reassigned and is no longer Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s general counsel.

Mr. Halter’s team hoped Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo would shed light on how two outside 
lawyers came to be paid $8.5 million to “facili-
tate” permits. Mr. Rodríguezmacedo responded 
with evasive hostility, records and interviews 



show. When investigators asked him for the 
gestores’ billing records, he said he did not have 
time to track them down. They got similar re-
ceptions from other executives.

Only after investigators complained to 
higher authorities were the executives more 
forthcoming. Led by Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, 
they responded with an attack on Mr. Cicero’s 
credibility.

The gestor audit, they told investigators, 
had raised doubts about Mr. Cicero, since he 
had approved most of the payments. They be-
gan to suspect he was somehow benefiting, so 
they asked Kroll to investigate. It was then, they 
asserted, that Kroll discovered Mr. Cicero’s wife 
was a law partner of one of the gestores.

Mr. Cicero was fired, they said, because he 
had failed to disclose that fact. They produced a 
copy of a “preliminary” report from Kroll and e-
mails showing the undisclosed conflict had been 
reported to Bentonville.

Based on this behavior, Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo argued, the gestor payments were in all 
likelihood a “ruse” by Mr. Cicero to defraud Wal-
Mart de Mexico. Mr. Cicero and the gestores, he 
contended, probably kept every last peso of the 
“facilitating payments.”

Simply put, bribes could not have been paid 

if the money was stolen first.
It was an argument that gave Wal-Mart 

ample justification to end the inquiry. But inves-
tigators were skeptical, records and interviews 
show.

Even if Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s account 
were true, it did not explain why Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s executives had authorized gestor pay-
ments in the first place, or why they made “do-
nations” to get permits, or why they rewrote 
audits to keep Bentonville in the dark.

Investigators also wondered why a trained 
lawyer who had gotten away with stealing a 
small fortune from Wal-Mart would now delib-
erately draw the company’s full attention by im-
plicating himself in a series of fictional bribes. 
And if Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives truly 
believed they had been victimized, why hadn’t 
they taken legal action against Mr. Cicero, much 
less reported the “theft” to Bentonville?

There was another problem: Documents 
contradicted most of the executives’ assertions 
about Mr. Cicero.

Records showed Mr. Cicero had not been 
fired, but had resigned with severance benefits 
and a $25,000 bonus. In fact, in a 2004 e-mail to 
Ms. Munich, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo himself de-
scribed how he had “negotiated” Mr. Cicero’s 
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fied about the complaints. Three days
later, he and his boss, Mr. Duke, flew to
Mexico City. The trip had been long-
planned — Mr. Duke toured several
stores — but they also reassured Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s unhappy executives.

They arrived just as the investigators
wrapped up their work and left. 

A Push to Dig Deeper
Wal-Mart’s leaders had agreed to

consider a full investigation if the pre-
liminary inquiry found Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations credible.

Back in Bentonville, Mr. Halter and
Mr. Ainley wrote confidential reports to
Wal-Mart’s top executives in December
2005 laying out all the evidence that cor-
roborated Mr. Cicero — the hundreds of
gestor payments, the mystery codes,
the rewritten audits, the evasive re-
sponses from Wal-Mart de Mexico exec-
utives, the donations for permits, the
evidence gestores were still being used.

“There is reasonable suspicion,” Mr.
Halter concluded, “to believe that Mex-
ican and USA laws have been violated.”
There was simply “no defendable expla-
nation” for the millions of dollars in ges-
tor payments, he wrote.

Mr. Halter submitted an “action plan”
for a deeper investigation that would
plumb the depths of corruption and cul-
pability at Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Among other things, he urged “that
all efforts be concentrated on the recon-
struction of Cicero’s computer history.”

Mr. Cicero, meanwhile, was still of-
fering help. In November, when Mr.
Halter’s team was in Mexico, Mr. Cicero
offered his services as a paid consult-
ant. In December, he wrote to Ms. Mu-
nich. He volunteered to share specifics
on still more stores, and he promised to
show her documents. “I hope you visit
again,” he wrote. 

Mr. Halter proposed a thorough in-
vestigation of the two main gestores. He
had not tried to interview them in Mex-
ico for fear of his safety. (“I do not want
to expose myself on what I consider to
be an unrealistic attempt to get Mex-
ican lawyers to admit to criminal activi-
ty,” he had explained to his bosses.)
Now Mr. Halter wanted Wal-Mart to
hire private investigators to interview
and monitor both gestores. 

He also envisioned a round of adver-
sarial interviews with Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s senior executives. He and his
investigators argued that it was time to
take the politically sensitive step of
questioning Mr. Castro-Wright about
his role in the gestor payments.

By January 2006, the case had
reached a critical juncture. Wal-Mart’s
leaders were again weighing whether to
approve a full investigation that would
inevitably focus on a star executive al-
ready being publicly discussed as a po-
tential successor to Mr. Scott.

Wal-Mart’s ethics policy offered clear
direction. “Never cover up or ignore an
ethics problem,” the policy states. And
some who were involved in the investi-
gation argued that it was time to take a
stand against signs of rising corruption
in Wal-Mart’s global operations. Each
year the company received hundreds of
internal reports of bribery and fraud,
records showed. In Asia alone, there
had been 90 reports of bribery just in
the previous 18 months.

The situation was bad enough that
Wal-Mart’s top procurement executives
were summoned to Bentonville that
winter for a dressing down. Mr. Menzer,
Wal-Mart’s vice chairman, warned
them that corruption was creating an
unacceptable risk, particularly given
the government’s stepped-up enforce-
ment of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act. “Times have changed,” he said.

As if to underscore the problem, Wal-
Mart’s leaders were confronted with
new corruption allegations at Wal-Mart
de Mexico even as they pondered Mr.
Halter’s action plan. In January, Mr.
Scott, Mr. Duke and Wal-Mart’s chair-
man, S. Robson Walton, received an
anonymous e-mail saying Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s top real estate executives
were receiving kickbacks from con-
struction companies. “Please you must
do something,” the e-mail implored.

Yet at the same time, records and in-
terviews show, there were misgivings
about the budding reach and power of
Corporate Investigations.

In less than a year, Mr. Lewis’s
beefed-up team had doubled its case-
load, to roughly 400 cases a year. Some
executives grumbled that Mr. Lewis
acted as if he still worked for the F.B.I.,
where he had once supervised major in-
vestigations. They accused him and his
investigators of being overbearing, dis-
ruptive and naïve about the moral ambi-
guities of doing business abroad. They
argued that Corporate Investigations
should focus more on quietly “neutraliz-
ing” problems than on turning corrupt
employees over to law enforcement.

Wal-Mart’s leaders had just wit-
nessed the downside of that approach:
in early 2005, the company went to the
F.B.I. with evidence that the disgraced
former vice chairman, Mr. Coughlin,
had embezzled hundreds of thousands
of dollars. The decision produced
months of embarrassing publicity, espe-
cially when Mr. Coughlin claimed he
had used the money to pay off union
spies for Wal-Mart.

Meanwhile, Wal-Mart de Mexico ex-
ecutives were continuing to complain to
Bentonville about the investigation. The
protests “just never let up,” a person in-
volved in the case said.

Another person familiar with the
thinking of those overseeing the in-
vestigation said Wal-Mart would have
reacted “like a chicken on a June bug”
had the allegations concerned the Unit-

ed States. But some executives saw
Mexico as a country where bribery was
embedded in the business culture. It
simply did not merit the same response.

“It’s a Mexican issue; it’s better to let
it be a Mexican response,” the person
said, describing the thinking of Wal-
Mart executives.

In the midst of this debate, Ms. Mu-
nich submitted her resignation, effec-
tive Feb. 1, 2006. In one of her final acts,
she drafted a memo that argued for ex-
panding the Mexico investigation and
giving equal respect to Mexican and
United States laws.

“The bribery of government offi-
cials,” she noted dryly, “is a criminal of-
fense in Mexico.”

She also warned against allowing im-
plicated executives to interfere with the
investigation. Wal-Mart de Mexico’s ex-
ecutives had already tried to insert
themselves in the case. Just before
Christmas, records show, Mr. Solórza-
no, the Wal-Mart de Mexico chief execu-
tive, held a video conference with Mr.
Mars, Mr. Senser and Mr. Stucky to dis-
cuss his team’s “hypothesis” that Mr.
Cicero had stolen gestor payments. 

“Given the serious nature of the alle-
gations, and the need to preserve the in-
tegrity of the investigation,” Ms. Mu-
nich wrote, “it would seem more pru-
dent to develop a follow-up plan of ac-
tion, independent of Walmex manage-
ment participation.”

The Chief Weighs In
Mr. Scott called a meeting for Feb. 3,

2006, to discuss revamping Wal-Mart’s
internal investigations and to resolve
the question of what to do about Mr. Cic-
ero’s allegations. 

In the days before the meeting,
records show, Mr. Senser ordered his
staff to compile data showing the ef-
fectiveness of Corporate Investigations.
He assembled statistics showing that
the unit had referred relatively few
cases to law enforcement agencies. He
circulated copies of an e-mail in which
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said he had been
treated “very respectfully and cordial-
ly” by Mr. Senser’s investigators.

Along with Mr. Scott, the meeting in-
cluded Mr. Hyde, Mr. Mars and Mr.
Stucky, records show. The meeting

brought the grievances against Corpo-
rate Investigations into the open. Mr.
Senser described the complaints in Mr.
Lewis’s performance evaluation, com-
pleted shortly after the meeting. Wal-
Mart’s leaders viewed Mr. Lewis’s in-
vestigators as “overly aggressive,” he
wrote. They did not care for Mr. Lewis’s
“law enforcement approach,” and the
fact that Mr. Scott convened a meeting
to express these concerns only under-
scored “the importance placed on these
topics by senior executives.” 

By meeting’s end, Mr. Senser had
been ordered to work with Mr. Mars
and others to develop a “modified proto-
col” for internal investigations.

Mr. Scott said he wanted it done fast,
and within 24 hours Mr. Senser pro-
duced a new protocol, a highly bureau-
cratic process that gave senior Wal-
Mart executives — including executives
at the business units being investigated
— more control over internal investiga-
tions. The policy included multiple
“case reviews.” It also required senior
executives to conduct a “cost-benefit
analysis” before signing off on a full-
blown investigation.

Under the new protocol, Mr. Lewis
and his team would only investigate
“significant” allegations, like those in-
volving potential crimes or top execu-
tives. Lesser allegations would be left to
the affected business unit to investigate.

“This captures it, I think,” Mr. Hyde
wrote when Mr. Senser sent him the
new protocol.

Four days after Mr. Scott’s meeting,
with the new protocol drafted, Wal-
Mart’s leaders began to transfer control
of the bribery investigation to one of its
earliest targets, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo. 

Mr. Mars first sent Mr. Halter’s re-
port to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo. Then he
arranged to ship Mr. Halter’s investiga-
tive files to him as well. In an e-mail, he
sought Mr. Senser’s advice on how to
send the files in “a secure manner.”

Mr. Senser recommended FedEx.
“There is very good control on those
shipments, and while governments do
compromise them if they are looking for
something in particular, there is no rea-
son for them to think that this shipment
is out of the ordinary,” he wrote.

“The key,” he added, “is being careful

about how you communicate the details
of the shipment to José Luis.” He ad-
vised Mr. Mars to use encrypted e-mail.

Wal-Mart’s spokesman, Mr. Tovar,
said the company could not discuss Mr.
Scott’s meeting or the decision to trans-
fer the case to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo.
“At this point,” he said, “we don’t have a
full explanation of what happened. Un-
fortunately, we realize that until the in-
vestigation is concluded, there will be
some unanswered questions.”

Wal-Mart’s leaders, however, had
clear guidance about the propriety of
letting a target of an investigation run it.

On the same day Mr. Senser was
putting the finishing touches on the new
investigations protocol, Wal-Mart’s eth-
ics office sent him a booklet of “best
practices” for internal investigations. It
had been put together by lawyers and
executives who supervised investiga-
tions at Fortune 500 companies.

“Investigations should be conducted
by individuals who do not have any
vested interest in the potential out-
comes of the investigation,” it said.

The transfer appeared to violate even
the “modified protocol” for investiga-
tions. Under the new protocol, Corpo-
rate Investigations was still supposed to
handle “significant” allegations — in-
cluding those involving potential crimes
and senior executives. When Mr. Senser
asked his deputies to list all investiga-
tions that met this threshold, they came
up with 31 cases.

At the top of the list: Mexico.
After the meeting with Mr. Scott, Mr.

Senser had told Mr. Lewis in his per-
formance evaluation that his “highest
priority” should be to eliminate “the
perceptions that investigators are being
too aggressive.” He wanted Mr. Lewis
to “earn the trust of” his “clients” —
Wal-Mart’s leaders. He wanted him to
head off “adversarial interactions.”

Mr. Senser now applied the same ad-
vice to himself.

Even as Mr. Halter’s files were being
shipped to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, Mr.
Stucky made plans to fly to Mexico with
other executives involved in the bribery
investigation. The trip, he wrote, was
“for the purpose of re-establishing ac-
tivities related to the certain compli-
ance matters we’ve been discussing.”

Mr. Stucky invited Mr. Senser along.
“It is better if we do not make this trip

to Mexico City,” Mr. Senser replied. His
investigators, he wrote, would simply
be “a resource” if needed. 

Ten days after Mr. Stucky flew to
Mexico, an article about Wal-Mart ap-
peared in The Times. It focused on “the
increasingly important role of one man:
Eduardo Castro-Wright.” The article
said Mr. Castro-Wright was a “popular
figure” inside Wal-Mart because he
made Wal-Mart de Mexico one of the
company’s “most profitable units.”

Wall Street analysts, it said, viewed
him as a “very strong candidate” to suc-
ceed Mr. Scott. 

Case Closed
For those who had investigated Mr.

Cicero’s allegations, the preliminary in-
quiry had been just that — preliminary.
In memos and meetings, they had ar-
gued that their findings clearly justified
a full-blown investigation. Mr. Castro-
Wright’s precise role had yet to be de-
termined. Mr. Halter had never been
permitted to question him, nor had Mr.
Castro-Wright’s computer files been ex-
amined, records and interviews show.

At the very least, a complete investi-
gation would take months.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, the man now
in charge, saw it differently. He
wrapped up the case in a few weeks,
with little additional investigation.

“There is no evidence or clear in-
dication,” his report concluded, “of
bribes paid to Mexican government au-
thorities with the purpose of wrongfully
securing any licenses or permits.”

That conclusion, his report explained,
was largely based on the denials of his
fellow executives. Not one “mentioned
having ordered or given bribes to gov-
ernment authorities,” he wrote.

His report, six pages long, neglected
to note that he had been implicated in
the same criminal conduct. 

That was not the only omission. While
his report conceded that Wal-Mart de
Mexico executives had authorized
years of payments to gestores, it never
explained what these executives ex-
pected the gestores to do with the mil-
lions of dollars they received to “facili-
tate” permits.

He was also silent on the evidence
that Wal-Mart de Mexico had doled out
donations to get permits. Nor did he ad-
dress evidence that he and other execu-
tives had suppressed or rewritten au-
dits that would have alerted Bentonville
to improper payments.

Instead, the bulk of Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo’s report attacked the integrity
of his accuser. 

Mr. Cicero, he wrote, made Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s executives think they
would “run the risk of having permits
denied if the gestores were not used.”
But this was merely a ruse: In all likeli-
hood, he argued, Wal-Mart de Mexico
paid millions for “services never ren-
dered.” The gestores simply pocketed
the money, he suggested, and Mr. Cic-
ero “may have benefited,” too.

But he offered no direct proof. Indeed,
as his report made clear, it was less an
allegation than a hypothesis built on
two highly circumstantial pillars.

First, he said he had consulted with
Jesús Zamora-Pierce, a “prestigious in-
dependent counsel” who had written
books on fraud. Mr. Zamora, he wrote,
“feels the conduct displayed by Sergio
Cicero is typical of someone engaging in
fraud. It is not uncommon in Mexico for
lawyers to recommend the use of ges-
tores to facilitate permit obtainment,
when in reality it is nothing more than a
means of engaging in fraud.” 

Second, he said he had done a statis-
tical analysis that found Wal-Mart de
Mexico won permits even faster after
Mr. Cicero left. The validity of his analy-
sis was impossible to assess; he did not
include his statistics in the report.

In building a case against Mr. Cicero,
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s report included
several false statements. He described
Mr. Cicero’s “dismissal” when records
showed he had resigned. He also wrote
that Kroll’s investigation of Mr. Cicero
concluded that he “had a considerable
increase in his standard of living during
the time in which payments were made
to the gestores.” Kroll’s report made no
such assertion, people involved in the
investigation said.

His report promised a series of cor-
rective steps aimed at putting the entire
matter to rest. Wal-Mart de Mexico
would no longer use gestores. There
would be a renewed commitment to
Wal-Mart’s anticorruption policy. He
did not recommend any disciplinary ac-
tion against his colleagues.

There was, however, one person he
hoped to punish. Wal-Mart de Mexico,
he wrote, would scour Mr. Cicero’s
records and determine “if any legal ac-
tion may be taken against him.”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo submitted a
draft of his report to Bentonville. In an
e-mail, Mr. Lewis told his superiors that
he found the report “lacking.” It was not
clear what evidence supported the re-
port’s conclusions, he wrote. “More im-
portantly,” he wrote, “if one agrees that
Sergio defrauded the company and I am
one of them, the question becomes, how
was he able to get away with almost $10
million and why was nothing done after
it was discovered?”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo responded by
adding a paragraph to the end of his re-
port: They had decided not to pursue
“criminal actions” against Mr. Cicero
because “we did not have strong case.” 

“At the risk of being cynical,” Mr.
Lewis wrote in response, “that report is
exactly the same as the previous which
I indicated was truly lacking.”

But it was enough for Wal-Mart. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo was told by execu-
tives in Bentonville on May 10, 2006, to
put his report “into final form, thus con-
cluding this investigation.”

No one told Mr. Cicero. All he knew
was that after months of e-mails, phone
calls and meetings, Wal-Mart’s interest
seemed to suddenly fade. His phone
calls and e-mails went unanswered.

“I thought nobody cares about this,”
he said. “So I left it behind.” 

OCTOBER 2005  Wal-Mart 
lawyers meet with a former 
Wal-Mart de Mexico 
executive who describes how 
Wal-Mart’s largest foreign 
subsidiary orchestrated a 
campaign of bribery. 
Wal-Mart opens a 
“preliminary inquiry.”

An Investigation
Evolves

NOVEMBER 2005  Joseph R. 
Lewis, Wal-Mart’s director 
for corporate 
investigations, tells his 
boss that their 
investigators have begun 
to find evidence of 
widespread bribery in 
Mexico.

DECEMBER 2005  The leader of 
Wal-Mart’s preliminary inquiry 
informs Wal-Mart’s leaders that 
there is “reasonable suspicion 
to believe” that laws have been 
violated. He urges Wal-Mart to 
expand the investigation.

JANUARY 2006  Maritza I. 
Munich, general counsel of 
Wal-Mart International, 
warns against allowing 
executives from Wal-Mart de 
Mexico to participate in the 
active investigation.  

FEBRUARY 2006  Days after a 
pivotal meeting with H. Lee 
Scott Jr., then chief 
executive of Wal-Mart, the 
company’s general counsel, 
Thomas A. Mars, arranges to 
transfer the investigation to 
José Luis Rodríguezmacedo, 
general counsel of Wal-Mart 
de Mexico.

MAY 2006  Mr. 
Rodríguezmacedo, himself a 
target of Wal-Mart’s 
investigation, completes the 
inquiry and finds “no 
evidence” of bribes. The 
case is closed.
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fied about the complaints. Three days
later, he and his boss, Mr. Duke, flew to
Mexico City. The trip had been long-
planned — Mr. Duke toured several
stores — but they also reassured Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s unhappy executives.

They arrived just as the investigators
wrapped up their work and left. 

A Push to Dig Deeper
Wal-Mart’s leaders had agreed to

consider a full investigation if the pre-
liminary inquiry found Mr. Cicero’s alle-
gations credible.

Back in Bentonville, Mr. Halter and
Mr. Ainley wrote confidential reports to
Wal-Mart’s top executives in December
2005 laying out all the evidence that cor-
roborated Mr. Cicero — the hundreds of
gestor payments, the mystery codes,
the rewritten audits, the evasive re-
sponses from Wal-Mart de Mexico exec-
utives, the donations for permits, the
evidence gestores were still being used.

“There is reasonable suspicion,” Mr.
Halter concluded, “to believe that Mex-
ican and USA laws have been violated.”
There was simply “no defendable expla-
nation” for the millions of dollars in ges-
tor payments, he wrote.

Mr. Halter submitted an “action plan”
for a deeper investigation that would
plumb the depths of corruption and cul-
pability at Wal-Mart de Mexico.

Among other things, he urged “that
all efforts be concentrated on the recon-
struction of Cicero’s computer history.”

Mr. Cicero, meanwhile, was still of-
fering help. In November, when Mr.
Halter’s team was in Mexico, Mr. Cicero
offered his services as a paid consult-
ant. In December, he wrote to Ms. Mu-
nich. He volunteered to share specifics
on still more stores, and he promised to
show her documents. “I hope you visit
again,” he wrote. 

Mr. Halter proposed a thorough in-
vestigation of the two main gestores. He
had not tried to interview them in Mex-
ico for fear of his safety. (“I do not want
to expose myself on what I consider to
be an unrealistic attempt to get Mex-
ican lawyers to admit to criminal activi-
ty,” he had explained to his bosses.)
Now Mr. Halter wanted Wal-Mart to
hire private investigators to interview
and monitor both gestores. 

He also envisioned a round of adver-
sarial interviews with Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s senior executives. He and his
investigators argued that it was time to
take the politically sensitive step of
questioning Mr. Castro-Wright about
his role in the gestor payments.

By January 2006, the case had
reached a critical juncture. Wal-Mart’s
leaders were again weighing whether to
approve a full investigation that would
inevitably focus on a star executive al-
ready being publicly discussed as a po-
tential successor to Mr. Scott.

Wal-Mart’s ethics policy offered clear
direction. “Never cover up or ignore an
ethics problem,” the policy states. And
some who were involved in the investi-
gation argued that it was time to take a
stand against signs of rising corruption
in Wal-Mart’s global operations. Each
year the company received hundreds of
internal reports of bribery and fraud,
records showed. In Asia alone, there
had been 90 reports of bribery just in
the previous 18 months.

The situation was bad enough that
Wal-Mart’s top procurement executives
were summoned to Bentonville that
winter for a dressing down. Mr. Menzer,
Wal-Mart’s vice chairman, warned
them that corruption was creating an
unacceptable risk, particularly given
the government’s stepped-up enforce-
ment of the Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act. “Times have changed,” he said.

As if to underscore the problem, Wal-
Mart’s leaders were confronted with
new corruption allegations at Wal-Mart
de Mexico even as they pondered Mr.
Halter’s action plan. In January, Mr.
Scott, Mr. Duke and Wal-Mart’s chair-
man, S. Robson Walton, received an
anonymous e-mail saying Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s top real estate executives
were receiving kickbacks from con-
struction companies. “Please you must
do something,” the e-mail implored.

Yet at the same time, records and in-
terviews show, there were misgivings
about the budding reach and power of
Corporate Investigations.

In less than a year, Mr. Lewis’s
beefed-up team had doubled its case-
load, to roughly 400 cases a year. Some
executives grumbled that Mr. Lewis
acted as if he still worked for the F.B.I.,
where he had once supervised major in-
vestigations. They accused him and his
investigators of being overbearing, dis-
ruptive and naïve about the moral ambi-
guities of doing business abroad. They
argued that Corporate Investigations
should focus more on quietly “neutraliz-
ing” problems than on turning corrupt
employees over to law enforcement.

Wal-Mart’s leaders had just wit-
nessed the downside of that approach:
in early 2005, the company went to the
F.B.I. with evidence that the disgraced
former vice chairman, Mr. Coughlin,
had embezzled hundreds of thousands
of dollars. The decision produced
months of embarrassing publicity, espe-
cially when Mr. Coughlin claimed he
had used the money to pay off union
spies for Wal-Mart.

Meanwhile, Wal-Mart de Mexico ex-
ecutives were continuing to complain to
Bentonville about the investigation. The
protests “just never let up,” a person in-
volved in the case said.

Another person familiar with the
thinking of those overseeing the in-
vestigation said Wal-Mart would have
reacted “like a chicken on a June bug”
had the allegations concerned the Unit-

ed States. But some executives saw
Mexico as a country where bribery was
embedded in the business culture. It
simply did not merit the same response.

“It’s a Mexican issue; it’s better to let
it be a Mexican response,” the person
said, describing the thinking of Wal-
Mart executives.

In the midst of this debate, Ms. Mu-
nich submitted her resignation, effec-
tive Feb. 1, 2006. In one of her final acts,
she drafted a memo that argued for ex-
panding the Mexico investigation and
giving equal respect to Mexican and
United States laws.

“The bribery of government offi-
cials,” she noted dryly, “is a criminal of-
fense in Mexico.”

She also warned against allowing im-
plicated executives to interfere with the
investigation. Wal-Mart de Mexico’s ex-
ecutives had already tried to insert
themselves in the case. Just before
Christmas, records show, Mr. Solórza-
no, the Wal-Mart de Mexico chief execu-
tive, held a video conference with Mr.
Mars, Mr. Senser and Mr. Stucky to dis-
cuss his team’s “hypothesis” that Mr.
Cicero had stolen gestor payments. 

“Given the serious nature of the alle-
gations, and the need to preserve the in-
tegrity of the investigation,” Ms. Mu-
nich wrote, “it would seem more pru-
dent to develop a follow-up plan of ac-
tion, independent of Walmex manage-
ment participation.”

The Chief Weighs In
Mr. Scott called a meeting for Feb. 3,

2006, to discuss revamping Wal-Mart’s
internal investigations and to resolve
the question of what to do about Mr. Cic-
ero’s allegations. 

In the days before the meeting,
records show, Mr. Senser ordered his
staff to compile data showing the ef-
fectiveness of Corporate Investigations.
He assembled statistics showing that
the unit had referred relatively few
cases to law enforcement agencies. He
circulated copies of an e-mail in which
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said he had been
treated “very respectfully and cordial-
ly” by Mr. Senser’s investigators.

Along with Mr. Scott, the meeting in-
cluded Mr. Hyde, Mr. Mars and Mr.
Stucky, records show. The meeting

brought the grievances against Corpo-
rate Investigations into the open. Mr.
Senser described the complaints in Mr.
Lewis’s performance evaluation, com-
pleted shortly after the meeting. Wal-
Mart’s leaders viewed Mr. Lewis’s in-
vestigators as “overly aggressive,” he
wrote. They did not care for Mr. Lewis’s
“law enforcement approach,” and the
fact that Mr. Scott convened a meeting
to express these concerns only under-
scored “the importance placed on these
topics by senior executives.” 

By meeting’s end, Mr. Senser had
been ordered to work with Mr. Mars
and others to develop a “modified proto-
col” for internal investigations.

Mr. Scott said he wanted it done fast,
and within 24 hours Mr. Senser pro-
duced a new protocol, a highly bureau-
cratic process that gave senior Wal-
Mart executives — including executives
at the business units being investigated
— more control over internal investiga-
tions. The policy included multiple
“case reviews.” It also required senior
executives to conduct a “cost-benefit
analysis” before signing off on a full-
blown investigation.

Under the new protocol, Mr. Lewis
and his team would only investigate
“significant” allegations, like those in-
volving potential crimes or top execu-
tives. Lesser allegations would be left to
the affected business unit to investigate.

“This captures it, I think,” Mr. Hyde
wrote when Mr. Senser sent him the
new protocol.

Four days after Mr. Scott’s meeting,
with the new protocol drafted, Wal-
Mart’s leaders began to transfer control
of the bribery investigation to one of its
earliest targets, Mr. Rodríguezmacedo. 

Mr. Mars first sent Mr. Halter’s re-
port to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo. Then he
arranged to ship Mr. Halter’s investiga-
tive files to him as well. In an e-mail, he
sought Mr. Senser’s advice on how to
send the files in “a secure manner.”

Mr. Senser recommended FedEx.
“There is very good control on those
shipments, and while governments do
compromise them if they are looking for
something in particular, there is no rea-
son for them to think that this shipment
is out of the ordinary,” he wrote.

“The key,” he added, “is being careful

about how you communicate the details
of the shipment to José Luis.” He ad-
vised Mr. Mars to use encrypted e-mail.

Wal-Mart’s spokesman, Mr. Tovar,
said the company could not discuss Mr.
Scott’s meeting or the decision to trans-
fer the case to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo.
“At this point,” he said, “we don’t have a
full explanation of what happened. Un-
fortunately, we realize that until the in-
vestigation is concluded, there will be
some unanswered questions.”

Wal-Mart’s leaders, however, had
clear guidance about the propriety of
letting a target of an investigation run it.

On the same day Mr. Senser was
putting the finishing touches on the new
investigations protocol, Wal-Mart’s eth-
ics office sent him a booklet of “best
practices” for internal investigations. It
had been put together by lawyers and
executives who supervised investiga-
tions at Fortune 500 companies.

“Investigations should be conducted
by individuals who do not have any
vested interest in the potential out-
comes of the investigation,” it said.

The transfer appeared to violate even
the “modified protocol” for investiga-
tions. Under the new protocol, Corpo-
rate Investigations was still supposed to
handle “significant” allegations — in-
cluding those involving potential crimes
and senior executives. When Mr. Senser
asked his deputies to list all investiga-
tions that met this threshold, they came
up with 31 cases.

At the top of the list: Mexico.
After the meeting with Mr. Scott, Mr.

Senser had told Mr. Lewis in his per-
formance evaluation that his “highest
priority” should be to eliminate “the
perceptions that investigators are being
too aggressive.” He wanted Mr. Lewis
to “earn the trust of” his “clients” —
Wal-Mart’s leaders. He wanted him to
head off “adversarial interactions.”

Mr. Senser now applied the same ad-
vice to himself.

Even as Mr. Halter’s files were being
shipped to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, Mr.
Stucky made plans to fly to Mexico with
other executives involved in the bribery
investigation. The trip, he wrote, was
“for the purpose of re-establishing ac-
tivities related to the certain compli-
ance matters we’ve been discussing.”

Mr. Stucky invited Mr. Senser along.
“It is better if we do not make this trip

to Mexico City,” Mr. Senser replied. His
investigators, he wrote, would simply
be “a resource” if needed. 

Ten days after Mr. Stucky flew to
Mexico, an article about Wal-Mart ap-
peared in The Times. It focused on “the
increasingly important role of one man:
Eduardo Castro-Wright.” The article
said Mr. Castro-Wright was a “popular
figure” inside Wal-Mart because he
made Wal-Mart de Mexico one of the
company’s “most profitable units.”

Wall Street analysts, it said, viewed
him as a “very strong candidate” to suc-
ceed Mr. Scott. 

Case Closed
For those who had investigated Mr.

Cicero’s allegations, the preliminary in-
quiry had been just that — preliminary.
In memos and meetings, they had ar-
gued that their findings clearly justified
a full-blown investigation. Mr. Castro-
Wright’s precise role had yet to be de-
termined. Mr. Halter had never been
permitted to question him, nor had Mr.
Castro-Wright’s computer files been ex-
amined, records and interviews show.

At the very least, a complete investi-
gation would take months.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, the man now
in charge, saw it differently. He
wrapped up the case in a few weeks,
with little additional investigation.

“There is no evidence or clear in-
dication,” his report concluded, “of
bribes paid to Mexican government au-
thorities with the purpose of wrongfully
securing any licenses or permits.”

That conclusion, his report explained,
was largely based on the denials of his
fellow executives. Not one “mentioned
having ordered or given bribes to gov-
ernment authorities,” he wrote.

His report, six pages long, neglected
to note that he had been implicated in
the same criminal conduct. 

That was not the only omission. While
his report conceded that Wal-Mart de
Mexico executives had authorized
years of payments to gestores, it never
explained what these executives ex-
pected the gestores to do with the mil-
lions of dollars they received to “facili-
tate” permits.

He was also silent on the evidence
that Wal-Mart de Mexico had doled out
donations to get permits. Nor did he ad-
dress evidence that he and other execu-
tives had suppressed or rewritten au-
dits that would have alerted Bentonville
to improper payments.

Instead, the bulk of Mr. Rodríguez-
macedo’s report attacked the integrity
of his accuser. 

Mr. Cicero, he wrote, made Wal-Mart
de Mexico’s executives think they
would “run the risk of having permits
denied if the gestores were not used.”
But this was merely a ruse: In all likeli-
hood, he argued, Wal-Mart de Mexico
paid millions for “services never ren-
dered.” The gestores simply pocketed
the money, he suggested, and Mr. Cic-
ero “may have benefited,” too.

But he offered no direct proof. Indeed,
as his report made clear, it was less an
allegation than a hypothesis built on
two highly circumstantial pillars.

First, he said he had consulted with
Jesús Zamora-Pierce, a “prestigious in-
dependent counsel” who had written
books on fraud. Mr. Zamora, he wrote,
“feels the conduct displayed by Sergio
Cicero is typical of someone engaging in
fraud. It is not uncommon in Mexico for
lawyers to recommend the use of ges-
tores to facilitate permit obtainment,
when in reality it is nothing more than a
means of engaging in fraud.” 

Second, he said he had done a statis-
tical analysis that found Wal-Mart de
Mexico won permits even faster after
Mr. Cicero left. The validity of his analy-
sis was impossible to assess; he did not
include his statistics in the report.

In building a case against Mr. Cicero,
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s report included
several false statements. He described
Mr. Cicero’s “dismissal” when records
showed he had resigned. He also wrote
that Kroll’s investigation of Mr. Cicero
concluded that he “had a considerable
increase in his standard of living during
the time in which payments were made
to the gestores.” Kroll’s report made no
such assertion, people involved in the
investigation said.

His report promised a series of cor-
rective steps aimed at putting the entire
matter to rest. Wal-Mart de Mexico
would no longer use gestores. There
would be a renewed commitment to
Wal-Mart’s anticorruption policy. He
did not recommend any disciplinary ac-
tion against his colleagues.

There was, however, one person he
hoped to punish. Wal-Mart de Mexico,
he wrote, would scour Mr. Cicero’s
records and determine “if any legal ac-
tion may be taken against him.”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo submitted a
draft of his report to Bentonville. In an
e-mail, Mr. Lewis told his superiors that
he found the report “lacking.” It was not
clear what evidence supported the re-
port’s conclusions, he wrote. “More im-
portantly,” he wrote, “if one agrees that
Sergio defrauded the company and I am
one of them, the question becomes, how
was he able to get away with almost $10
million and why was nothing done after
it was discovered?”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo responded by
adding a paragraph to the end of his re-
port: They had decided not to pursue
“criminal actions” against Mr. Cicero
because “we did not have strong case.” 

“At the risk of being cynical,” Mr.
Lewis wrote in response, “that report is
exactly the same as the previous which
I indicated was truly lacking.”

But it was enough for Wal-Mart. Mr.
Rodríguezmacedo was told by execu-
tives in Bentonville on May 10, 2006, to
put his report “into final form, thus con-
cluding this investigation.”

No one told Mr. Cicero. All he knew
was that after months of e-mails, phone
calls and meetings, Wal-Mart’s interest
seemed to suddenly fade. His phone
calls and e-mails went unanswered.

“I thought nobody cares about this,”
he said. “So I left it behind.” 

OCTOBER 2005  Wal-Mart 
lawyers meet with a former 
Wal-Mart de Mexico 
executive who describes how 
Wal-Mart’s largest foreign 
subsidiary orchestrated a 
campaign of bribery. 
Wal-Mart opens a 
“preliminary inquiry.”

An Investigation
Evolves

NOVEMBER 2005  Joseph R. 
Lewis, Wal-Mart’s director 
for corporate 
investigations, tells his 
boss that their 
investigators have begun 
to find evidence of 
widespread bribery in 
Mexico.

DECEMBER 2005  The leader of 
Wal-Mart’s preliminary inquiry 
informs Wal-Mart’s leaders that 
there is “reasonable suspicion 
to believe” that laws have been 
violated. He urges Wal-Mart to 
expand the investigation.

JANUARY 2006  Maritza I. 
Munich, general counsel of 
Wal-Mart International, 
warns against allowing 
executives from Wal-Mart de 
Mexico to participate in the 
active investigation.  

FEBRUARY 2006  Days after a 
pivotal meeting with H. Lee 
Scott Jr., then chief 
executive of Wal-Mart, the 
company’s general counsel, 
Thomas A. Mars, arranges to 
transfer the investigation to 
José Luis Rodríguezmacedo, 
general counsel of Wal-Mart 
de Mexico.

MAY 2006  Mr. 
Rodríguezmacedo, himself a 
target of Wal-Mart’s 
investigation, completes the 
inquiry and finds “no 
evidence” of bribes. The 
case is closed.
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“departure.” The same e-mail said Mr. Cicero 
had not even been confronted about the sup-
posed undisclosed conflict involving his wife. 
(Mr. Cicero flatly denied that his wife had ever 
worked with either gestor.) The e-mail also as-
sured Ms. Munich there was no hint of financial 
wrongdoing. “We see it merely as an undis-
closed conflict of interest,” Mr. Rodríguezmace-
do wrote.

There were other discrepancies.
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo said the company 

had stopped using gestores after Mr. Cicero’s 
departure. Yet even as Mr. Cicero was being 
debriefed in October 2005, Wal-Mart de Mexico 
real estate executives made a request to pay a 
gestor $14,000 to get a construction permit, re-
cords showed.

The persistent questions and document 
requests from Mr. Halter’s team provoked a 
backlash from Wal-Mart de Mexico’s execu-
tives. After a week of work, records and inter-
views show, Mr. Halter and other members of 
the team were summoned by Eduardo F. Solór-
zano Morales, then chief executive of Wal-Mart 
de Mexico.

Mr. Solórzano angrily chastised the inves-
tigators for being too secretive and accusatory. 
He took offense that his executives were being 
told at the start of interviews that they had the 
right not to answer questions — as if they were 
being read their rights.

“It was like, ‘You shut up. I’m going to talk,’ ” 
a person said of Mr. Solórzano. “It was, ‘This is 
my home, my backyard. You are out of here.’ ”

Mr. Lewis viewed the complaints as an ef-
fort to sidetrack his investigators. “I find this 
ludicrous and a copout for the larger concerns 
about what has been going on,” he wrote.

nevertheless, Mr. Herkert, the chief execu-
tive for Latin America, was notified about the 
complaints. Three days later, he and his boss, 
Mr. Duke, flew to Mexico City. The trip had been 
long-planned — Mr. Duke toured several stores 
— but they also reassured Wal-Mart de Mexi-
co’s unhappy executives.

They arrived just as the investigators 
wrapped up their work and left.

A Push to Dig Deeper
Wal-Mart’s leaders had agreed to consider 

a full investigation if the preliminary inquiry 
found Mr. Cicero’s allegations credible.

Back in Bentonville, Mr. Halter and Mr. 
Ainley wrote confidential reports to Wal-Mart’s 
top executives in December 2005 laying out all 
the evidence that corroborated Mr. Cicero — 
the hundreds of gestor payments, the mystery 
codes, the rewritten audits, the evasive respons-
es from Wal-Mart de Mexico executives, the do-
nations for permits, the evidence gestores were 
still being used.

“There is reasonable suspicion,” Mr. Halter 
concluded, “to believe that Mexican and USA 
laws have been violated.” There was simply “no 
defendable explanation” for the millions of dol-
lars in gestor payments, he wrote.

Mr. Halter submitted an “action plan” for 
a deeper investigation that would plumb the 
depths of corruption and culpability at Wal-
Mart de Mexico.

Among other things, he urged “that all ef-
forts be concentrated on the reconstruction of 
Cicero’s computer history.”

Mr. Cicero, meanwhile, was still offering 
help. In november, when Mr. Halter’s team was 
in Mexico, Mr. Cicero offered his services as a 
paid consultant. In December, he wrote to Ms. 
Munich. He volunteered to share specifics on 
still more stores, and he promised to show her 
documents. “I hope you visit again,” he wrote.

Mr. Halter proposed a thorough investiga-
tion of the two main gestores. He had not tried 
to interview them in Mexico for fear of his safe-
ty. (“I do not want to expose myself on what 
I consider to be an unrealistic attempt to get 
Mexican lawyers to admit to criminal activity,” 
he had explained to his bosses.) now Mr. Halter 
wanted Wal-Mart to hire private investigators 
to interview and monitor both gestores.

He also envisioned a round of adversarial 
interviews with Wal-Mart de Mexico’s senior 
executives. He and his investigators argued 
that it was time to take the politically sensitive 
step of questioning Mr. Castro-Wright about his 
role in the gestor payments.

By January 2006, the case had reached a 
critical juncture. Wal-Mart’s leaders were again 
weighing whether to approve a full investigation 
that would inevitably focus on a star executive 
already being publicly discussed as a potential 
successor to Mr. Scott.

Wal-Mart’s ethics policy offered clear di-
rection. “never cover up or ignore an ethics 
problem,” the policy states. And some who were 



involved in the investigation argued that it was 
time to take a stand against signs of rising cor-
ruption in Wal-Mart’s global operations. Each 
year the company received hundreds of internal 
reports of bribery and fraud, records showed. In 
Asia alone, there had been 90 reports of bribery 
just in the previous 18 months.

The situation was bad enough that Wal-
Mart’s top procurement executives were sum-
moned to Bentonville that winter for a dressing 
down. Mr. Menzer, Wal-Mart’s vice chairman, 
warned them that corruption was creating 
an unacceptable risk, particularly given the 
government’s stepped-up enforcement of the 
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. “Times have 
changed,” he said.

As if to underscore the problem, Wal-Mart’s 
leaders were confronted with new corruption 
allegations at Wal-Mart de Mexico even as they 
pondered Mr. Halter’s action plan. In January, 
Mr. Scott, Mr. Duke and Wal-Mart’s chairman, 
S. Robson Walton, received an anonymous e-
mail saying Wal-Mart de Mexico’s top real es-
tate executives were receiving kickbacks from 
construction companies. “Please you must do 
something,” the e-mail implored.

Yet at the same time, records and interviews 
show, there were misgivings about the budding 
reach and power of Corporate Investigations.

In less than a year, Mr. Lewis’s beefed-up 
team had doubled its caseload, to roughly 400 
cases a year. Some executives grumbled that 
Mr. Lewis acted as if he still worked for the F.B.I., 
where he had once supervised major investiga-
tions. They accused him and his investigators of 
being overbearing, disruptive and naïve about 
the moral ambiguities of doing business abroad. 
They argued that Corporate Investigations 
should focus more on quietly “neutralizing” 
problems than on turning corrupt employees 
over to law enforcement.

Wal-Mart’s leaders had just witnessed the 
downside of that approach: in early 2005, the 
company went to the F.B.I. with evidence that 
the disgraced former vice chairman, Mr. Cough-
lin, had embezzled hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars. The decision produced months of embar-
rassing publicity, especially when Mr. Coughlin 
claimed he had used the money to pay off union 
spies for Wal-Mart.

Meanwhile, Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives were continuing to complain to Benton-

ville about the investigation. The protests “just 
never let up,” a person involved in the case said.

Another person familiar with the thinking 
of those overseeing the investigation said Wal-
Mart would have reacted “like a chicken on a 
June bug” had the allegations concerned the 
United States. But some executives saw Mexico 
as a country where bribery was embedded in 
the business culture. It simply did not merit the 
same response.

“It’s a Mexican issue; it’s better to let it be a 
Mexican response,” the person said, describing 
the thinking of Wal-Mart executives.

In the midst of this debate, Ms. Munich sub-
mitted her resignation, effective Feb. 1, 2006. In 
one of her final acts, she drafted a memo that 
argued for expanding the Mexico investigation 
and giving equal respect to Mexican and United 
States laws.

“The bribery of government officials,” she 
noted dryly, “is a criminal offense in Mexico.”

She also warned against allowing implicat-
ed executives to interfere with the investigation. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives had already 
tried to insert themselves in the case. Just be-
fore Christmas, records show, Mr. Solórzano, 
the Wal-Mart de Mexico chief executive, held a 
video conference with Mr. Mars, Mr. Senser and 
Mr. Stucky to discuss his team’s “hypothesis” 
that Mr. Cicero had stolen gestor payments.

“Given the serious nature of the allegations, 
and the need to preserve the integrity of the in-
vestigation,” Ms. Munich wrote, “it would seem 
more prudent to develop a follow-up plan of ac-
tion, independent of Walmex management par-
ticipation.”

The Chief Weighs In
Mr. Scott called a meeting for Feb. 3, 2006, to 

discuss revamping Wal-Mart’s internal investi-
gations and to resolve the question of what to do 
about Mr. Cicero’s allegations.

In the days before the meeting, records 
show, Mr. Senser ordered his staff to compile 
data showing the effectiveness of Corporate In-
vestigations. He assembled statistics showing 
that the unit had referred relatively few cases 
to law enforcement agencies. He circulated cop-
ies of an e-mail in which Mr. Rodríguezmacedo 
said he had been treated “very respectfully and 
cordially” by Mr. Senser’s investigators.

Along with Mr. Scott, the meeting included 



Mr. Hyde, Mr. Mars and Mr. Stucky, records 
show. The meeting brought the grievances 
against Corporate Investigations into the open. 
Mr. Senser described the complaints in Mr. 
Lewis’s performance evaluation, completed 
shortly after the meeting. Wal-Mart’s leaders 
viewed Mr. Lewis’s investigators as “overly ag-
gressive,” he wrote. They did not care for Mr. 
Lewis’s “law enforcement approach,” and the 
fact that Mr. Scott convened a meeting to ex-
press these concerns only underscored “the 
importance placed on these topics by senior ex-
ecutives.”

By meeting’s end, Mr. Senser had been or-
dered to work with Mr. Mars and others to de-
velop a “modified protocol” for internal investi-
gations.

Mr. Scott said he wanted it done fast, and 
within 24 hours Mr. Senser produced a new pro-
tocol, a highly bureaucratic process that gave 
senior Wal-Mart executives — including execu-
tives at the business units being investigated — 
more control over internal investigations. The 
policy included multiple “case reviews.” It also 
required senior executives to conduct a “cost-
benefit analysis” before signing off on a full-
blown investigation.

Under the new protocol, Mr. Lewis and his 
team would only investigate “significant” alle-
gations, like those involving potential crimes or 
top executives. Lesser allegations would be left 
to the affected business unit to investigate.

“This captures it, I think,” Mr. Hyde wrote 
when Mr. Senser sent him the new protocol.

Four days after Mr. Scott’s meeting, with 
the new protocol drafted, Wal-Mart’s leaders 
began to transfer control of the bribery inves-
tigation to one of its earliest targets, Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo.

Mr. Mars first sent Mr. Halter’s report to 
Mr. Rodríguezmacedo. Then he arranged to ship 
Mr. Halter’s investigative files to him as well. In 
an e-mail, he sought Mr. Senser’s advice on how 
to send the files in “a secure manner.”

Mr. Senser recommended FedEx. “There 
is very good control on those shipments, and 
while governments do compromise them if they 
are looking for something in particular, there is 
no reason for them to think that this shipment is 
out of the ordinary,” he wrote.

“The key,” he added, “is being careful about 
how you communicate the details of the ship-

ment to José Luis.” He advised Mr. Mars to use 
encrypted e-mail.

Wal-Mart’s spokesman, Mr. Tovar, said the 
company could not discuss Mr. Scott’s meet-
ing or the decision to transfer the case to Mr. 
Rodríguezmacedo. “At this point,” he said, “we 
don’t have a full explanation of what happened. 
Unfortunately, we realize that until the inves-
tigation is concluded, there will be some unan-
swered questions.”

Wal-Mart’s leaders, however, had clear 
guidance about the propriety of letting a target 
of an investigation run it.

On the same day Mr. Senser was putting the 
finishing touches on the new investigations pro-
tocol, Wal-Mart’s ethics office sent him a booklet 
of “best practices” for internal investigations. It 
had been put together by lawyers and execu-
tives who supervised investigations at Fortune 
500 companies.

“Investigations should be conducted by in-
dividuals who do not have any vested interest 
in the potential outcomes of the investigation,” 
it said.

The transfer appeared to violate even the 
“modified protocol” for investigations. Under 
the new protocol, Corporate Investigations 
was still supposed to handle “significant” alle-
gations — including those involving potential 
crimes and senior executives. When Mr. Senser 
asked his deputies to list all investigations that 
met this threshold, they came up with 31 cases.

At the top of the list: Mexico.
After the meeting with Mr. Scott, Mr. Sens-

er had told Mr. Lewis in his performance eval-
uation that his “highest priority” should be to 
eliminate “the perceptions that investigators 
are being too aggressive.” He wanted Mr. Lewis 
to “earn the trust of” his “clients” — Wal-Mart’s 
leaders. He wanted him to head off “adversarial 
interactions.”

Mr. Senser now applied the same advice to 
himself.

Even as Mr. Halter’s files were being 
shipped to Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, Mr. Stucky 
made plans to fly to Mexico with other execu-
tives involved in the bribery investigation. The 
trip, he wrote, was “for the purpose of re-es-
tablishing activities related to the certain com-
pliance matters we’ve been discussing.” Mr. 
Stucky invited Mr. Senser along.

“It is better if we do not make this trip to 



Mexico City,” Mr. Senser replied. His investiga-
tors, he wrote, would simply be “a resource” if 
needed.

Ten days after Mr. Stucky flew to Mexico, an 
article about Wal-Mart appeared in The Times. 
It focused on “the increasingly important role of 
one man: Eduardo Castro-Wright.” The article 
said Mr. Castro-Wright was a “popular figure” 
inside Wal-Mart because he made Wal-Mart de 
Mexico one of the company’s “most profitable 
units.”

Wall Street analysts, it said, viewed him as 
a “very strong candidate” to succeed Mr. Scott.

Case Closed
For those who had investigated Mr. Cicero’s 

allegations, the preliminary inquiry had been 
just that — preliminary. In memos and meet-
ings, they had argued that their findings clearly 
justified a full-blown investigation. Mr. Castro-
Wright’s precise role had yet to be determined. 
Mr. Halter had never been permitted to question 
him, nor had Mr. Castro-Wright’s computer files 
been examined, records and interviews show.

At the very least, a complete investigation 
would take months.

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo, the man now in 
charge, saw it differently. He wrapped up the 
case in a few weeks, with little additional inves-
tigation.

“There is no evidence or clear indication,” 
his report concluded, “of bribes paid to Mexi-
can government authorities with the purpose of 
wrongfully securing any licenses or permits.”

That conclusion, his report explained, was 
largely based on the denials of his fellow ex-
ecutives. not one “mentioned having ordered 
or given bribes to government authorities,” he 
wrote.

His report, six pages long, neglected to note 
that he had been implicated in the same crimi-
nal conduct.

That was not the only omission. While his 
report conceded that Wal-Mart de Mexico exec-
utives had authorized years of payments to ges-
tores, it never explained what these executives 
expected the gestores to do with the millions of 
dollars they received to “facilitate” permits.

He was also silent on the evidence that Wal-
Mart de Mexico had doled out donations to get 
permits. nor did he address evidence that he 
and other executives had suppressed or rewrit-

ten audits that would have alerted Bentonville 
to improper payments.

Instead, the bulk of Mr. Rodríguezmacedo’s 
report attacked the integrity of his accuser.

Mr. Cicero, he wrote, made Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s executives think they would “run the 
risk of having permits denied if the gestores 
were not used.” But this was merely a ruse: In 
all likelihood, he argued, Wal-Mart de Mexico 
paid millions for “services never rendered.” The 
gestores simply pocketed the money, he sug-
gested, and Mr. Cicero “may have benefited,” 
too.

But he offered no direct proof. Indeed, as his 
report made clear, it was less an allegation than 
a hypothesis built on two highly circumstantial 
pillars.

First, he said he had consulted with Jesús 
Zamora-Pierce, a “prestigious independent 
counsel” who had written books on fraud. Mr. 
Zamora, he wrote, “feels the conduct displayed 
by Sergio Cicero is typical of someone engaging 
in fraud. It is not uncommon in Mexico for law-
yers to recommend the use of gestores to facili-
tate permit obtainment, when in reality it is noth-
ing more than a means of engaging in fraud.”

Second, he said he had done a statistical 
analysis that found Wal-Mart de Mexico won 
permits even faster after Mr. Cicero left. The va-
lidity of his analysis was impossible to assess; 
he did not include his statistics in the report.

In building a case against Mr. Cicero, Mr. 
Rodríguezmacedo’s report included several 
false statements. He described Mr. Cicero’s “dis-
missal” when records showed he had resigned. 
He also wrote that Kroll’s investigation of Mr. 
Cicero concluded that he “had a considerable in-
crease in his standard of living during the time 
in which payments were made to the gestores.” 
Kroll’s report made no such assertion, people 
involved in the investigation said.

His report promised a series of corrective 
steps aimed at putting the entire matter to rest. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico would no longer use ges-
tores. There would be a renewed commitment 
to Wal-Mart’s anticorruption policy. He did not 
recommend any disciplinary action against his 
colleagues.

There was, however, one person he hoped 
to punish. Wal-Mart de Mexico, he wrote, would 
scour Mr. Cicero’s records and determine “if 
any legal action may be taken against him.”



Mr. Rodríguezmacedo submitted a draft of 
his report to Bentonville. In an e-mail, Mr. Lewis 
told his superiors that he found the report “lack-
ing.” It was not clear what evidence supported 
the report’s conclusions, he wrote. “More im-
portantly,” he wrote, “if one agrees that Sergio 
defrauded the company and I am one of them, 
the question becomes, how was he able to get 
away with almost $10 million and why was noth-
ing done after it was discovered?”

Mr. Rodríguezmacedo responded by adding a 
paragraph to the end of his report: They had de-

cided not to pursue “criminal actions” against Mr. 
Cicero because “we did not have strong case.”

“At the risk of being cynical,” Mr. Lewis wrote 
in response, “that report is exactly the same as 
the previous which I indicated was truly lacking.”

But it was enough for Wal-Mart. Mr. Rodrí-
guezmacedo was told by executives in Benton-
ville on May 10, 2006, to put his report “into final 
form, thus concluding this investigation.”

no one told Mr. Cicero. All he knew was that 
after months of e-mails, phone calls and meet-
ings, Wal-Mart’s interest seemed to suddenly 
fade. His phone calls and e-mails went unan-
swered.

“I thought nobody cares about this,” he said. 
“So I left it behind.” n

Alejandra Xanic von Bertrab and James C. 
McKinley Jr. contributed reporting from  
Mexico City.
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By JENNIFER STEINHAUER
and CHARLIE SAVAGE

WASHINGTON — Demon-
strating rapidly shifting attitudes
toward gun control in the after-
math of a massacre in a Connecti-
cut school, many pro-gun Con-
gressional Democrats — includ-
ing Senator Harry Reid of Neva-
da, the majority leader and a
longstanding gun rights support-
er — signaled an openness Mon-
day to new restrictions on guns. 

White House officials re-
mained vague and noncommittal
about how President Obama
would translate into action his
soaring rhetoric Sunday in New-
town, when he appeared to pres-
age an effort to curb access to
guns. But many Democrats, in-
cluding several from conserva-
tive states, said Congress should
take up the issue next year, and
one Senate chairman promised
hearings. 

Senator Joe Manchin III of
West Virginia, an advocate of gun
rights who drew attention in 2010
by running a commercial that
showed him firing a rifle into a
piece of legislation serving as a
target, said “everything should
be on the table” as gun control is
debated in the coming weeks and
months. 

The receptiveness to new gun
laws from figures like Mr. Man-
chin suggested the National Rifle
Association, long one of the most
powerful lobbies in Washington,
would face a strong test of its in-
fluence in the coming months if it
sought to fend off tougher re-
strictions. Leaders of the organ-
ization have declined interview
requests since the shootings, the
group’s Twitter account has gone
silent, and it has deactivated its
Facebook page.

As the criminal inquiry pro-
ceeded, investigators studying a
computer taken from the house of
the Connecticut gunman, Adam
Lanza, said it was so badly dam-
aged that they were not opti-
mistic that they would be able to
get any information from it, a law
enforcement official said Mon-
day. [Page A30.] 

The Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has more expertise
in computer forensics than Con-
necticut’s state forensic laborato-
ry, has been part of the effort to
recover data from the computer,
the official said.

A federal law enforcement offi-
cial said the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives had determined that Mr.
Lanza and his mother, Nancy
Lanza, visited firing ranges to-
gether and separately in recent
years, with one known occasion
of their going together. It was not
clear whether they had both fired
weapons on that visit. 

The White House offered no 

Pro-Gun Democrats Signaling Openness to Limits; 
Town Starts the Mournful Task of Saying Goodbye

Attitudes Shift in
Congress After

Shootings

Continued on Page A32

By DAVID BARSTOW 
and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUA-
CÁN, Mexico — Wal-Mart
longed to build in Elda Pine-
da’s alfalfa field. It was an
ideal location, just off this
town’s bustling main entrance
and barely a mile from its an-
cient pyramids, which draw
tourists from around the
world. With its usual preci-
sion, Wal-Mart calculated it
would attract 250 customers
an hour if only it could put a
store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in
Wal-Mart’s way.

After years of study, the
town’s elected leaders had
just approved a new zoning
map. The leaders wanted to
limit growth near the pyra-
mids, and they considered the
town’s main entrance too con-
gested already. As a result,
the 2003 zoning map prohib-
ited commercial development
on Mrs. Pineda’s field, seem-
ingly dooming Wal-Mart’s
hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mex-
ico City, at the headquarters
of Wal-Mart de Mexico, exec-
utives were not about to be

thwarted by an unfavorable
zoning decision. Instead,
records and interviews show,
they decided to undo the dam-
age with one well-placed
$52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The
zoning map would not become
law until it was published in a
government newspaper. So
Wal-Mart de Mexico arranged
to bribe an official to change
the map before it was sent to
the newspaper, records and
interviews show. Sure
enough, when the map was
published, the zoning for Mrs.
Pineda’s field was redrawn to
allow Wal-Mart’s store.

Problem solved. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke

ground months later, provok-
ing fierce opposition. Protest-
ers decried the very idea of a
Wal-Mart so close to a cultur-
al treasure. They contended
the town’s traditional public
markets would be decimated,
its traffic mess made worse.
Months of hunger strikes and
sit-ins consumed Mexico’s
news media. Yet for all the
scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret.
The store opened for Christ-
mas 2004, affirming Wal-
Mart’s emerging dominance
in Mexico.

The secret held even after a
former Wal-Mart de Mexico
lawyer contacted Wal-Mart
executives in Bentonville,
Ark., and told them how Wal-
Mart de Mexico routinely re-
sorted to bribery, citing the al-
tered map as but one exam-
ple. His detailed account — he
had been in charge of getting
building permits throughout
Mexico — raised alarms at
the highest levels of Wal-Mart
and prompted an internal in-
vestigation.

But as The New York Times
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s
leaders shut down the investi-
gation in 2006. They did so
even though their investiga-
tors had found a wealth of evi-
dence supporting the lawyer’s

The Bribery Aisle
How Wal-Mart Used Payoffs

To Get Its Way in Mexico

DANIEL AGUILAR/REUTERS

In Teotihuacán, Emmanuel
D’Herrera helped lead pro-
tests against Wal-Mart. Continued on Page B6

A POWERFUL ADVOCATE The Na-
tional Rifle Association, silent
since the massacre, may face a
test of its political power. PAGE A31

WHAT HAPPENED From school of-
ficials, parents and police, a re-
counting of the shooting. PAGE A31

THE HEALING PROCESS For young
survivors of gun trauma, the road
to recovery can be long. PAGE D1 

By DAN BARRY

NEWTOWN, Conn. — Noah
Pozner loved tacos, so much so
that he talked of wanting to be
the manager of a taco factory
when he grew up; that way, he
would be able to eat a taco when-
ever he wanted. He had a way of
charming his elders and loved his
siblings, including a twin sister
who was in another classroom
that day.

Jack Pinto adored the New

York Giants and proudly wore a
red Little League cap adorned
with a large N for the name of his
hometown. He was a spinning top
of a boy, bouncing from one activ-
ity to the next, as if the day could
never contain all the fun to be
had.

The people of Newtown buried
these two boys under an ashen
sky on Monday afternoon, in the
first of the many funerals to fol-
low last week’s massacre at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School.
They were both 6 years old.

The realization that Jack and
Noah were gone settled like the
December chill upon the Honan
Funeral Home in Newtown,
where a Christian service was
held for Jack, and upon the Abra-
ham L. Green and Sons Funeral
Home in Fairfield, where a Jew-
ish service was held for Noah.

An 8-year-old boy named No-
lan Krieger, dressed in khaki
pants and a plaid dress shirt, cap-
tured the intensifying sense of
loss as he left the service for his
friend Jack. “I used to do every-
thing with him,” Nolan said, rub-

bing his eyes. “We liked to wres-
tle. We played Wii. We just played
all the time. I can’t believe I’m
never going to see him again.”

The how of their deaths is, by
now, internationally known. A 20-
year-old man named Adam Lan-
za shot and killed his mother on
Friday morning. Then, armed
with an assault rifle and two
handguns, he shot his way into
the elementary school and killed
20 first-grade children and six
school officials, all women, before
killing himself.

The why of their deaths,
though, is still being pieced to-
gether. The school remains a
crime scene, and law enforce-
ment officials said they expected
to spend weeks, if not months, in-
vestigating angles and interview-
ing witnesses — including chil-
dren — to develop the complete,
unsettling picture.

First, though, there was Mon-
day, just after Hanukkah, a week
before Christmas Eve — and
what was supposed to be the first

With the Why Elusive, Two Boys, Two Burials

ADREES LATIF/REUTERS

A hearse carrying the body of Jack Pinto, 6, approached Newtown Village Cemetery on Monday. 

CHANG W. LEE/THE NEW YORK TIMES
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By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — President
Obama delivered to Speaker
John A. Boehner a new offer on
Monday to resolve the pending
fiscal crisis, a deal that would
raise revenues by $1.2 trillion
over the next decade but keep in
place the Bush-era tax rates for
any household with earnings be-
low $400,000.

The offer is close to a plan pro-
posed by the speaker on Friday,
and both sides expressed confi-
dence that they were closing in
on a major deficit-reduction plan
that could be passed well before
January, when more than a half-
trillion dollars in automatic tax
increases and spending cuts
would kick in. 

Senior Republican aides said
the speaker was to meet with
House Republicans on Tuesday
morning to discuss the state of
negotiations. But they cautioned

that obstacles remained. 
“Any movement away from the

unrealistic offers the president
has made previously is a step in
the right direction,” said Brendan
Buck, a spokesman for Mr. Boeh-
ner. “We hope to continue dis-
cussions with the president so we
can reach an agreement that is
truly balanced and begins to
solve our spending problem.”

The two sides are now dicker-
ing over price, not philosophical
differences, and the numbers are
very close.

Mr. Boehner had offered the
president a deficit framework
that would raise $1 trillion over 10
years, with the details to be set-
tled next year by Congress’s tax-
writing committees and the Oba-
ma administration. In response,
Mr. Obama reduced his proposal
to $1.2 trillion from $1.4 trillion on 

Obama Offers Fiscal Plan Close
To G.O.P.’s, but Hurdles Remain

Continued on Page A21

VOL. CLXII . . No. 55,989 © 2012 The New York Times NEW YORK, TUESDAY, DECEMBER 18, 2012

Late Edition
Today, windy with some rain this
morning, then clouds and sun. High
56. Tonight, partly cloudy, low 38.
Tomorrow, clouds and sun, high 49.
Weather map appears on Page B12.

$2.50

Mark Sanchez threw four interceptions
and fumbled a snap on the last play as
the bumbling Jets lost to the Tennessee
Titans, 14-10, ending their chances of
making the playoffs. PAGE B15

SPORTSTUESDAY B14-19 

Jets’ Playoff Chances End 

C M Y K Nxxx,2012-12-18,A,001,Bs-BK,E3

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUACÁN, Mexico

WAl-MArT longed to build in Elda 
Pineda’s alfalfa field. It was an ideal 
location, just off this town’s bustling 

main entrance and barely a mile from its ancient 
pyramids, which draw tourists from around the 
world. With its usual precision, Wal-Mart calcu-
lated it would attract 250 customers an hour if 
only it could put a store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in Wal-Mart’s 
way.

After years of study, the town’s elected 
leaders had just approved a new zoning map. 
The leaders wanted to limit growth near the 
pyramids, and they considered the town’s main 
entrance too congested already. As a result, 
the 2003 zoning map prohibited 
commercial development on Mrs. 
Pineda’s field, seemingly dooming 
Wal-Mart’s hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mexico 
City, at the headquarters of Wal-
Mart de Mexico, executives were 
not about to be thwarted by an un-
favorable zoning decision. Instead, 
records and interviews show, they 
decided to undo the damage with 
one well-placed $52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The zon-
ing map would not become law 
until it was published in a govern-
ment newspaper. So Wal-Mart 
de Mexico arranged to bribe an 
official to change the map before 
it was sent to the newspaper, re-
cords and interviews show. Sure 
enough, when the map was pub-
lished, the zoning for Mrs. Pine-

da’s field was redrawn to allow Wal-Mart’s 
store.

Problem solved.
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke ground months 

later, provoking fierce opposition. Protesters 
decried the very idea of a Wal-Mart so close to 
a cultural treasure. They contended the town’s 
traditional public markets would be decimated, 
its traffic mess made worse. Months of hunger 
strikes and sit-ins consumed Mexico’s news me-
dia. Yet for all the scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret. The store opened 
for Christmas 2004, affirming Wal-Mart’s 
emerging dominance in Mexico.

The secret held even after a former Wal-
Mart de Mexico lawyer contacted Wal-Mart ex-

ecutives in Bentonville, Ark., and 
told them how Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico routinely resorted to bribery, 
citing the altered map as but one 
example. His detailed account — 
he had been in charge of getting 
building permits throughout Mex-
ico — raised alarms at the highest 
levels of Wal-Mart and prompted 
an internal investigation.

But as The New York Times 
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s lead-
ers shut down the investigation 
in 2006. They did so even though 
their investigators had found a 
wealth of evidence supporting the 
lawyer’s allegations. The decision 
meant authorities were not noti-
fied. It also meant basic questions 
about the nature, extent and im-
pact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s con-
duct were never asked, much less 

By DAVID BARSTOW and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB
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By JENNIFER STEINHAUER
and CHARLIE SAVAGE

WASHINGTON — Demon-
strating rapidly shifting attitudes
toward gun control in the after-
math of a massacre in a Connecti-
cut school, many pro-gun Con-
gressional Democrats — includ-
ing Senator Harry Reid of Neva-
da, the majority leader and a
longstanding gun rights support-
er — signaled an openness Mon-
day to new restrictions on guns. 

White House officials re-
mained vague and noncommittal
about how President Obama
would translate into action his
soaring rhetoric Sunday in New-
town, when he appeared to pres-
age an effort to curb access to
guns. But many Democrats, in-
cluding several from conserva-
tive states, said Congress should
take up the issue next year, and
one Senate chairman promised
hearings. 

Senator Joe Manchin III of
West Virginia, an advocate of gun
rights who drew attention in 2010
by running a commercial that
showed him firing a rifle into a
piece of legislation serving as a
target, said “everything should
be on the table” as gun control is
debated in the coming weeks and
months. 

The receptiveness to new gun
laws from figures like Mr. Man-
chin suggested the National Rifle
Association, long one of the most
powerful lobbies in Washington,
would face a strong test of its in-
fluence in the coming months if it
sought to fend off tougher re-
strictions. Leaders of the organ-
ization have declined interview
requests since the shootings, the
group’s Twitter account has gone
silent, and it has deactivated its
Facebook page.

As the criminal inquiry pro-
ceeded, investigators studying a
computer taken from the house of
the Connecticut gunman, Adam
Lanza, said it was so badly dam-
aged that they were not opti-
mistic that they would be able to
get any information from it, a law
enforcement official said Mon-
day. [Page A30.] 

The Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has more expertise
in computer forensics than Con-
necticut’s state forensic laborato-
ry, has been part of the effort to
recover data from the computer,
the official said.

A federal law enforcement offi-
cial said the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives had determined that Mr.
Lanza and his mother, Nancy
Lanza, visited firing ranges to-
gether and separately in recent
years, with one known occasion
of their going together. It was not
clear whether they had both fired
weapons on that visit. 

The White House offered no 
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By DAVID BARSTOW 
and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUA-
CÁN, Mexico — Wal-Mart
longed to build in Elda Pine-
da’s alfalfa field. It was an
ideal location, just off this
town’s bustling main entrance
and barely a mile from its an-
cient pyramids, which draw
tourists from around the
world. With its usual preci-
sion, Wal-Mart calculated it
would attract 250 customers
an hour if only it could put a
store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in
Wal-Mart’s way.

After years of study, the
town’s elected leaders had
just approved a new zoning
map. The leaders wanted to
limit growth near the pyra-
mids, and they considered the
town’s main entrance too con-
gested already. As a result,
the 2003 zoning map prohib-
ited commercial development
on Mrs. Pineda’s field, seem-
ingly dooming Wal-Mart’s
hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mex-
ico City, at the headquarters
of Wal-Mart de Mexico, exec-
utives were not about to be

thwarted by an unfavorable
zoning decision. Instead,
records and interviews show,
they decided to undo the dam-
age with one well-placed
$52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The
zoning map would not become
law until it was published in a
government newspaper. So
Wal-Mart de Mexico arranged
to bribe an official to change
the map before it was sent to
the newspaper, records and
interviews show. Sure
enough, when the map was
published, the zoning for Mrs.
Pineda’s field was redrawn to
allow Wal-Mart’s store.

Problem solved. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke

ground months later, provok-
ing fierce opposition. Protest-
ers decried the very idea of a
Wal-Mart so close to a cultur-
al treasure. They contended
the town’s traditional public
markets would be decimated,
its traffic mess made worse.
Months of hunger strikes and
sit-ins consumed Mexico’s
news media. Yet for all the
scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret.
The store opened for Christ-
mas 2004, affirming Wal-
Mart’s emerging dominance
in Mexico.

The secret held even after a
former Wal-Mart de Mexico
lawyer contacted Wal-Mart
executives in Bentonville,
Ark., and told them how Wal-
Mart de Mexico routinely re-
sorted to bribery, citing the al-
tered map as but one exam-
ple. His detailed account — he
had been in charge of getting
building permits throughout
Mexico — raised alarms at
the highest levels of Wal-Mart
and prompted an internal in-
vestigation.

But as The New York Times
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s
leaders shut down the investi-
gation in 2006. They did so
even though their investiga-
tors had found a wealth of evi-
dence supporting the lawyer’s
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In Teotihuacán, Emmanuel
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By DAN BARRY

NEWTOWN, Conn. — Noah
Pozner loved tacos, so much so
that he talked of wanting to be
the manager of a taco factory
when he grew up; that way, he
would be able to eat a taco when-
ever he wanted. He had a way of
charming his elders and loved his
siblings, including a twin sister
who was in another classroom
that day.

Jack Pinto adored the New

York Giants and proudly wore a
red Little League cap adorned
with a large N for the name of his
hometown. He was a spinning top
of a boy, bouncing from one activ-
ity to the next, as if the day could
never contain all the fun to be
had.

The people of Newtown buried
these two boys under an ashen
sky on Monday afternoon, in the
first of the many funerals to fol-
low last week’s massacre at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School.
They were both 6 years old.

The realization that Jack and
Noah were gone settled like the
December chill upon the Honan
Funeral Home in Newtown,
where a Christian service was
held for Jack, and upon the Abra-
ham L. Green and Sons Funeral
Home in Fairfield, where a Jew-
ish service was held for Noah.

An 8-year-old boy named No-
lan Krieger, dressed in khaki
pants and a plaid dress shirt, cap-
tured the intensifying sense of
loss as he left the service for his
friend Jack. “I used to do every-
thing with him,” Nolan said, rub-

bing his eyes. “We liked to wres-
tle. We played Wii. We just played
all the time. I can’t believe I’m
never going to see him again.”

The how of their deaths is, by
now, internationally known. A 20-
year-old man named Adam Lan-
za shot and killed his mother on
Friday morning. Then, armed
with an assault rifle and two
handguns, he shot his way into
the elementary school and killed
20 first-grade children and six
school officials, all women, before
killing himself.

The why of their deaths,
though, is still being pieced to-
gether. The school remains a
crime scene, and law enforce-
ment officials said they expected
to spend weeks, if not months, in-
vestigating angles and interview-
ing witnesses — including chil-
dren — to develop the complete,
unsettling picture.

First, though, there was Mon-
day, just after Hanukkah, a week
before Christmas Eve — and
what was supposed to be the first

With the Why Elusive, Two Boys, Two Burials

ADREES LATIF/REUTERS

A hearse carrying the body of Jack Pinto, 6, approached Newtown Village Cemetery on Monday. 

CHANG W. LEE/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Some waited nearly two hours
to pay their respects to Jack. Continued on Page A30
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By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — President
Obama delivered to Speaker
John A. Boehner a new offer on
Monday to resolve the pending
fiscal crisis, a deal that would
raise revenues by $1.2 trillion
over the next decade but keep in
place the Bush-era tax rates for
any household with earnings be-
low $400,000.

The offer is close to a plan pro-
posed by the speaker on Friday,
and both sides expressed confi-
dence that they were closing in
on a major deficit-reduction plan
that could be passed well before
January, when more than a half-
trillion dollars in automatic tax
increases and spending cuts
would kick in. 

Senior Republican aides said
the speaker was to meet with
House Republicans on Tuesday
morning to discuss the state of
negotiations. But they cautioned

that obstacles remained. 
“Any movement away from the

unrealistic offers the president
has made previously is a step in
the right direction,” said Brendan
Buck, a spokesman for Mr. Boeh-
ner. “We hope to continue dis-
cussions with the president so we
can reach an agreement that is
truly balanced and begins to
solve our spending problem.”

The two sides are now dicker-
ing over price, not philosophical
differences, and the numbers are
very close.

Mr. Boehner had offered the
president a deficit framework
that would raise $1 trillion over 10
years, with the details to be set-
tled next year by Congress’s tax-
writing committees and the Oba-
ma administration. In response,
Mr. Obama reduced his proposal
to $1.2 trillion from $1.4 trillion on 
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By JENNIFER STEINHAUER
and CHARLIE SAVAGE

WASHINGTON — Demon-
strating rapidly shifting attitudes
toward gun control in the after-
math of a massacre in a Connecti-
cut school, many pro-gun Con-
gressional Democrats — includ-
ing Senator Harry Reid of Neva-
da, the majority leader and a
longstanding gun rights support-
er — signaled an openness Mon-
day to new restrictions on guns. 

White House officials re-
mained vague and noncommittal
about how President Obama
would translate into action his
soaring rhetoric Sunday in New-
town, when he appeared to pres-
age an effort to curb access to
guns. But many Democrats, in-
cluding several from conserva-
tive states, said Congress should
take up the issue next year, and
one Senate chairman promised
hearings. 

Senator Joe Manchin III of
West Virginia, an advocate of gun
rights who drew attention in 2010
by running a commercial that
showed him firing a rifle into a
piece of legislation serving as a
target, said “everything should
be on the table” as gun control is
debated in the coming weeks and
months. 

The receptiveness to new gun
laws from figures like Mr. Man-
chin suggested the National Rifle
Association, long one of the most
powerful lobbies in Washington,
would face a strong test of its in-
fluence in the coming months if it
sought to fend off tougher re-
strictions. Leaders of the organ-
ization have declined interview
requests since the shootings, the
group’s Twitter account has gone
silent, and it has deactivated its
Facebook page.

As the criminal inquiry pro-
ceeded, investigators studying a
computer taken from the house of
the Connecticut gunman, Adam
Lanza, said it was so badly dam-
aged that they were not opti-
mistic that they would be able to
get any information from it, a law
enforcement official said Mon-
day. [Page A30.] 

The Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has more expertise
in computer forensics than Con-
necticut’s state forensic laborato-
ry, has been part of the effort to
recover data from the computer,
the official said.

A federal law enforcement offi-
cial said the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives had determined that Mr.
Lanza and his mother, Nancy
Lanza, visited firing ranges to-
gether and separately in recent
years, with one known occasion
of their going together. It was not
clear whether they had both fired
weapons on that visit. 

The White House offered no 
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By DAVID BARSTOW 
and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUA-
CÁN, Mexico — Wal-Mart
longed to build in Elda Pine-
da’s alfalfa field. It was an
ideal location, just off this
town’s bustling main entrance
and barely a mile from its an-
cient pyramids, which draw
tourists from around the
world. With its usual preci-
sion, Wal-Mart calculated it
would attract 250 customers
an hour if only it could put a
store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in
Wal-Mart’s way.

After years of study, the
town’s elected leaders had
just approved a new zoning
map. The leaders wanted to
limit growth near the pyra-
mids, and they considered the
town’s main entrance too con-
gested already. As a result,
the 2003 zoning map prohib-
ited commercial development
on Mrs. Pineda’s field, seem-
ingly dooming Wal-Mart’s
hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mex-
ico City, at the headquarters
of Wal-Mart de Mexico, exec-
utives were not about to be

thwarted by an unfavorable
zoning decision. Instead,
records and interviews show,
they decided to undo the dam-
age with one well-placed
$52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The
zoning map would not become
law until it was published in a
government newspaper. So
Wal-Mart de Mexico arranged
to bribe an official to change
the map before it was sent to
the newspaper, records and
interviews show. Sure
enough, when the map was
published, the zoning for Mrs.
Pineda’s field was redrawn to
allow Wal-Mart’s store.

Problem solved. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke

ground months later, provok-
ing fierce opposition. Protest-
ers decried the very idea of a
Wal-Mart so close to a cultur-
al treasure. They contended
the town’s traditional public
markets would be decimated,
its traffic mess made worse.
Months of hunger strikes and
sit-ins consumed Mexico’s
news media. Yet for all the
scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret.
The store opened for Christ-
mas 2004, affirming Wal-
Mart’s emerging dominance
in Mexico.

The secret held even after a
former Wal-Mart de Mexico
lawyer contacted Wal-Mart
executives in Bentonville,
Ark., and told them how Wal-
Mart de Mexico routinely re-
sorted to bribery, citing the al-
tered map as but one exam-
ple. His detailed account — he
had been in charge of getting
building permits throughout
Mexico — raised alarms at
the highest levels of Wal-Mart
and prompted an internal in-
vestigation.

But as The New York Times
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s
leaders shut down the investi-
gation in 2006. They did so
even though their investiga-
tors had found a wealth of evi-
dence supporting the lawyer’s

The Bribery Aisle
How Wal-Mart Used Payoffs

To Get Its Way in Mexico

DANIEL AGUILAR/REUTERS

In Teotihuacán, Emmanuel
D’Herrera helped lead pro-
tests against Wal-Mart. Continued on Page B6
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survivors of gun trauma, the road
to recovery can be long. PAGE D1 

By DAN BARRY

NEWTOWN, Conn. — Noah
Pozner loved tacos, so much so
that he talked of wanting to be
the manager of a taco factory
when he grew up; that way, he
would be able to eat a taco when-
ever he wanted. He had a way of
charming his elders and loved his
siblings, including a twin sister
who was in another classroom
that day.

Jack Pinto adored the New

York Giants and proudly wore a
red Little League cap adorned
with a large N for the name of his
hometown. He was a spinning top
of a boy, bouncing from one activ-
ity to the next, as if the day could
never contain all the fun to be
had.

The people of Newtown buried
these two boys under an ashen
sky on Monday afternoon, in the
first of the many funerals to fol-
low last week’s massacre at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School.
They were both 6 years old.

The realization that Jack and
Noah were gone settled like the
December chill upon the Honan
Funeral Home in Newtown,
where a Christian service was
held for Jack, and upon the Abra-
ham L. Green and Sons Funeral
Home in Fairfield, where a Jew-
ish service was held for Noah.

An 8-year-old boy named No-
lan Krieger, dressed in khaki
pants and a plaid dress shirt, cap-
tured the intensifying sense of
loss as he left the service for his
friend Jack. “I used to do every-
thing with him,” Nolan said, rub-

bing his eyes. “We liked to wres-
tle. We played Wii. We just played
all the time. I can’t believe I’m
never going to see him again.”

The how of their deaths is, by
now, internationally known. A 20-
year-old man named Adam Lan-
za shot and killed his mother on
Friday morning. Then, armed
with an assault rifle and two
handguns, he shot his way into
the elementary school and killed
20 first-grade children and six
school officials, all women, before
killing himself.

The why of their deaths,
though, is still being pieced to-
gether. The school remains a
crime scene, and law enforce-
ment officials said they expected
to spend weeks, if not months, in-
vestigating angles and interview-
ing witnesses — including chil-
dren — to develop the complete,
unsettling picture.

First, though, there was Mon-
day, just after Hanukkah, a week
before Christmas Eve — and
what was supposed to be the first

With the Why Elusive, Two Boys, Two Burials
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A hearse carrying the body of Jack Pinto, 6, approached Newtown Village Cemetery on Monday. 
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Some waited nearly two hours
to pay their respects to Jack. Continued on Page A30
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By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — President
Obama delivered to Speaker
John A. Boehner a new offer on
Monday to resolve the pending
fiscal crisis, a deal that would
raise revenues by $1.2 trillion
over the next decade but keep in
place the Bush-era tax rates for
any household with earnings be-
low $400,000.

The offer is close to a plan pro-
posed by the speaker on Friday,
and both sides expressed confi-
dence that they were closing in
on a major deficit-reduction plan
that could be passed well before
January, when more than a half-
trillion dollars in automatic tax
increases and spending cuts
would kick in. 

Senior Republican aides said
the speaker was to meet with
House Republicans on Tuesday
morning to discuss the state of
negotiations. But they cautioned

that obstacles remained. 
“Any movement away from the

unrealistic offers the president
has made previously is a step in
the right direction,” said Brendan
Buck, a spokesman for Mr. Boeh-
ner. “We hope to continue dis-
cussions with the president so we
can reach an agreement that is
truly balanced and begins to
solve our spending problem.”

The two sides are now dicker-
ing over price, not philosophical
differences, and the numbers are
very close.

Mr. Boehner had offered the
president a deficit framework
that would raise $1 trillion over 10
years, with the details to be set-
tled next year by Congress’s tax-
writing committees and the Oba-
ma administration. In response,
Mr. Obama reduced his proposal
to $1.2 trillion from $1.4 trillion on 

Obama Offers Fiscal Plan Close
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By JENNIFER STEINHAUER
and CHARLIE SAVAGE

WASHINGTON — Demon-
strating rapidly shifting attitudes
toward gun control in the after-
math of a massacre in a Connecti-
cut school, many pro-gun Con-
gressional Democrats — includ-
ing Senator Harry Reid of Neva-
da, the majority leader and a
longstanding gun rights support-
er — signaled an openness Mon-
day to new restrictions on guns. 

White House officials re-
mained vague and noncommittal
about how President Obama
would translate into action his
soaring rhetoric Sunday in New-
town, when he appeared to pres-
age an effort to curb access to
guns. But many Democrats, in-
cluding several from conserva-
tive states, said Congress should
take up the issue next year, and
one Senate chairman promised
hearings. 

Senator Joe Manchin III of
West Virginia, an advocate of gun
rights who drew attention in 2010
by running a commercial that
showed him firing a rifle into a
piece of legislation serving as a
target, said “everything should
be on the table” as gun control is
debated in the coming weeks and
months. 

The receptiveness to new gun
laws from figures like Mr. Man-
chin suggested the National Rifle
Association, long one of the most
powerful lobbies in Washington,
would face a strong test of its in-
fluence in the coming months if it
sought to fend off tougher re-
strictions. Leaders of the organ-
ization have declined interview
requests since the shootings, the
group’s Twitter account has gone
silent, and it has deactivated its
Facebook page.

As the criminal inquiry pro-
ceeded, investigators studying a
computer taken from the house of
the Connecticut gunman, Adam
Lanza, said it was so badly dam-
aged that they were not opti-
mistic that they would be able to
get any information from it, a law
enforcement official said Mon-
day. [Page A30.] 

The Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has more expertise
in computer forensics than Con-
necticut’s state forensic laborato-
ry, has been part of the effort to
recover data from the computer,
the official said.

A federal law enforcement offi-
cial said the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives had determined that Mr.
Lanza and his mother, Nancy
Lanza, visited firing ranges to-
gether and separately in recent
years, with one known occasion
of their going together. It was not
clear whether they had both fired
weapons on that visit. 

The White House offered no 
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By DAVID BARSTOW 
and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUA-
CÁN, Mexico — Wal-Mart
longed to build in Elda Pine-
da’s alfalfa field. It was an
ideal location, just off this
town’s bustling main entrance
and barely a mile from its an-
cient pyramids, which draw
tourists from around the
world. With its usual preci-
sion, Wal-Mart calculated it
would attract 250 customers
an hour if only it could put a
store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in
Wal-Mart’s way.

After years of study, the
town’s elected leaders had
just approved a new zoning
map. The leaders wanted to
limit growth near the pyra-
mids, and they considered the
town’s main entrance too con-
gested already. As a result,
the 2003 zoning map prohib-
ited commercial development
on Mrs. Pineda’s field, seem-
ingly dooming Wal-Mart’s
hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mex-
ico City, at the headquarters
of Wal-Mart de Mexico, exec-
utives were not about to be

thwarted by an unfavorable
zoning decision. Instead,
records and interviews show,
they decided to undo the dam-
age with one well-placed
$52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The
zoning map would not become
law until it was published in a
government newspaper. So
Wal-Mart de Mexico arranged
to bribe an official to change
the map before it was sent to
the newspaper, records and
interviews show. Sure
enough, when the map was
published, the zoning for Mrs.
Pineda’s field was redrawn to
allow Wal-Mart’s store.

Problem solved. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke

ground months later, provok-
ing fierce opposition. Protest-
ers decried the very idea of a
Wal-Mart so close to a cultur-
al treasure. They contended
the town’s traditional public
markets would be decimated,
its traffic mess made worse.
Months of hunger strikes and
sit-ins consumed Mexico’s
news media. Yet for all the
scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret.
The store opened for Christ-
mas 2004, affirming Wal-
Mart’s emerging dominance
in Mexico.

The secret held even after a
former Wal-Mart de Mexico
lawyer contacted Wal-Mart
executives in Bentonville,
Ark., and told them how Wal-
Mart de Mexico routinely re-
sorted to bribery, citing the al-
tered map as but one exam-
ple. His detailed account — he
had been in charge of getting
building permits throughout
Mexico — raised alarms at
the highest levels of Wal-Mart
and prompted an internal in-
vestigation.

But as The New York Times
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s
leaders shut down the investi-
gation in 2006. They did so
even though their investiga-
tors had found a wealth of evi-
dence supporting the lawyer’s

The Bribery Aisle
How Wal-Mart Used Payoffs

To Get Its Way in Mexico
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In Teotihuacán, Emmanuel
D’Herrera helped lead pro-
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By DAN BARRY

NEWTOWN, Conn. — Noah
Pozner loved tacos, so much so
that he talked of wanting to be
the manager of a taco factory
when he grew up; that way, he
would be able to eat a taco when-
ever he wanted. He had a way of
charming his elders and loved his
siblings, including a twin sister
who was in another classroom
that day.

Jack Pinto adored the New

York Giants and proudly wore a
red Little League cap adorned
with a large N for the name of his
hometown. He was a spinning top
of a boy, bouncing from one activ-
ity to the next, as if the day could
never contain all the fun to be
had.

The people of Newtown buried
these two boys under an ashen
sky on Monday afternoon, in the
first of the many funerals to fol-
low last week’s massacre at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School.
They were both 6 years old.

The realization that Jack and
Noah were gone settled like the
December chill upon the Honan
Funeral Home in Newtown,
where a Christian service was
held for Jack, and upon the Abra-
ham L. Green and Sons Funeral
Home in Fairfield, where a Jew-
ish service was held for Noah.

An 8-year-old boy named No-
lan Krieger, dressed in khaki
pants and a plaid dress shirt, cap-
tured the intensifying sense of
loss as he left the service for his
friend Jack. “I used to do every-
thing with him,” Nolan said, rub-

bing his eyes. “We liked to wres-
tle. We played Wii. We just played
all the time. I can’t believe I’m
never going to see him again.”

The how of their deaths is, by
now, internationally known. A 20-
year-old man named Adam Lan-
za shot and killed his mother on
Friday morning. Then, armed
with an assault rifle and two
handguns, he shot his way into
the elementary school and killed
20 first-grade children and six
school officials, all women, before
killing himself.

The why of their deaths,
though, is still being pieced to-
gether. The school remains a
crime scene, and law enforce-
ment officials said they expected
to spend weeks, if not months, in-
vestigating angles and interview-
ing witnesses — including chil-
dren — to develop the complete,
unsettling picture.

First, though, there was Mon-
day, just after Hanukkah, a week
before Christmas Eve — and
what was supposed to be the first

With the Why Elusive, Two Boys, Two Burials

ADREES LATIF/REUTERS

A hearse carrying the body of Jack Pinto, 6, approached Newtown Village Cemetery on Monday. 

CHANG W. LEE/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Some waited nearly two hours
to pay their respects to Jack. Continued on Page A30
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By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — President
Obama delivered to Speaker
John A. Boehner a new offer on
Monday to resolve the pending
fiscal crisis, a deal that would
raise revenues by $1.2 trillion
over the next decade but keep in
place the Bush-era tax rates for
any household with earnings be-
low $400,000.

The offer is close to a plan pro-
posed by the speaker on Friday,
and both sides expressed confi-
dence that they were closing in
on a major deficit-reduction plan
that could be passed well before
January, when more than a half-
trillion dollars in automatic tax
increases and spending cuts
would kick in. 

Senior Republican aides said
the speaker was to meet with
House Republicans on Tuesday
morning to discuss the state of
negotiations. But they cautioned

that obstacles remained. 
“Any movement away from the

unrealistic offers the president
has made previously is a step in
the right direction,” said Brendan
Buck, a spokesman for Mr. Boeh-
ner. “We hope to continue dis-
cussions with the president so we
can reach an agreement that is
truly balanced and begins to
solve our spending problem.”

The two sides are now dicker-
ing over price, not philosophical
differences, and the numbers are
very close.

Mr. Boehner had offered the
president a deficit framework
that would raise $1 trillion over 10
years, with the details to be set-
tled next year by Congress’s tax-
writing committees and the Oba-
ma administration. In response,
Mr. Obama reduced his proposal
to $1.2 trillion from $1.4 trillion on 
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By JENNIFER STEINHAUER
and CHARLIE SAVAGE

WASHINGTON — Demon-
strating rapidly shifting attitudes
toward gun control in the after-
math of a massacre in a Connecti-
cut school, many pro-gun Con-
gressional Democrats — includ-
ing Senator Harry Reid of Neva-
da, the majority leader and a
longstanding gun rights support-
er — signaled an openness Mon-
day to new restrictions on guns. 

White House officials re-
mained vague and noncommittal
about how President Obama
would translate into action his
soaring rhetoric Sunday in New-
town, when he appeared to pres-
age an effort to curb access to
guns. But many Democrats, in-
cluding several from conserva-
tive states, said Congress should
take up the issue next year, and
one Senate chairman promised
hearings. 

Senator Joe Manchin III of
West Virginia, an advocate of gun
rights who drew attention in 2010
by running a commercial that
showed him firing a rifle into a
piece of legislation serving as a
target, said “everything should
be on the table” as gun control is
debated in the coming weeks and
months. 

The receptiveness to new gun
laws from figures like Mr. Man-
chin suggested the National Rifle
Association, long one of the most
powerful lobbies in Washington,
would face a strong test of its in-
fluence in the coming months if it
sought to fend off tougher re-
strictions. Leaders of the organ-
ization have declined interview
requests since the shootings, the
group’s Twitter account has gone
silent, and it has deactivated its
Facebook page.

As the criminal inquiry pro-
ceeded, investigators studying a
computer taken from the house of
the Connecticut gunman, Adam
Lanza, said it was so badly dam-
aged that they were not opti-
mistic that they would be able to
get any information from it, a law
enforcement official said Mon-
day. [Page A30.] 

The Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has more expertise
in computer forensics than Con-
necticut’s state forensic laborato-
ry, has been part of the effort to
recover data from the computer,
the official said.

A federal law enforcement offi-
cial said the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives had determined that Mr.
Lanza and his mother, Nancy
Lanza, visited firing ranges to-
gether and separately in recent
years, with one known occasion
of their going together. It was not
clear whether they had both fired
weapons on that visit. 

The White House offered no 

Pro-Gun Democrats Signaling Openness to Limits; 
Town Starts the Mournful Task of Saying Goodbye

Attitudes Shift in
Congress After

Shootings

Continued on Page A32

By DAVID BARSTOW 
and ALEJANDRA XANIC von BERTRAB

SAN JUAN TEOTIHUA-
CÁN, Mexico — Wal-Mart
longed to build in Elda Pine-
da’s alfalfa field. It was an
ideal location, just off this
town’s bustling main entrance
and barely a mile from its an-
cient pyramids, which draw
tourists from around the
world. With its usual preci-
sion, Wal-Mart calculated it
would attract 250 customers
an hour if only it could put a
store in Mrs. Pineda’s field.

One major obstacle stood in
Wal-Mart’s way.

After years of study, the
town’s elected leaders had
just approved a new zoning
map. The leaders wanted to
limit growth near the pyra-
mids, and they considered the
town’s main entrance too con-
gested already. As a result,
the 2003 zoning map prohib-
ited commercial development
on Mrs. Pineda’s field, seem-
ingly dooming Wal-Mart’s
hopes.

But 30 miles away in Mex-
ico City, at the headquarters
of Wal-Mart de Mexico, exec-
utives were not about to be

thwarted by an unfavorable
zoning decision. Instead,
records and interviews show,
they decided to undo the dam-
age with one well-placed
$52,000 bribe.

The plan was simple. The
zoning map would not become
law until it was published in a
government newspaper. So
Wal-Mart de Mexico arranged
to bribe an official to change
the map before it was sent to
the newspaper, records and
interviews show. Sure
enough, when the map was
published, the zoning for Mrs.
Pineda’s field was redrawn to
allow Wal-Mart’s store.

Problem solved. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico broke

ground months later, provok-
ing fierce opposition. Protest-
ers decried the very idea of a
Wal-Mart so close to a cultur-
al treasure. They contended
the town’s traditional public
markets would be decimated,
its traffic mess made worse.
Months of hunger strikes and
sit-ins consumed Mexico’s
news media. Yet for all the
scrutiny, the story of the al-
tered map remained a secret.
The store opened for Christ-
mas 2004, affirming Wal-
Mart’s emerging dominance
in Mexico.

The secret held even after a
former Wal-Mart de Mexico
lawyer contacted Wal-Mart
executives in Bentonville,
Ark., and told them how Wal-
Mart de Mexico routinely re-
sorted to bribery, citing the al-
tered map as but one exam-
ple. His detailed account — he
had been in charge of getting
building permits throughout
Mexico — raised alarms at
the highest levels of Wal-Mart
and prompted an internal in-
vestigation.

But as The New York Times
revealed in April, Wal-Mart’s
leaders shut down the investi-
gation in 2006. They did so
even though their investiga-
tors had found a wealth of evi-
dence supporting the lawyer’s

The Bribery Aisle
How Wal-Mart Used Payoffs

To Get Its Way in Mexico

DANIEL AGUILAR/REUTERS

In Teotihuacán, Emmanuel
D’Herrera helped lead pro-
tests against Wal-Mart. Continued on Page B6
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By DAN BARRY

NEWTOWN, Conn. — Noah
Pozner loved tacos, so much so
that he talked of wanting to be
the manager of a taco factory
when he grew up; that way, he
would be able to eat a taco when-
ever he wanted. He had a way of
charming his elders and loved his
siblings, including a twin sister
who was in another classroom
that day.

Jack Pinto adored the New

York Giants and proudly wore a
red Little League cap adorned
with a large N for the name of his
hometown. He was a spinning top
of a boy, bouncing from one activ-
ity to the next, as if the day could
never contain all the fun to be
had.

The people of Newtown buried
these two boys under an ashen
sky on Monday afternoon, in the
first of the many funerals to fol-
low last week’s massacre at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School.
They were both 6 years old.

The realization that Jack and
Noah were gone settled like the
December chill upon the Honan
Funeral Home in Newtown,
where a Christian service was
held for Jack, and upon the Abra-
ham L. Green and Sons Funeral
Home in Fairfield, where a Jew-
ish service was held for Noah.

An 8-year-old boy named No-
lan Krieger, dressed in khaki
pants and a plaid dress shirt, cap-
tured the intensifying sense of
loss as he left the service for his
friend Jack. “I used to do every-
thing with him,” Nolan said, rub-

bing his eyes. “We liked to wres-
tle. We played Wii. We just played
all the time. I can’t believe I’m
never going to see him again.”

The how of their deaths is, by
now, internationally known. A 20-
year-old man named Adam Lan-
za shot and killed his mother on
Friday morning. Then, armed
with an assault rifle and two
handguns, he shot his way into
the elementary school and killed
20 first-grade children and six
school officials, all women, before
killing himself.

The why of their deaths,
though, is still being pieced to-
gether. The school remains a
crime scene, and law enforce-
ment officials said they expected
to spend weeks, if not months, in-
vestigating angles and interview-
ing witnesses — including chil-
dren — to develop the complete,
unsettling picture.

First, though, there was Mon-
day, just after Hanukkah, a week
before Christmas Eve — and
what was supposed to be the first

With the Why Elusive, Two Boys, Two Burials
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A hearse carrying the body of Jack Pinto, 6, approached Newtown Village Cemetery on Monday. 
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Some waited nearly two hours
to pay their respects to Jack. Continued on Page A30
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By JONATHAN WEISMAN

WASHINGTON — President
Obama delivered to Speaker
John A. Boehner a new offer on
Monday to resolve the pending
fiscal crisis, a deal that would
raise revenues by $1.2 trillion
over the next decade but keep in
place the Bush-era tax rates for
any household with earnings be-
low $400,000.

The offer is close to a plan pro-
posed by the speaker on Friday,
and both sides expressed confi-
dence that they were closing in
on a major deficit-reduction plan
that could be passed well before
January, when more than a half-
trillion dollars in automatic tax
increases and spending cuts
would kick in. 

Senior Republican aides said
the speaker was to meet with
House Republicans on Tuesday
morning to discuss the state of
negotiations. But they cautioned

that obstacles remained. 
“Any movement away from the

unrealistic offers the president
has made previously is a step in
the right direction,” said Brendan
Buck, a spokesman for Mr. Boeh-
ner. “We hope to continue dis-
cussions with the president so we
can reach an agreement that is
truly balanced and begins to
solve our spending problem.”

The two sides are now dicker-
ing over price, not philosophical
differences, and the numbers are
very close.

Mr. Boehner had offered the
president a deficit framework
that would raise $1 trillion over 10
years, with the details to be set-
tled next year by Congress’s tax-
writing committees and the Oba-
ma administration. In response,
Mr. Obama reduced his proposal
to $1.2 trillion from $1.4 trillion on 

Obama Offers Fiscal Plan Close
To G.O.P.’s, but Hurdles Remain
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answered.
The Times has now picked up where Wal-

Mart’s internal investigation was cut off, trav-
eling to dozens of towns and cities in Mexico, 
gathering tens of thousands of documents re-
lated to Wal-Mart de Mexico permits, and in-
terviewing scores of government officials and 
Wal-Mart employees, including 15 hours of in-
terviews with the former lawyer, Sergio Cicero 
Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that Wal-
Mart de Mexico was not the reluctant victim of 
a corrupt culture that insisted on bribes as the 
cost of doing business. Nor did it pay bribes 
merely to speed up routine approvals. rather, 
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive and 
creative corrupter, offering large payoffs to 
get what the law otherwise prohibited. It used 
bribes to subvert democratic governance — 
public votes, open debates, transparent proce-
dures. It used bribes to circumvent regulatory 
safeguards that protect Mexican citizens from 

unsafe construction. It used bribes to outflank 
rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart documents, 
The Times identified 19 store sites across Mexi-
co that were the target of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s 
bribes. The Times then matched information 
about specific bribes against permit records 
for each site. Clear patterns emerged. Over and 
over, for example, the dates of bribe payments 
coincided with dates when critical permits were 
issued. Again and again, the strictly forbidden 
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments totaling 
$341,000, for example, Wal-Mart built a Sam’s 
Club in one of Mexico City’s most densely 
populated neighborhoods, near the Basílica de 
Guadalupe, without a construction license, or 
an environmental permit, or an urban impact 
assessment, or even a traffic permit. Thanks 
to nine bribe payments totaling $765,000, Wal-
Mart built a vast refrigerated distribution cen-
ter in an environmentally fragile flood basin 
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-

PHOTOGRAPHS BY JOSH HANER/THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Without paying more than $200,000 in bribes, Wal-Mart almost certainly would not have been able to build its Bodega Aurrera supermarket in Teotihuacán.
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Inside the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihuacán, top, shoppers can buy everything from tortillas to tires. Market

vendors, above, were among those most concerned about Wal-Mart’s plans to enter Teotihuacán. 
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
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India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
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created high-level positions to help root
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on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
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spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
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tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
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tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
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tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
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Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
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field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
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they could create a choke point that
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to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
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down the road. “We would be slamming
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-
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north of Mexico City, in an area where electric-
ity was so scarce that many smaller developers 
were turned away.

But there is no better example of Wal-Mart 
de Mexico’s methods than its conquest of Mrs. 
Pineda’s alfalfa field. In Teotihuacán, The Times 
found that Wal-Mart de Mexico executives ap-
proved at least four different bribe payments 
— more than $200,000 in all — to build just a me-
dium-size supermarket. Without those payoffs, 
records and interviews show, Wal-Mart almost 
surely would not have been allowed to build in 
Mrs. Pineda’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new ques-
tions about the way Wal-Mart’s leaders in the 
United States responded to evidence of wide-
spread corruption in their largest foreign sub-
sidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well aware of 
the protests here in 2004. (The controversy was 
covered by several news outlets in the United 
States, including The Times.) From the start, 
protest leaders insisted that corruption surely 
played a role in the store’s permits. Although 
woefully short on specifics, their complaints 
prompted multiple investigations by Mexican 
authorities. One of those investigations was still 
under way when Wal-Mart’s top executives first 
learned of Mr. Cicero’s account of bribes in Teo-
tihuacán (pronounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell Mexi-
can authorities about his allegations, not even 
after their own investigators concluded there 
was “reasonable suspicion” to believe laws had 
been violated, records and interviews show. 
Unaware of this new evidence, Mexican inves-
tigators said they could find no wrongdoing in 
Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing scrutiny 
since The Times disclosed its corruption prob-
lems in Mexico, where it is the largest private 
employer, with 221,000 people working in 2,275 
stores, supermarkets and restaurants.

In the United States, the Justice Depart-
ment and the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission are investigating possible violations of 
the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, the federal 
law that makes it a crime for American corpo-
rations or their subsidiaries to bribe foreign of-
ficials. Mexican authorities and Congressional 
Democrats have also begun investigations, and 
Wal-Mart has been hit by shareholder lawsuits 

from several major pension funds.
Wal-Mart declined to discuss its conduct in 

Teotihuacán while it is continuing its own inves-
tigation. The company has hired hundreds of 
lawyers, investigators and forensic accountants 
who are examining all 27 of its foreign markets. 
It has already found potentially serious wrong-
doing, including indications of bribery in China, 
Brazil and India. Several top executives in Mex-
ico and India have been suspended or forced to 
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened oversight of its 
internal investigations. It has created high-level 
positions to help root out corruption. It is spend-
ing millions on anticorruption training and 
background checks of the lawyers and lobbyists 
who represent Wal-Mart before foreign govern-
ments. The company has spent more than $100 
million on investigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a strong and 
effective global anticorruption program every-
where we operate and taking appropriate action 
for any instance of noncompliance,” said David 
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-Mart’s in-
vestigation is none other than the boxy, brown 
supermarket in Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most con-
troversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a powerful sym-
bol of globalism’s impact on Mexican culture 
and commerce.

As it turns out, the store also took on sym-
bolic importance within Wal-Mart de Mexico, 
Mr. Cicero said in an interview. Executives, he 
said, came to believe that by outmuscling pro-
testers and building in the shadow of a revered 
national treasure, they would send a message to 
the entire country: If we can build here, we can 
build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a sprawl-

ing metropolis of perhaps 150,000 people. The 
“city of the gods,” as the Aztecs called it, rose 
up around a vast temple complex and two great 
pyramids, the Sun and the Moon. The ancient 
city is long gone, buried under farm fields, small 
pueblos and the detritus of bygone civilizations. 
But the temple complex and pyramids remain, 
which is why Teotihuacán is so central to Mexi-
co’s cultural patrimony.

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally wanted to 
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-
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Without paying more than $200,000 in bribes, Wal-Mart almost certainly would not have been able to build its Bodega Aurrera supermarket in Teotihuacán.
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allegations. The decision meant authori-
ties were not notified. It also meant bas-
ic questions about the nature, extent
and impact of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
conduct were never asked, much less
answered.

The Times has now picked up where
Wal-Mart’s internal investigation was
cut off, traveling to dozens of towns and
cities in Mexico, gathering tens of thou-
sands of documents related to Wal-Mart
de Mexico permits, and interviewing
scores of government officials and Wal-
Mart employees, including 15 hours of
interviews with the former lawyer, Ser-
gio Cicero Zapata.

The Times’s examination reveals that
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not the re-
luctant victim of a corrupt culture that
insisted on bribes as the cost of doing
business. Nor did it pay bribes merely
to speed up routine approvals. Rather,
Wal-Mart de Mexico was an aggressive
and creative corrupter, offering large
payoffs to get what the law otherwise
prohibited. It used bribes to subvert
democratic governance — public votes,
open debates, transparent procedures.
It used bribes to circumvent regulatory
safeguards that protect Mexican citi-
zens from unsafe construction. It used
bribes to outflank rivals.

Through confidential Wal-Mart docu-
ments, The Times identified 19 store
sites across Mexico that were the target
of Wal-Mart de Mexico’s bribes. The
Times then matched information about
specific bribes against permit records
for each site. Clear patterns emerged.
Over and over, for example, the dates of
bribe payments coincided with dates
when critical permits were issued.
Again and again, the strictly forbidden
became miraculously attainable.

Thanks to eight bribe payments to-
taling $341,000, for example, Wal-Mart
built a Sam’s Club in one of Mexico
City’s most densely populated neigh-
borhoods, near the Basílica de Guada-
lupe, without a construction license, or
an environmental permit, or an urban
impact assessment, or even a traffic
permit. Thanks to nine bribe payments
totaling $765,000, Wal-Mart built a vast
refrigerated distribution center in an
environmentally fragile flood basin
north of Mexico City, in an area where
electricity was so scarce that many
smaller developers were turned away. 

But there is no better example of Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s methods than its con-
quest of Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field. In
Teotihuacán, The Times found that Wal-
Mart de Mexico executives approved at
least four different bribe payments —
more than $200,000 in all — to build just
a medium-size supermarket. Without
those payoffs, records and interviews
show, Wal-Mart almost surely would not
have been allowed to build in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field.

The Teotihuacán case also raises new
questions about the way Wal-Mart’s
leaders in the United States responded
to evidence of widespread corruption in
their largest foreign subsidiary.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was well
aware of the protests here in 2004. (The
controversy was covered by several
news outlets in the United States, in-
cluding The Times.) From the start, pro-
test leaders insisted that corruption
surely played a role in the store’s per-
mits. Although woefully short on specif-
ics, their complaints prompted multiple
investigations by Mexican authorities.
One of those investigations was still un-
der way when Wal-Mart’s top execu-
tives first learned of Mr. Cicero’s ac-
count of bribes in Teotihuacán (pro-
nounced Tay-o-tea-wah-KHAN).

But Wal-Mart’s leaders did not tell
Mexican authorities about his allega-
tions, not even after their own investi-
gators concluded there was “reasonable
suspicion” to believe laws had been vio-

lated, records and interviews show. Un-
aware of this new evidence, Mexican in-
vestigators said they could find no
wrongdoing in Teotihuacán.

Wal-Mart has been under growing
scrutiny since The Times disclosed its
corruption problems in Mexico, where it
is the largest private employer, with
221,000 people working in 2,275 stores,
supermarkets and restaurants. 

In the United States, the Justice De-
partment and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are investigating
possible violations of the Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act, the federal law that
makes it a crime for American corpora-
tions or their subsidiaries to bribe for-
eign officials. Mexican authorities and
Congressional Democrats have also be-
gun investigations, and Wal-Mart has
been hit by shareholder lawsuits from
several major pension funds.

Wal-Mart declined to discuss its con-
duct in Teotihuacán while it is continu-
ing its own investigation. The company
has hired hundreds of lawyers, investi-
gators and forensic accountants who
are examining all 27 of its foreign mar-

kets. It has already found potentially se-
rious wrongdoing, including indications
of bribery in China, Brazil and India.
Several top executives in Mexico and
India have been suspended or forced to
resign in recent months.

Wal-Mart has also tightened over-
sight of its internal investigations. It has
created high-level positions to help root
out corruption. It is spending millions
on anticorruption training and back-
ground checks of the lawyers and lobby-
ists who represent Wal-Mart before for-
eign governments. The company has
spent more than $100 million on in-
vestigative costs this year.

“We are committed to having a
strong and effective global anticorrup-
tion program everywhere we operate
and taking appropriate action for any
instance of noncompliance,” said David
W. Tovar, a Wal-Mart spokesman.

In Mexico, a major focus of Wal-
Mart’s investigation is none other than
the boxy, brown supermarket in Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field.

Eight years later, it remains the most
controversial Wal-Mart in Mexico, a

powerful symbol of globalism’s impact
on Mexican culture and commerce. 

As it turns out, the store also took on
symbolic importance within Wal-Mart
de Mexico, Mr. Cicero said in an in-
terview. Executives, he said, came to
believe that by outmuscling protesters
and building in the shadow of a revered
national treasure, they would send a
message to the entire country: If we
can build here, we can build anywhere.

City of the Gods
In ancient times, Teotihuacán was a

sprawling metropolis of perhaps 150,000
people. The “city of the gods,” as the Az-
tecs called it, rose up around a vast tem-
ple complex and two great pyramids,
the Sun and the Moon. The ancient city
is long gone, buried under farm fields,
small pueblos and the detritus of by-
gone civilizations. But the temple com-
plex and pyramids remain, which is
why Teotihuacán is so central to Mex-
ico’s cultural patrimony. 

Teotihuacán’s leaders naturally want-
ed to protect this legacy as they began
work on a new zoning plan in 2001. To

keep the town attractive as a tourist
destination, they decided to limit devel-
opment in the “archaeological zone,” a
buffer of protected land that encircles
the pyramids. At the same time, they
wanted a plan that would lure more
tourists into the town’s central square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go
into town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner
in the consulting firm the town hired to
draw up its new zoning plan. 

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm
was finishing its work, Wal-Mart de
Mexico had settled on Teotihuacán as a
ripe target for expansion. Its popula-
tion, nearly 50,000, was growing fast,
and its commerce was dominated by
small neighborhood shops and a tradi-
tional public market in the central
square — exactly the type of competi-
tion Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured
man, recalled how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa
field jumped out as Wal-Mart’s real es-
tate executives scoured aerial photo-
graphs of Teotihuacán. By putting one
of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera super-
markets at the town’s main entrance,
they could create a choke point that
would effectively place the town off lim-
its to competitors. There was also space
to add other types of Wal-Mart stores —
restaurants or department stores —
down the road. “We would be slamming
the gate on the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold re-
ception when they began to inquire
about permits at Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal offices. Saúl Martínez, an employee
in the urban development office, re-
called telling Wal-Mart’s representa-
tives that a supermarket could not be
built in Mrs. Pineda’s field, because the
field was zoned for housing. Wal-Mart
would need a zoning change. But a su-
permarket, he told them, was sure to
generate strong opposition because of
the traffic chaos it would create. 

“Go look for something else,” he re-
called telling Wal-Mart. 

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it
had found a perfectly legal solution to
the zoning problem. Only a narrow strip
of land separated Mrs. Pineda’s field
from Hidalgo Avenue, the main road
into town. If Wal-Mart could build an en-
trance across that strip, zoning rules
would let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s
zoning, which allowed commercial de-
velopment. But Wal-Mart could not get
a right of way, despite months of trying.

By then, the municipality was rush-
ing to complete its new zoning plan. Of-
ficials were already holding public
meetings to present the plan and solicit
feedback. A final vote was scheduled for
Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different
copies of the new zoning map as it ex-
isted on the eve of the vote. All four, in-
cluding two found in the town’s urban
development office, confirm that hous-
ing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is
no record of Wal-Mart seeking a last-
minute change, and nine officials close-
ly involved in drafting the plan all said
in separate interviews that they were
certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto
Peña, then the mayor of Teotihuacán.
“And if they would have asked that, my
answer would have been no.”

After two years of painstaking work,
Mr. Peña and the municipal council
unanimously approved Teotihuacán’s
new zoning plan on Aug. 6 

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new
map to the state’s Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, a bureaucratic out-
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protect this legacy as they began work on a new 
zoning plan in 2001. To keep the town attractive 
as a tourist destination, they decided to limit 
development in the “archaeological zone,” a 
buffer of protected land that encircles the pyra-
mids. At the same time, they wanted a plan that 
would lure more tourists into the town’s central 
square.

“People complained tourists didn’t go into 
town,” said Víctor Ortiz, a partner in the con-
sulting firm the town hired to draw up its new 
zoning plan.

By early 2003, just as Mr. Ortiz’s firm was 
finishing its work, Wal-Mart de Mexico had set-
tled on Teotihuacán as a ripe target for expan-
sion. Its population, nearly 50,000, was growing 
fast, and its commerce was dominated by small 
neighborhood shops and a traditional public 
market in the central square — exactly the type 
of competition Wal-Mart de Mexico had van-
quished in town after town.

Mr. Cicero, a trim, sharp-featured man, re-
called how Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field jumped out 
as Wal-Mart’s real estate executives scoured 
aerial photographs of Teotihuacán. By putting 
one of Wal-Mart’s Bodega Aurrera supermar-
kets at the town’s main entrance, they could 
create a choke point that would effectively place 
the town off limits to competitors. There was 
also space to add other types of Wal-Mart stores 
— restaurants or department stores — down 
the road. “We would be slamming the gate on 
the whole town,” he said.

But Wal-Mart officials got a cold reception 
when they began to inquire about permits at 
Teotihuacán’s municipal offices. Saúl Martínez, 
an employee in the urban development office, 
recalled telling Wal-Mart’s representatives that 
a supermarket could not be built in Mrs. Pine-
da’s field, because the field was zoned for hous-
ing. Wal-Mart would need a zoning change. But 
a supermarket, he told them, was sure to gen-
erate strong opposition because of the traffic 
chaos it would create.

“Go look for something else,” he recalled 
telling Wal-Mart.

At first, Mr. Cicero’s team thought it had 
found a perfectly legal solution to the zoning 
problem. Only a narrow strip of land separated 
Mrs. Pineda’s field from Hidalgo Avenue, the 
main road into town. If Wal-Mart could build an 
entrance across that strip, zoning rules would 

let it rely on Hidalgo Avenue’s zoning, which al-
lowed commercial development. But Wal-Mart 
could not get a right of way, despite months of 
trying.

By then, the municipality was rushing to 
complete its new zoning plan. Officials were 
already holding public meetings to present 
the plan and solicit feedback. A final vote was 
scheduled for Aug. 6, 2003.

The Times obtained four different copies 
of the new zoning map as it existed on the eve 
of the vote. All four, including two found in the 
town’s urban development office, confirm that 
housing was the only kind of development al-
lowed on Mrs. Pineda’s field. There is no record 
of Wal-Mart seeking a last-minute change, and 
nine officials closely involved in drafting the 
plan all said in separate interviews that they 
were certain Wal-Mart made no such request.

“I would remember,” said Humberto Peña, 
then the mayor of Teotihuacán. “And if they 
would have asked that, my answer would have 
been no.”

After two years of painstaking work, Mr. 
Peña and the municipal council unanimously 
approved Teotihuacán’s new zoning plan on 
Aug. 6

The next day Mr. Peña sent the new map to 
the state’s Office of Urban and regional Plan-
ning, a bureaucratic outpost of roughly a dozen 
employees in Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capi-
tal. The office’s main job was to verify that local 
zoning plans fit the state’s development goals. 
It also handled the critical final step — arrang-
ing publication of completed plans in the state’s 
official newspaper, the Government’s Gazette.

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly dashed Wal-

Mart’s hopes for Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s executives certainly acted as if they 
knew something the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked Wal-
Mart’s leadership in the United States to ap-
prove their plan to spend about $8 million on 
a Bodega Aurrera in Mrs. Pineda’s field. The 
request was approved by Wal-Mart’s interna-
tional real estate committee, made up of 20 or so 
top executives, including S. robson Walton, the 
company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records show, 
was contingent on obtaining “zoning for com-
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$114,000
Facing certain opposition from local 
merchants and residents, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico executives agreed to pay 
$114,000 in bribes to guarantee the 
support of Teotihuacán’s mayor and his 
allies on the municipal council, records 
and interviews show.

$25,900
Wal-Mart wanted to build by the main 
entrance into Teotihuacán, in a spot 
already choked with traffic. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $25,900 bribe 
payment to gain the approval of local 
traffic authorities, records and 
interviews show.

$52,000
The biggest hurdle was Teotihuacán’s 
zoning map. It clearly prohibited 
commercial development where 
Wal-Mart wanted to build. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $52,000 bribe 
payment to have the map altered, 
records and interviews show. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico faced a series of 
legal obstacles in its quest to build a 
supermarket in the protected 
archaeological zone around the pyramid 
complex in Teotihuacán. It overcame 
those obstacles by authorizing bribes, 
records and interviews show.

Teotihuacán’s leaders 
approved a new zoning 

map on Aug. 6, 2003. 
That map prohibited 

any commercial 
development on the 
plot where Wal-Mart 

wanted to build its 
supermarket.

The new map would 
not become law until it 

was published in a 
government 

newspaper. Wal-Mart 
de Mexico bribed an 

official to alter the 
map before it was sent 

off for publication. 

In the altered map, 
the land where 

Wal-Mart wanted to 
build had its zoning 

changed to E-T-M, a 
category that 

permitted a 
supermarket.

The plot’s zoning 
designation, H500A, 
allowed only houses 

to be built there.

Up to $81,000
Wal-Mart could not build by the pyramids 
without a permit from the agency that 
protects Mexico’s cultural landmarks. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico offered a “donation” 
of up to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of 
up to $36,000 in exchange for the 
permit, records and interviews show.
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post of roughly a dozen employees in
Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capital.
The office’s main job was to verify that
local zoning plans fit the state’s devel-
opment goals. It also handled the crit-
ical final step — arranging publication
of completed plans in the state’s official
newspaper, the Government’s Gazette. 

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly

dashed Wal-Mart’s hopes for Teotihua-
cán, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
certainly acted as if they knew some-
thing the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked
Wal-Mart’s leadership in the United
States to approve their plan to spend
about $8 million on a Bodega Aurrera in
Mrs. Pineda’s field. The request was ap-
proved by Wal-Mart’s international real
estate committee, made up of 20 or so
top executives, including S. Robson
Walton, the company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records
show, was contingent on obtaining “zon-
ing for commercial use.” 

By law, the state Office of Urban and
Regional Planning could not make zon-
ing changes on maps it reviewed. If
there were problems, it was supposed to
send the map back to the town for revi-
sions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was
quickly approved and then sent to the
Government’s Gazette on Aug. 20. 

It typically took the Gazette a few
weeks to publish a new zoning plan.
Only then did it become law. But even
before Teotihuacán’s map was pub-

lished, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two
very curious things: First, it began an
expensive soil mechanics study of Mrs.
Pineda’s field, which it would later
lease. Second, it submitted an applica-
tion to the Business Attention Commis-
sion, a state agency that helps develop-
ers get permits.

The application and the soil study
would have been a foolish waste of time
and money, assuming the soon-to-be-
published map matched what the Teoti-
huacán council approved on Aug. 6. It
made perfect sense, though, for a com-
pany that had reason to believe the map
would be published with a single stra-
tegically situated change. 

The Times found evidence of that
change on a computer disc stored in a
shoe box inside the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning. The disc, created by
a senior official in the office, held a copy
of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it ex-
isted on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to
the Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pine-
da’s field had been changed to allow a
commercial center. 

“One thing I am sure of — this was al-
tered,” Alejandro Heredia, a partner in
the consulting firm that created Teoti-
huacán’s zoning map, said when he was
shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, add-
ing, “It would be quite a gift to someone
who wanted to do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small
change would not be noticed by Teoti-
huacán’s municipal council. Because of
term limits, the entire council left office

after the Aug. 6 vote. A new mayor, Gui-
llermo Rodríguez, was sworn in with a
new council on Aug. 17. In interviews,
Mr. Rodríguez and members of the new
council said they had no idea Wal-Mart
had its eye on Mrs. Pineda’s field when
they took office. 

“They must have had to bribe some-
body in order to make the illegal legal,”
Mr. Rodríguez said when he was shown
both the Aug. 20 map and the map ap-
proved on Aug. 6. 

“Whatever happened here must be
explained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former
high-ranking state official whose do-
main included the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, said when he was
shown both maps. Only one person, he
said, could explain what happened —
Víctor Manuel Frieventh, then the di-
rector of the urban planning office. 

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Agui-
luz said. 

In interviews with The Times, people
who worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office re-
called a steady parade of favor-seekers
— housing developers, wealthy land-
owners, politically wired businessmen
— all hoping Mr. Frieventh would use
his influence to shape zoning plans to
favor their interests. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, they said, was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described
how his predecessors had taken bribes
to shift zoning boundaries. But he in-
sisted he never met with anyone from
Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing to do
with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking

intently at the altered map. 
The formal order to publish Teotihua-

cán’s new zoning plan was received by
the Government’s Gazette on Sept. 11,
2003. The next day, internal Wal-Mart
de Mexico records show, Mr. Cicero au-
thorized five bribe payments totaling
$221,000. According to the internal
records, the bribes were for obtaining
zoning changes to build five supermar-
kets. One of the payments, for $52,000,
was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihua-
cán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not
themselves pay bribes. Records and in-
terviews show that payoffs were made
by outside lawyers, trusted fixers dis-
patched by Mr. Cicero to deliver enve-
lopes of cash without leaving any trace
of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s written policies said these fixers
could be entrusted with up to $280,000
to “expedite” a single permit. The bribe
payments covered the payoffs them-
selves, a commission for the fixer and
taxes. For some permits, it was left to
the fixers to figure out who needed to be
bribed. In this case, Mr. Cicero said, Mr.
Frieventh was the intended recipient. 

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store
owner, earned a government salary of
less than $30,000 in 2003. However mod-
est his pay, he was in the midst of
amassing an impressive real estate
portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property
records show, he bought up most of a
city block in Toluca. The land costs
alone were nearly 65 percent of his gov-
ernment pay during those years. 

Asked if he had ever accepted any-
thing of value from a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative, Mr. Freiventh shook his head,
chuckled and extended a hand, palm up.
“Bring him to me so he can pay me, no?
Have him bring it to me.” 

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart
still needed at least a dozen different
permits to begin construction. But to
apply for them, Mr. Cicero’s team first
had to get a zoning certificate, which
verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from
Mr. Frieventh’s office. They were issued
by the state Office of Urban Operations,
and Wal-Mart’s request went to Lidia
Gómez, a career civil servant known as
a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez rejected
Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried
again a few months later, and again Ms.
Gómez said no, saying that even with
Teotihuacán’s new map, a Bodega Aur-
rera would still run afoul of a rarely en-
forced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was
dead in the water. 

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr.
Cicero’s team found a way around Ms.
Gómez, and the law. Mr. Frieventh had
no legal authority to overrule Ms.
Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request,
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a let-
ter on government letterhead on March
9, 2004, that directly contradicted Ms.
Gómez’s rulings. Citing the altered map,
he wrote that Wal-Mart’s supermarket
was indeed compatible with the zoning
for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall
the letter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-
Mart de Mexico immediately put the let-
ter to work. It began applying for other
permits, each time submitting the letter
as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the
state agency that regulates roads. 

There were obvious reasons for traf-
fic regulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s per-
mit request. Traffic, of course, was one
of Teotihuacán’s biggest headaches, and
a supermarket at the main entrance
would only make matters worse. But
there was a far bigger complication. The
town had recently approved a long-term
plan to ease congestion. The plan called
for building a bypass road through Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field. 

According to internal Wal-Mart
records, Mr. Cicero authorized a $25,900
bribe for the permit, which was issued
in less than two weeks. The paperwork
approving it did not even mention the
bypass road. 

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had

just finished its regular meeting on June
11, 2004, when the mayor, Guillermo
Rodríguez, made an unusual request.
He asked the council members to stick
around and meet privately with some
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions
were given to turn off the video camera
used to record public meetings. But the
video operator disregarded the instruc-
tions, and the camera continued to roll. 

“They are going to explain what they

want to do here,” the mayor told his col-
leagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-
Mart now needed a construction license
from Teotihuacán. Construction licenses
were issued by Hugo Hernández, the
town’s director of urban development.
Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far de-
clined to give Wal-Mart a license be-
cause it still lacked several approvals —
an environmental permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a
friend in Mayor Rodríguez, who now, in
private, explained to the council why it
was essential to act with speed and flex-
ibility to help Wal-Mart build, regard-
less of the inevitable opposition. 

“They say that if we don’t solve this
quickly, they will leave,” he told the
council members. Wal-Mart, he re-
vealed, had raised the possibility of a
donation. “They asked me, ‘What are
you going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay
your taxes, reach an agreement, help
the community.’”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team,
led by Jorge Resendiz, one of Mr. Cic-
ero’s deputies.

Mr. Resendiz got to the point. In ex-
change for bringing jobs and low prices
to Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart wanted some-
thing extraordinary. It wanted the coun-
cil members to let Wal-Mart start con-
struction even though it did not have all
the required permits. And it wanted
them to do it then and there, in private,
without public hearings. Wal-Mart was
in a rush to open for Christmas shop-
ping. “Time is precious for us,” he said.
“If we don’t start this unit in the coming
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. Rodríguez assured Mr. Resendiz
that the council would give its approval
the next week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was
out of character. In interviews, former
aides and colleagues described Mr.
Rodríguez as “insecure,” “easily manip-
ulated” and “passive.” He was frequent-
ly absent during working hours. “My
persistent thought was that I was disap-
pointed by him,” said Mr. Peña, the for-
mer mayor who had been Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s political mentor. 

But according to Mr. Cicero, there
was nothing accidental about Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s enthusiasm. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, he said, bribed Mr. Rodríguez to se-
cure his support and that of his allies on
the town council. The decision to bribe
Mr. Rodríguez, he said, was blessed by
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders. 

“I didn’t receive any money from
Wal-Mart — no money,” Mr. Rodríguez
insisted during two lengthy interviews
with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he
began to spend tens of thousands of dol-
lars in June 2004, the same month he
emerged as Wal-Mart’s champion.

The spending is described in financial
disclosure reports Mr. Rodríguez pre-
pared himself under oath. The reports,
obtained by The Times, show that he
spent $30,300 to begin building a ranch
on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pick-
up. He paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. Rodríguez was paid
$47,000 a year. His wife made $23,000
more working for the municipality. His
spending spree in June nearly equaled
their entire pay for the first half of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what
happened six months later. Mr. Rodrí-
guez swore in his disclosure reports
that he had no savings as of Dec. 31,
2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, he and his wife
spent $47,700 in cash on improvements
to their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, Mr. Rodrí-
guez had been the town comptroller, re-
sponsible for making sure municipal of-
ficials completed their financial disclo-
sure reports correctly. Yet in the in-
terviews, Mr. Rodríguez claimed over
and over that the amounts he reported
were “mistakes” or “approximate fig-
ures” or “generalized.”

He tried to be precise, he explained.
“I now see it wasn’t so.” 

But he did not dispute the overall
spending pattern. From June 2004 to
June 2005, he acknowledged, he spent
“approximately” $114,000 building and
furnishing his ranch, all in cash. 

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask
Mr. Cicero how much Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico had paid to bribe the mayor. About
$114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met
again on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr.
Rodríguez first introduced them to Wal-
Mart. It was just after 7 a.m. and Mr. Re-
sendiz took a seat up front. Item 7 on the
agenda was Wal-Mart.

Continued on Following Page
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$114,000
Facing certain opposition from local 
merchants and residents, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico executives agreed to pay 
$114,000 in bribes to guarantee the 
support of Teotihuacán’s mayor and his 
allies on the municipal council, records 
and interviews show.

$25,900
Wal-Mart wanted to build by the main 
entrance into Teotihuacán, in a spot 
already choked with traffic. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $25,900 bribe 
payment to gain the approval of local 
traffic authorities, records and 
interviews show.

$52,000
The biggest hurdle was Teotihuacán’s 
zoning map. It clearly prohibited 
commercial development where 
Wal-Mart wanted to build. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $52,000 bribe 
payment to have the map altered, 
records and interviews show. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico faced a series of 
legal obstacles in its quest to build a 
supermarket in the protected 
archaeological zone around the pyramid 
complex in Teotihuacán. It overcame 
those obstacles by authorizing bribes, 
records and interviews show.

Teotihuacán’s leaders 
approved a new zoning 

map on Aug. 6, 2003. 
That map prohibited 

any commercial 
development on the 
plot where Wal-Mart 

wanted to build its 
supermarket.

The new map would 
not become law until it 

was published in a 
government 

newspaper. Wal-Mart 
de Mexico bribed an 

official to alter the 
map before it was sent 

off for publication. 

In the altered map, 
the land where 

Wal-Mart wanted to 
build had its zoning 

changed to E-T-M, a 
category that 

permitted a 
supermarket.

The plot’s zoning 
designation, H500A, 
allowed only houses 

to be built there.

Up to $81,000
Wal-Mart could not build by the pyramids 
without a permit from the agency that 
protects Mexico’s cultural landmarks. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico offered a “donation” 
of up to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of 
up to $36,000 in exchange for the 
permit, records and interviews show.
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post of roughly a dozen employees in
Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capital.
The office’s main job was to verify that
local zoning plans fit the state’s devel-
opment goals. It also handled the crit-
ical final step — arranging publication
of completed plans in the state’s official
newspaper, the Government’s Gazette. 

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly

dashed Wal-Mart’s hopes for Teotihua-
cán, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
certainly acted as if they knew some-
thing the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked
Wal-Mart’s leadership in the United
States to approve their plan to spend
about $8 million on a Bodega Aurrera in
Mrs. Pineda’s field. The request was ap-
proved by Wal-Mart’s international real
estate committee, made up of 20 or so
top executives, including S. Robson
Walton, the company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records
show, was contingent on obtaining “zon-
ing for commercial use.” 

By law, the state Office of Urban and
Regional Planning could not make zon-
ing changes on maps it reviewed. If
there were problems, it was supposed to
send the map back to the town for revi-
sions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was
quickly approved and then sent to the
Government’s Gazette on Aug. 20. 

It typically took the Gazette a few
weeks to publish a new zoning plan.
Only then did it become law. But even
before Teotihuacán’s map was pub-

lished, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two
very curious things: First, it began an
expensive soil mechanics study of Mrs.
Pineda’s field, which it would later
lease. Second, it submitted an applica-
tion to the Business Attention Commis-
sion, a state agency that helps develop-
ers get permits.

The application and the soil study
would have been a foolish waste of time
and money, assuming the soon-to-be-
published map matched what the Teoti-
huacán council approved on Aug. 6. It
made perfect sense, though, for a com-
pany that had reason to believe the map
would be published with a single stra-
tegically situated change. 

The Times found evidence of that
change on a computer disc stored in a
shoe box inside the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning. The disc, created by
a senior official in the office, held a copy
of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it ex-
isted on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to
the Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pine-
da’s field had been changed to allow a
commercial center. 

“One thing I am sure of — this was al-
tered,” Alejandro Heredia, a partner in
the consulting firm that created Teoti-
huacán’s zoning map, said when he was
shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, add-
ing, “It would be quite a gift to someone
who wanted to do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small
change would not be noticed by Teoti-
huacán’s municipal council. Because of
term limits, the entire council left office

after the Aug. 6 vote. A new mayor, Gui-
llermo Rodríguez, was sworn in with a
new council on Aug. 17. In interviews,
Mr. Rodríguez and members of the new
council said they had no idea Wal-Mart
had its eye on Mrs. Pineda’s field when
they took office. 

“They must have had to bribe some-
body in order to make the illegal legal,”
Mr. Rodríguez said when he was shown
both the Aug. 20 map and the map ap-
proved on Aug. 6. 

“Whatever happened here must be
explained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former
high-ranking state official whose do-
main included the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, said when he was
shown both maps. Only one person, he
said, could explain what happened —
Víctor Manuel Frieventh, then the di-
rector of the urban planning office. 

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Agui-
luz said. 

In interviews with The Times, people
who worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office re-
called a steady parade of favor-seekers
— housing developers, wealthy land-
owners, politically wired businessmen
— all hoping Mr. Frieventh would use
his influence to shape zoning plans to
favor their interests. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, they said, was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described
how his predecessors had taken bribes
to shift zoning boundaries. But he in-
sisted he never met with anyone from
Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing to do
with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking

intently at the altered map. 
The formal order to publish Teotihua-

cán’s new zoning plan was received by
the Government’s Gazette on Sept. 11,
2003. The next day, internal Wal-Mart
de Mexico records show, Mr. Cicero au-
thorized five bribe payments totaling
$221,000. According to the internal
records, the bribes were for obtaining
zoning changes to build five supermar-
kets. One of the payments, for $52,000,
was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihua-
cán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not
themselves pay bribes. Records and in-
terviews show that payoffs were made
by outside lawyers, trusted fixers dis-
patched by Mr. Cicero to deliver enve-
lopes of cash without leaving any trace
of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s written policies said these fixers
could be entrusted with up to $280,000
to “expedite” a single permit. The bribe
payments covered the payoffs them-
selves, a commission for the fixer and
taxes. For some permits, it was left to
the fixers to figure out who needed to be
bribed. In this case, Mr. Cicero said, Mr.
Frieventh was the intended recipient. 

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store
owner, earned a government salary of
less than $30,000 in 2003. However mod-
est his pay, he was in the midst of
amassing an impressive real estate
portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property
records show, he bought up most of a
city block in Toluca. The land costs
alone were nearly 65 percent of his gov-
ernment pay during those years. 

Asked if he had ever accepted any-
thing of value from a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative, Mr. Freiventh shook his head,
chuckled and extended a hand, palm up.
“Bring him to me so he can pay me, no?
Have him bring it to me.” 

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart
still needed at least a dozen different
permits to begin construction. But to
apply for them, Mr. Cicero’s team first
had to get a zoning certificate, which
verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from
Mr. Frieventh’s office. They were issued
by the state Office of Urban Operations,
and Wal-Mart’s request went to Lidia
Gómez, a career civil servant known as
a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez rejected
Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried
again a few months later, and again Ms.
Gómez said no, saying that even with
Teotihuacán’s new map, a Bodega Aur-
rera would still run afoul of a rarely en-
forced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was
dead in the water. 

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr.
Cicero’s team found a way around Ms.
Gómez, and the law. Mr. Frieventh had
no legal authority to overrule Ms.
Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request,
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a let-
ter on government letterhead on March
9, 2004, that directly contradicted Ms.
Gómez’s rulings. Citing the altered map,
he wrote that Wal-Mart’s supermarket
was indeed compatible with the zoning
for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall
the letter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-
Mart de Mexico immediately put the let-
ter to work. It began applying for other
permits, each time submitting the letter
as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the
state agency that regulates roads. 

There were obvious reasons for traf-
fic regulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s per-
mit request. Traffic, of course, was one
of Teotihuacán’s biggest headaches, and
a supermarket at the main entrance
would only make matters worse. But
there was a far bigger complication. The
town had recently approved a long-term
plan to ease congestion. The plan called
for building a bypass road through Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field. 

According to internal Wal-Mart
records, Mr. Cicero authorized a $25,900
bribe for the permit, which was issued
in less than two weeks. The paperwork
approving it did not even mention the
bypass road. 

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had

just finished its regular meeting on June
11, 2004, when the mayor, Guillermo
Rodríguez, made an unusual request.
He asked the council members to stick
around and meet privately with some
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions
were given to turn off the video camera
used to record public meetings. But the
video operator disregarded the instruc-
tions, and the camera continued to roll. 

“They are going to explain what they

want to do here,” the mayor told his col-
leagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-
Mart now needed a construction license
from Teotihuacán. Construction licenses
were issued by Hugo Hernández, the
town’s director of urban development.
Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far de-
clined to give Wal-Mart a license be-
cause it still lacked several approvals —
an environmental permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a
friend in Mayor Rodríguez, who now, in
private, explained to the council why it
was essential to act with speed and flex-
ibility to help Wal-Mart build, regard-
less of the inevitable opposition. 

“They say that if we don’t solve this
quickly, they will leave,” he told the
council members. Wal-Mart, he re-
vealed, had raised the possibility of a
donation. “They asked me, ‘What are
you going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay
your taxes, reach an agreement, help
the community.’”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team,
led by Jorge Resendiz, one of Mr. Cic-
ero’s deputies.

Mr. Resendiz got to the point. In ex-
change for bringing jobs and low prices
to Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart wanted some-
thing extraordinary. It wanted the coun-
cil members to let Wal-Mart start con-
struction even though it did not have all
the required permits. And it wanted
them to do it then and there, in private,
without public hearings. Wal-Mart was
in a rush to open for Christmas shop-
ping. “Time is precious for us,” he said.
“If we don’t start this unit in the coming
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. Rodríguez assured Mr. Resendiz
that the council would give its approval
the next week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was
out of character. In interviews, former
aides and colleagues described Mr.
Rodríguez as “insecure,” “easily manip-
ulated” and “passive.” He was frequent-
ly absent during working hours. “My
persistent thought was that I was disap-
pointed by him,” said Mr. Peña, the for-
mer mayor who had been Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s political mentor. 

But according to Mr. Cicero, there
was nothing accidental about Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s enthusiasm. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, he said, bribed Mr. Rodríguez to se-
cure his support and that of his allies on
the town council. The decision to bribe
Mr. Rodríguez, he said, was blessed by
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders. 

“I didn’t receive any money from
Wal-Mart — no money,” Mr. Rodríguez
insisted during two lengthy interviews
with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he
began to spend tens of thousands of dol-
lars in June 2004, the same month he
emerged as Wal-Mart’s champion.

The spending is described in financial
disclosure reports Mr. Rodríguez pre-
pared himself under oath. The reports,
obtained by The Times, show that he
spent $30,300 to begin building a ranch
on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pick-
up. He paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. Rodríguez was paid
$47,000 a year. His wife made $23,000
more working for the municipality. His
spending spree in June nearly equaled
their entire pay for the first half of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what
happened six months later. Mr. Rodrí-
guez swore in his disclosure reports
that he had no savings as of Dec. 31,
2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, he and his wife
spent $47,700 in cash on improvements
to their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, Mr. Rodrí-
guez had been the town comptroller, re-
sponsible for making sure municipal of-
ficials completed their financial disclo-
sure reports correctly. Yet in the in-
terviews, Mr. Rodríguez claimed over
and over that the amounts he reported
were “mistakes” or “approximate fig-
ures” or “generalized.”

He tried to be precise, he explained.
“I now see it wasn’t so.” 

But he did not dispute the overall
spending pattern. From June 2004 to
June 2005, he acknowledged, he spent
“approximately” $114,000 building and
furnishing his ranch, all in cash. 

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask
Mr. Cicero how much Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico had paid to bribe the mayor. About
$114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met
again on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr.
Rodríguez first introduced them to Wal-
Mart. It was just after 7 a.m. and Mr. Re-
sendiz took a seat up front. Item 7 on the
agenda was Wal-Mart.
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FOUR BRIBES, ONE WAL-MART

THE ORIGINAL MAP

THE ALTERED MAP

$114,000
Facing certain opposition from local 
merchants and residents, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico executives agreed to pay 
$114,000 in bribes to guarantee the 
support of Teotihuacán’s mayor and his 
allies on the municipal council, records 
and interviews show.

$25,900
Wal-Mart wanted to build by the main 
entrance into Teotihuacán, in a spot 
already choked with traffic. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $25,900 bribe 
payment to gain the approval of local 
traffic authorities, records and 
interviews show.

$52,000
The biggest hurdle was Teotihuacán’s 
zoning map. It clearly prohibited 
commercial development where 
Wal-Mart wanted to build. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $52,000 bribe 
payment to have the map altered, 
records and interviews show. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico faced a series of 
legal obstacles in its quest to build a 
supermarket in the protected 
archaeological zone around the pyramid 
complex in Teotihuacán. It overcame 
those obstacles by authorizing bribes, 
records and interviews show.

Teotihuacán’s leaders 
approved a new zoning 

map on Aug. 6, 2003. 
That map prohibited 

any commercial 
development on the 
plot where Wal-Mart 

wanted to build its 
supermarket.

The new map would 
not become law until it 

was published in a 
government 

newspaper. Wal-Mart 
de Mexico bribed an 

official to alter the 
map before it was sent 

off for publication. 

In the altered map, 
the land where 

Wal-Mart wanted to 
build had its zoning 

changed to E-T-M, a 
category that 

permitted a 
supermarket.

The plot’s zoning 
designation, H500A, 
allowed only houses 

to be built there.

Up to $81,000
Wal-Mart could not build by the pyramids 
without a permit from the agency that 
protects Mexico’s cultural landmarks. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico offered a “donation” 
of up to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of 
up to $36,000 in exchange for the 
permit, records and interviews show.
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post of roughly a dozen employees in
Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capital.
The office’s main job was to verify that
local zoning plans fit the state’s devel-
opment goals. It also handled the crit-
ical final step — arranging publication
of completed plans in the state’s official
newspaper, the Government’s Gazette. 

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly

dashed Wal-Mart’s hopes for Teotihua-
cán, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
certainly acted as if they knew some-
thing the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked
Wal-Mart’s leadership in the United
States to approve their plan to spend
about $8 million on a Bodega Aurrera in
Mrs. Pineda’s field. The request was ap-
proved by Wal-Mart’s international real
estate committee, made up of 20 or so
top executives, including S. Robson
Walton, the company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records
show, was contingent on obtaining “zon-
ing for commercial use.” 

By law, the state Office of Urban and
Regional Planning could not make zon-
ing changes on maps it reviewed. If
there were problems, it was supposed to
send the map back to the town for revi-
sions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was
quickly approved and then sent to the
Government’s Gazette on Aug. 20. 

It typically took the Gazette a few
weeks to publish a new zoning plan.
Only then did it become law. But even
before Teotihuacán’s map was pub-

lished, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two
very curious things: First, it began an
expensive soil mechanics study of Mrs.
Pineda’s field, which it would later
lease. Second, it submitted an applica-
tion to the Business Attention Commis-
sion, a state agency that helps develop-
ers get permits.

The application and the soil study
would have been a foolish waste of time
and money, assuming the soon-to-be-
published map matched what the Teoti-
huacán council approved on Aug. 6. It
made perfect sense, though, for a com-
pany that had reason to believe the map
would be published with a single stra-
tegically situated change. 

The Times found evidence of that
change on a computer disc stored in a
shoe box inside the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning. The disc, created by
a senior official in the office, held a copy
of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it ex-
isted on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to
the Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pine-
da’s field had been changed to allow a
commercial center. 

“One thing I am sure of — this was al-
tered,” Alejandro Heredia, a partner in
the consulting firm that created Teoti-
huacán’s zoning map, said when he was
shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, add-
ing, “It would be quite a gift to someone
who wanted to do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small
change would not be noticed by Teoti-
huacán’s municipal council. Because of
term limits, the entire council left office

after the Aug. 6 vote. A new mayor, Gui-
llermo Rodríguez, was sworn in with a
new council on Aug. 17. In interviews,
Mr. Rodríguez and members of the new
council said they had no idea Wal-Mart
had its eye on Mrs. Pineda’s field when
they took office. 

“They must have had to bribe some-
body in order to make the illegal legal,”
Mr. Rodríguez said when he was shown
both the Aug. 20 map and the map ap-
proved on Aug. 6. 

“Whatever happened here must be
explained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former
high-ranking state official whose do-
main included the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, said when he was
shown both maps. Only one person, he
said, could explain what happened —
Víctor Manuel Frieventh, then the di-
rector of the urban planning office. 

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Agui-
luz said. 

In interviews with The Times, people
who worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office re-
called a steady parade of favor-seekers
— housing developers, wealthy land-
owners, politically wired businessmen
— all hoping Mr. Frieventh would use
his influence to shape zoning plans to
favor their interests. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, they said, was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described
how his predecessors had taken bribes
to shift zoning boundaries. But he in-
sisted he never met with anyone from
Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing to do
with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking

intently at the altered map. 
The formal order to publish Teotihua-

cán’s new zoning plan was received by
the Government’s Gazette on Sept. 11,
2003. The next day, internal Wal-Mart
de Mexico records show, Mr. Cicero au-
thorized five bribe payments totaling
$221,000. According to the internal
records, the bribes were for obtaining
zoning changes to build five supermar-
kets. One of the payments, for $52,000,
was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihua-
cán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not
themselves pay bribes. Records and in-
terviews show that payoffs were made
by outside lawyers, trusted fixers dis-
patched by Mr. Cicero to deliver enve-
lopes of cash without leaving any trace
of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s written policies said these fixers
could be entrusted with up to $280,000
to “expedite” a single permit. The bribe
payments covered the payoffs them-
selves, a commission for the fixer and
taxes. For some permits, it was left to
the fixers to figure out who needed to be
bribed. In this case, Mr. Cicero said, Mr.
Frieventh was the intended recipient. 

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store
owner, earned a government salary of
less than $30,000 in 2003. However mod-
est his pay, he was in the midst of
amassing an impressive real estate
portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property
records show, he bought up most of a
city block in Toluca. The land costs
alone were nearly 65 percent of his gov-
ernment pay during those years. 

Asked if he had ever accepted any-
thing of value from a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative, Mr. Freiventh shook his head,
chuckled and extended a hand, palm up.
“Bring him to me so he can pay me, no?
Have him bring it to me.” 

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart
still needed at least a dozen different
permits to begin construction. But to
apply for them, Mr. Cicero’s team first
had to get a zoning certificate, which
verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from
Mr. Frieventh’s office. They were issued
by the state Office of Urban Operations,
and Wal-Mart’s request went to Lidia
Gómez, a career civil servant known as
a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez rejected
Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried
again a few months later, and again Ms.
Gómez said no, saying that even with
Teotihuacán’s new map, a Bodega Aur-
rera would still run afoul of a rarely en-
forced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was
dead in the water. 

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr.
Cicero’s team found a way around Ms.
Gómez, and the law. Mr. Frieventh had
no legal authority to overrule Ms.
Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request,
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a let-
ter on government letterhead on March
9, 2004, that directly contradicted Ms.
Gómez’s rulings. Citing the altered map,
he wrote that Wal-Mart’s supermarket
was indeed compatible with the zoning
for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall
the letter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-
Mart de Mexico immediately put the let-
ter to work. It began applying for other
permits, each time submitting the letter
as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the
state agency that regulates roads. 

There were obvious reasons for traf-
fic regulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s per-
mit request. Traffic, of course, was one
of Teotihuacán’s biggest headaches, and
a supermarket at the main entrance
would only make matters worse. But
there was a far bigger complication. The
town had recently approved a long-term
plan to ease congestion. The plan called
for building a bypass road through Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field. 

According to internal Wal-Mart
records, Mr. Cicero authorized a $25,900
bribe for the permit, which was issued
in less than two weeks. The paperwork
approving it did not even mention the
bypass road. 

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had

just finished its regular meeting on June
11, 2004, when the mayor, Guillermo
Rodríguez, made an unusual request.
He asked the council members to stick
around and meet privately with some
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions
were given to turn off the video camera
used to record public meetings. But the
video operator disregarded the instruc-
tions, and the camera continued to roll. 

“They are going to explain what they

want to do here,” the mayor told his col-
leagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-
Mart now needed a construction license
from Teotihuacán. Construction licenses
were issued by Hugo Hernández, the
town’s director of urban development.
Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far de-
clined to give Wal-Mart a license be-
cause it still lacked several approvals —
an environmental permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a
friend in Mayor Rodríguez, who now, in
private, explained to the council why it
was essential to act with speed and flex-
ibility to help Wal-Mart build, regard-
less of the inevitable opposition. 

“They say that if we don’t solve this
quickly, they will leave,” he told the
council members. Wal-Mart, he re-
vealed, had raised the possibility of a
donation. “They asked me, ‘What are
you going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay
your taxes, reach an agreement, help
the community.’”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team,
led by Jorge Resendiz, one of Mr. Cic-
ero’s deputies.

Mr. Resendiz got to the point. In ex-
change for bringing jobs and low prices
to Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart wanted some-
thing extraordinary. It wanted the coun-
cil members to let Wal-Mart start con-
struction even though it did not have all
the required permits. And it wanted
them to do it then and there, in private,
without public hearings. Wal-Mart was
in a rush to open for Christmas shop-
ping. “Time is precious for us,” he said.
“If we don’t start this unit in the coming
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. Rodríguez assured Mr. Resendiz
that the council would give its approval
the next week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was
out of character. In interviews, former
aides and colleagues described Mr.
Rodríguez as “insecure,” “easily manip-
ulated” and “passive.” He was frequent-
ly absent during working hours. “My
persistent thought was that I was disap-
pointed by him,” said Mr. Peña, the for-
mer mayor who had been Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s political mentor. 

But according to Mr. Cicero, there
was nothing accidental about Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s enthusiasm. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, he said, bribed Mr. Rodríguez to se-
cure his support and that of his allies on
the town council. The decision to bribe
Mr. Rodríguez, he said, was blessed by
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders. 

“I didn’t receive any money from
Wal-Mart — no money,” Mr. Rodríguez
insisted during two lengthy interviews
with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he
began to spend tens of thousands of dol-
lars in June 2004, the same month he
emerged as Wal-Mart’s champion.

The spending is described in financial
disclosure reports Mr. Rodríguez pre-
pared himself under oath. The reports,
obtained by The Times, show that he
spent $30,300 to begin building a ranch
on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pick-
up. He paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. Rodríguez was paid
$47,000 a year. His wife made $23,000
more working for the municipality. His
spending spree in June nearly equaled
their entire pay for the first half of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what
happened six months later. Mr. Rodrí-
guez swore in his disclosure reports
that he had no savings as of Dec. 31,
2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, he and his wife
spent $47,700 in cash on improvements
to their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, Mr. Rodrí-
guez had been the town comptroller, re-
sponsible for making sure municipal of-
ficials completed their financial disclo-
sure reports correctly. Yet in the in-
terviews, Mr. Rodríguez claimed over
and over that the amounts he reported
were “mistakes” or “approximate fig-
ures” or “generalized.”

He tried to be precise, he explained.
“I now see it wasn’t so.” 

But he did not dispute the overall
spending pattern. From June 2004 to
June 2005, he acknowledged, he spent
“approximately” $114,000 building and
furnishing his ranch, all in cash. 

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask
Mr. Cicero how much Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico had paid to bribe the mayor. About
$114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met
again on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr.
Rodríguez first introduced them to Wal-
Mart. It was just after 7 a.m. and Mr. Re-
sendiz took a seat up front. Item 7 on the
agenda was Wal-Mart.
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FOUR BRIBES, ONE WAL-MART

THE ORIGINAL MAP

THE ALTERED MAP

$114,000
Facing certain opposition from local 
merchants and residents, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico executives agreed to pay 
$114,000 in bribes to guarantee the 
support of Teotihuacán’s mayor and his 
allies on the municipal council, records 
and interviews show.

$25,900
Wal-Mart wanted to build by the main 
entrance into Teotihuacán, in a spot 
already choked with traffic. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $25,900 bribe 
payment to gain the approval of local 
traffic authorities, records and 
interviews show.

$52,000
The biggest hurdle was Teotihuacán’s 
zoning map. It clearly prohibited 
commercial development where 
Wal-Mart wanted to build. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $52,000 bribe 
payment to have the map altered, 
records and interviews show. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico faced a series of 
legal obstacles in its quest to build a 
supermarket in the protected 
archaeological zone around the pyramid 
complex in Teotihuacán. It overcame 
those obstacles by authorizing bribes, 
records and interviews show.

Teotihuacán’s leaders 
approved a new zoning 

map on Aug. 6, 2003. 
That map prohibited 

any commercial 
development on the 
plot where Wal-Mart 

wanted to build its 
supermarket.

The new map would 
not become law until it 

was published in a 
government 

newspaper. Wal-Mart 
de Mexico bribed an 

official to alter the 
map before it was sent 

off for publication. 

In the altered map, 
the land where 

Wal-Mart wanted to 
build had its zoning 

changed to E-T-M, a 
category that 

permitted a 
supermarket.

The plot’s zoning 
designation, H500A, 
allowed only houses 

to be built there.

Up to $81,000
Wal-Mart could not build by the pyramids 
without a permit from the agency that 
protects Mexico’s cultural landmarks. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico offered a “donation” 
of up to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of 
up to $36,000 in exchange for the 
permit, records and interviews show.
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post of roughly a dozen employees in
Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capital.
The office’s main job was to verify that
local zoning plans fit the state’s devel-
opment goals. It also handled the crit-
ical final step — arranging publication
of completed plans in the state’s official
newspaper, the Government’s Gazette. 

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly

dashed Wal-Mart’s hopes for Teotihua-
cán, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
certainly acted as if they knew some-
thing the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked
Wal-Mart’s leadership in the United
States to approve their plan to spend
about $8 million on a Bodega Aurrera in
Mrs. Pineda’s field. The request was ap-
proved by Wal-Mart’s international real
estate committee, made up of 20 or so
top executives, including S. Robson
Walton, the company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records
show, was contingent on obtaining “zon-
ing for commercial use.” 

By law, the state Office of Urban and
Regional Planning could not make zon-
ing changes on maps it reviewed. If
there were problems, it was supposed to
send the map back to the town for revi-
sions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was
quickly approved and then sent to the
Government’s Gazette on Aug. 20. 

It typically took the Gazette a few
weeks to publish a new zoning plan.
Only then did it become law. But even
before Teotihuacán’s map was pub-

lished, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two
very curious things: First, it began an
expensive soil mechanics study of Mrs.
Pineda’s field, which it would later
lease. Second, it submitted an applica-
tion to the Business Attention Commis-
sion, a state agency that helps develop-
ers get permits.

The application and the soil study
would have been a foolish waste of time
and money, assuming the soon-to-be-
published map matched what the Teoti-
huacán council approved on Aug. 6. It
made perfect sense, though, for a com-
pany that had reason to believe the map
would be published with a single stra-
tegically situated change. 

The Times found evidence of that
change on a computer disc stored in a
shoe box inside the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning. The disc, created by
a senior official in the office, held a copy
of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it ex-
isted on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to
the Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pine-
da’s field had been changed to allow a
commercial center. 

“One thing I am sure of — this was al-
tered,” Alejandro Heredia, a partner in
the consulting firm that created Teoti-
huacán’s zoning map, said when he was
shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, add-
ing, “It would be quite a gift to someone
who wanted to do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small
change would not be noticed by Teoti-
huacán’s municipal council. Because of
term limits, the entire council left office

after the Aug. 6 vote. A new mayor, Gui-
llermo Rodríguez, was sworn in with a
new council on Aug. 17. In interviews,
Mr. Rodríguez and members of the new
council said they had no idea Wal-Mart
had its eye on Mrs. Pineda’s field when
they took office. 

“They must have had to bribe some-
body in order to make the illegal legal,”
Mr. Rodríguez said when he was shown
both the Aug. 20 map and the map ap-
proved on Aug. 6. 

“Whatever happened here must be
explained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former
high-ranking state official whose do-
main included the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, said when he was
shown both maps. Only one person, he
said, could explain what happened —
Víctor Manuel Frieventh, then the di-
rector of the urban planning office. 

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Agui-
luz said. 

In interviews with The Times, people
who worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office re-
called a steady parade of favor-seekers
— housing developers, wealthy land-
owners, politically wired businessmen
— all hoping Mr. Frieventh would use
his influence to shape zoning plans to
favor their interests. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, they said, was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described
how his predecessors had taken bribes
to shift zoning boundaries. But he in-
sisted he never met with anyone from
Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing to do
with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking

intently at the altered map. 
The formal order to publish Teotihua-

cán’s new zoning plan was received by
the Government’s Gazette on Sept. 11,
2003. The next day, internal Wal-Mart
de Mexico records show, Mr. Cicero au-
thorized five bribe payments totaling
$221,000. According to the internal
records, the bribes were for obtaining
zoning changes to build five supermar-
kets. One of the payments, for $52,000,
was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihua-
cán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not
themselves pay bribes. Records and in-
terviews show that payoffs were made
by outside lawyers, trusted fixers dis-
patched by Mr. Cicero to deliver enve-
lopes of cash without leaving any trace
of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s written policies said these fixers
could be entrusted with up to $280,000
to “expedite” a single permit. The bribe
payments covered the payoffs them-
selves, a commission for the fixer and
taxes. For some permits, it was left to
the fixers to figure out who needed to be
bribed. In this case, Mr. Cicero said, Mr.
Frieventh was the intended recipient. 

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store
owner, earned a government salary of
less than $30,000 in 2003. However mod-
est his pay, he was in the midst of
amassing an impressive real estate
portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property
records show, he bought up most of a
city block in Toluca. The land costs
alone were nearly 65 percent of his gov-
ernment pay during those years. 

Asked if he had ever accepted any-
thing of value from a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative, Mr. Freiventh shook his head,
chuckled and extended a hand, palm up.
“Bring him to me so he can pay me, no?
Have him bring it to me.” 

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart
still needed at least a dozen different
permits to begin construction. But to
apply for them, Mr. Cicero’s team first
had to get a zoning certificate, which
verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from
Mr. Frieventh’s office. They were issued
by the state Office of Urban Operations,
and Wal-Mart’s request went to Lidia
Gómez, a career civil servant known as
a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez rejected
Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried
again a few months later, and again Ms.
Gómez said no, saying that even with
Teotihuacán’s new map, a Bodega Aur-
rera would still run afoul of a rarely en-
forced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was
dead in the water. 

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr.
Cicero’s team found a way around Ms.
Gómez, and the law. Mr. Frieventh had
no legal authority to overrule Ms.
Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request,
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a let-
ter on government letterhead on March
9, 2004, that directly contradicted Ms.
Gómez’s rulings. Citing the altered map,
he wrote that Wal-Mart’s supermarket
was indeed compatible with the zoning
for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall
the letter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-
Mart de Mexico immediately put the let-
ter to work. It began applying for other
permits, each time submitting the letter
as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the
state agency that regulates roads. 

There were obvious reasons for traf-
fic regulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s per-
mit request. Traffic, of course, was one
of Teotihuacán’s biggest headaches, and
a supermarket at the main entrance
would only make matters worse. But
there was a far bigger complication. The
town had recently approved a long-term
plan to ease congestion. The plan called
for building a bypass road through Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field. 

According to internal Wal-Mart
records, Mr. Cicero authorized a $25,900
bribe for the permit, which was issued
in less than two weeks. The paperwork
approving it did not even mention the
bypass road. 

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had

just finished its regular meeting on June
11, 2004, when the mayor, Guillermo
Rodríguez, made an unusual request.
He asked the council members to stick
around and meet privately with some
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions
were given to turn off the video camera
used to record public meetings. But the
video operator disregarded the instruc-
tions, and the camera continued to roll. 

“They are going to explain what they

want to do here,” the mayor told his col-
leagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-
Mart now needed a construction license
from Teotihuacán. Construction licenses
were issued by Hugo Hernández, the
town’s director of urban development.
Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far de-
clined to give Wal-Mart a license be-
cause it still lacked several approvals —
an environmental permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a
friend in Mayor Rodríguez, who now, in
private, explained to the council why it
was essential to act with speed and flex-
ibility to help Wal-Mart build, regard-
less of the inevitable opposition. 

“They say that if we don’t solve this
quickly, they will leave,” he told the
council members. Wal-Mart, he re-
vealed, had raised the possibility of a
donation. “They asked me, ‘What are
you going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay
your taxes, reach an agreement, help
the community.’”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team,
led by Jorge Resendiz, one of Mr. Cic-
ero’s deputies.

Mr. Resendiz got to the point. In ex-
change for bringing jobs and low prices
to Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart wanted some-
thing extraordinary. It wanted the coun-
cil members to let Wal-Mart start con-
struction even though it did not have all
the required permits. And it wanted
them to do it then and there, in private,
without public hearings. Wal-Mart was
in a rush to open for Christmas shop-
ping. “Time is precious for us,” he said.
“If we don’t start this unit in the coming
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. Rodríguez assured Mr. Resendiz
that the council would give its approval
the next week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was
out of character. In interviews, former
aides and colleagues described Mr.
Rodríguez as “insecure,” “easily manip-
ulated” and “passive.” He was frequent-
ly absent during working hours. “My
persistent thought was that I was disap-
pointed by him,” said Mr. Peña, the for-
mer mayor who had been Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s political mentor. 

But according to Mr. Cicero, there
was nothing accidental about Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s enthusiasm. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, he said, bribed Mr. Rodríguez to se-
cure his support and that of his allies on
the town council. The decision to bribe
Mr. Rodríguez, he said, was blessed by
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders. 

“I didn’t receive any money from
Wal-Mart — no money,” Mr. Rodríguez
insisted during two lengthy interviews
with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he
began to spend tens of thousands of dol-
lars in June 2004, the same month he
emerged as Wal-Mart’s champion.

The spending is described in financial
disclosure reports Mr. Rodríguez pre-
pared himself under oath. The reports,
obtained by The Times, show that he
spent $30,300 to begin building a ranch
on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pick-
up. He paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. Rodríguez was paid
$47,000 a year. His wife made $23,000
more working for the municipality. His
spending spree in June nearly equaled
their entire pay for the first half of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what
happened six months later. Mr. Rodrí-
guez swore in his disclosure reports
that he had no savings as of Dec. 31,
2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, he and his wife
spent $47,700 in cash on improvements
to their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, Mr. Rodrí-
guez had been the town comptroller, re-
sponsible for making sure municipal of-
ficials completed their financial disclo-
sure reports correctly. Yet in the in-
terviews, Mr. Rodríguez claimed over
and over that the amounts he reported
were “mistakes” or “approximate fig-
ures” or “generalized.”

He tried to be precise, he explained.
“I now see it wasn’t so.” 

But he did not dispute the overall
spending pattern. From June 2004 to
June 2005, he acknowledged, he spent
“approximately” $114,000 building and
furnishing his ranch, all in cash. 

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask
Mr. Cicero how much Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico had paid to bribe the mayor. About
$114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met
again on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr.
Rodríguez first introduced them to Wal-
Mart. It was just after 7 a.m. and Mr. Re-
sendiz took a seat up front. Item 7 on the
agenda was Wal-Mart.
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mercial use.”
By law, the state Office of Urban and re-

gional Planning could not make zoning changes 
on maps it reviewed. If there were problems, it 
was supposed to send the map back to the town 
for revisions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was 
quickly approved and then sent to the Govern-
ment’s Gazette on Aug. 20.

It typically took the Gazette a few weeks to 
publish a new zoning plan. Only then did it be-
come law. But even before Teotihuacán’s map 
was published, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two 
very curious things: First, it began an expen-
sive soil mechanics study of Mrs. Pineda’s field, 
which it would later lease. Second, it submitted 
an application to the Business Attention Com-
mission, a state agency that helps developers 
get permits.

The application and the soil study would 
have been a foolish waste of time and money, as-
suming the soon-to-be-published map matched 
what the Teotihuacán council approved on Aug. 

6. It made perfect sense, though, for a company 
that had reason to believe the map would be 
published with a single strategically situated 
change.

The Times found evidence of that change 
on a computer disc stored in a shoe box inside 
the Office of Urban and regional Planning. The 
disc, created by a senior official in the office, 
held a copy of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it 
existed on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to the 
Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pineda’s 
field had been changed to allow a commercial 
center.

“One thing I am sure of — this was altered,” 
Alejandro Heredia, a partner in the consulting 
firm that created Teotihuacán’s zoning map, 
said when he was shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, adding, “It 
would be quite a gift to someone who wanted to 
do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small change 
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FOUR BRIBES, ONE WAL-MART

THE ORIGINAL MAP

THE ALTERED MAP

$114,000
Facing certain opposition from local 
merchants and residents, Wal-Mart de 
Mexico executives agreed to pay 
$114,000 in bribes to guarantee the 
support of Teotihuacán’s mayor and his 
allies on the municipal council, records 
and interviews show.

$25,900
Wal-Mart wanted to build by the main 
entrance into Teotihuacán, in a spot 
already choked with traffic. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $25,900 bribe 
payment to gain the approval of local 
traffic authorities, records and 
interviews show.

$52,000
The biggest hurdle was Teotihuacán’s 
zoning map. It clearly prohibited 
commercial development where 
Wal-Mart wanted to build. Wal-Mart de 
Mexico authorized a $52,000 bribe 
payment to have the map altered, 
records and interviews show. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico faced a series of 
legal obstacles in its quest to build a 
supermarket in the protected 
archaeological zone around the pyramid 
complex in Teotihuacán. It overcame 
those obstacles by authorizing bribes, 
records and interviews show.

Teotihuacán’s leaders 
approved a new zoning 

map on Aug. 6, 2003. 
That map prohibited 

any commercial 
development on the 
plot where Wal-Mart 

wanted to build its 
supermarket.

The new map would 
not become law until it 

was published in a 
government 

newspaper. Wal-Mart 
de Mexico bribed an 

official to alter the 
map before it was sent 

off for publication. 

In the altered map, 
the land where 

Wal-Mart wanted to 
build had its zoning 

changed to E-T-M, a 
category that 

permitted a 
supermarket.

The plot’s zoning 
designation, H500A, 
allowed only houses 

to be built there.

Up to $81,000
Wal-Mart could not build by the pyramids 
without a permit from the agency that 
protects Mexico’s cultural landmarks. 
Wal-Mart de Mexico offered a “donation” 
of up to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of 
up to $36,000 in exchange for the 
permit, records and interviews show.
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post of roughly a dozen employees in
Toluca, the State of Mexico’s capital.
The office’s main job was to verify that
local zoning plans fit the state’s devel-
opment goals. It also handled the crit-
ical final step — arranging publication
of completed plans in the state’s official
newspaper, the Government’s Gazette. 

An Altered Map
If the council’s vote seemingly

dashed Wal-Mart’s hopes for Teotihua-
cán, Wal-Mart de Mexico’s executives
certainly acted as if they knew some-
thing the rest of the world did not.

On Aug. 12, records show, they asked
Wal-Mart’s leadership in the United
States to approve their plan to spend
about $8 million on a Bodega Aurrera in
Mrs. Pineda’s field. The request was ap-
proved by Wal-Mart’s international real
estate committee, made up of 20 or so
top executives, including S. Robson
Walton, the company’s chairman.

The committee’s approval, records
show, was contingent on obtaining “zon-
ing for commercial use.” 

By law, the state Office of Urban and
Regional Planning could not make zon-
ing changes on maps it reviewed. If
there were problems, it was supposed to
send the map back to the town for revi-
sions. Teotihuacán’s plan, however, was
quickly approved and then sent to the
Government’s Gazette on Aug. 20. 

It typically took the Gazette a few
weeks to publish a new zoning plan.
Only then did it become law. But even
before Teotihuacán’s map was pub-

lished, Wal-Mart de Mexico did two
very curious things: First, it began an
expensive soil mechanics study of Mrs.
Pineda’s field, which it would later
lease. Second, it submitted an applica-
tion to the Business Attention Commis-
sion, a state agency that helps develop-
ers get permits.

The application and the soil study
would have been a foolish waste of time
and money, assuming the soon-to-be-
published map matched what the Teoti-
huacán council approved on Aug. 6. It
made perfect sense, though, for a com-
pany that had reason to believe the map
would be published with a single stra-
tegically situated change. 

The Times found evidence of that
change on a computer disc stored in a
shoe box inside the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning. The disc, created by
a senior official in the office, held a copy
of Teotihuacán’s zoning map as it ex-
isted on Aug. 20, the day it was sent to
the Government’s Gazette.

On the map, the zoning on Mrs. Pine-
da’s field had been changed to allow a
commercial center. 

“One thing I am sure of — this was al-
tered,” Alejandro Heredia, a partner in
the consulting firm that created Teoti-
huacán’s zoning map, said when he was
shown that Aug. 20 map.

“It was surgical work,” he said, add-
ing, “It would be quite a gift to someone
who wanted to do something here.”

It was a safe bet that a single small
change would not be noticed by Teoti-
huacán’s municipal council. Because of
term limits, the entire council left office

after the Aug. 6 vote. A new mayor, Gui-
llermo Rodríguez, was sworn in with a
new council on Aug. 17. In interviews,
Mr. Rodríguez and members of the new
council said they had no idea Wal-Mart
had its eye on Mrs. Pineda’s field when
they took office. 

“They must have had to bribe some-
body in order to make the illegal legal,”
Mr. Rodríguez said when he was shown
both the Aug. 20 map and the map ap-
proved on Aug. 6. 

“Whatever happened here must be
explained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former
high-ranking state official whose do-
main included the Office of Urban and
Regional Planning, said when he was
shown both maps. Only one person, he
said, could explain what happened —
Víctor Manuel Frieventh, then the di-
rector of the urban planning office. 

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Agui-
luz said. 

In interviews with The Times, people
who worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office re-
called a steady parade of favor-seekers
— housing developers, wealthy land-
owners, politically wired businessmen
— all hoping Mr. Frieventh would use
his influence to shape zoning plans to
favor their interests. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, they said, was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described
how his predecessors had taken bribes
to shift zoning boundaries. But he in-
sisted he never met with anyone from
Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing to do
with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking

intently at the altered map. 
The formal order to publish Teotihua-

cán’s new zoning plan was received by
the Government’s Gazette on Sept. 11,
2003. The next day, internal Wal-Mart
de Mexico records show, Mr. Cicero au-
thorized five bribe payments totaling
$221,000. According to the internal
records, the bribes were for obtaining
zoning changes to build five supermar-
kets. One of the payments, for $52,000,
was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teotihua-
cán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview. 

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not
themselves pay bribes. Records and in-
terviews show that payoffs were made
by outside lawyers, trusted fixers dis-
patched by Mr. Cicero to deliver enve-
lopes of cash without leaving any trace
of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico’s written policies said these fixers
could be entrusted with up to $280,000
to “expedite” a single permit. The bribe
payments covered the payoffs them-
selves, a commission for the fixer and
taxes. For some permits, it was left to
the fixers to figure out who needed to be
bribed. In this case, Mr. Cicero said, Mr.
Frieventh was the intended recipient. 

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store
owner, earned a government salary of
less than $30,000 in 2003. However mod-
est his pay, he was in the midst of
amassing an impressive real estate
portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property
records show, he bought up most of a
city block in Toluca. The land costs
alone were nearly 65 percent of his gov-
ernment pay during those years. 

Asked if he had ever accepted any-
thing of value from a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative, Mr. Freiventh shook his head,
chuckled and extended a hand, palm up.
“Bring him to me so he can pay me, no?
Have him bring it to me.” 

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart
still needed at least a dozen different
permits to begin construction. But to
apply for them, Mr. Cicero’s team first
had to get a zoning certificate, which
verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from
Mr. Frieventh’s office. They were issued
by the state Office of Urban Operations,
and Wal-Mart’s request went to Lidia
Gómez, a career civil servant known as
a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez rejected
Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried
again a few months later, and again Ms.
Gómez said no, saying that even with
Teotihuacán’s new map, a Bodega Aur-
rera would still run afoul of a rarely en-
forced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was
dead in the water. 

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr.
Cicero’s team found a way around Ms.
Gómez, and the law. Mr. Frieventh had
no legal authority to overrule Ms.
Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request,
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a let-
ter on government letterhead on March
9, 2004, that directly contradicted Ms.
Gómez’s rulings. Citing the altered map,
he wrote that Wal-Mart’s supermarket
was indeed compatible with the zoning
for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall
the letter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-
Mart de Mexico immediately put the let-
ter to work. It began applying for other
permits, each time submitting the letter
as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the
state agency that regulates roads. 

There were obvious reasons for traf-
fic regulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s per-
mit request. Traffic, of course, was one
of Teotihuacán’s biggest headaches, and
a supermarket at the main entrance
would only make matters worse. But
there was a far bigger complication. The
town had recently approved a long-term
plan to ease congestion. The plan called
for building a bypass road through Mrs.
Pineda’s alfalfa field. 

According to internal Wal-Mart
records, Mr. Cicero authorized a $25,900
bribe for the permit, which was issued
in less than two weeks. The paperwork
approving it did not even mention the
bypass road. 

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had

just finished its regular meeting on June
11, 2004, when the mayor, Guillermo
Rodríguez, made an unusual request.
He asked the council members to stick
around and meet privately with some
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions
were given to turn off the video camera
used to record public meetings. But the
video operator disregarded the instruc-
tions, and the camera continued to roll. 

“They are going to explain what they

want to do here,” the mayor told his col-
leagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-
Mart now needed a construction license
from Teotihuacán. Construction licenses
were issued by Hugo Hernández, the
town’s director of urban development.
Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far de-
clined to give Wal-Mart a license be-
cause it still lacked several approvals —
an environmental permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a
friend in Mayor Rodríguez, who now, in
private, explained to the council why it
was essential to act with speed and flex-
ibility to help Wal-Mart build, regard-
less of the inevitable opposition. 

“They say that if we don’t solve this
quickly, they will leave,” he told the
council members. Wal-Mart, he re-
vealed, had raised the possibility of a
donation. “They asked me, ‘What are
you going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay
your taxes, reach an agreement, help
the community.’”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team,
led by Jorge Resendiz, one of Mr. Cic-
ero’s deputies.

Mr. Resendiz got to the point. In ex-
change for bringing jobs and low prices
to Teotihuacán, Wal-Mart wanted some-
thing extraordinary. It wanted the coun-
cil members to let Wal-Mart start con-
struction even though it did not have all
the required permits. And it wanted
them to do it then and there, in private,
without public hearings. Wal-Mart was
in a rush to open for Christmas shop-
ping. “Time is precious for us,” he said.
“If we don’t start this unit in the coming
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. Rodríguez assured Mr. Resendiz
that the council would give its approval
the next week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was
out of character. In interviews, former
aides and colleagues described Mr.
Rodríguez as “insecure,” “easily manip-
ulated” and “passive.” He was frequent-
ly absent during working hours. “My
persistent thought was that I was disap-
pointed by him,” said Mr. Peña, the for-
mer mayor who had been Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s political mentor. 

But according to Mr. Cicero, there
was nothing accidental about Mr. Rodrí-
guez’s enthusiasm. Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico, he said, bribed Mr. Rodríguez to se-
cure his support and that of his allies on
the town council. The decision to bribe
Mr. Rodríguez, he said, was blessed by
Wal-Mart de Mexico’s leaders. 

“I didn’t receive any money from
Wal-Mart — no money,” Mr. Rodríguez
insisted during two lengthy interviews
with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he
began to spend tens of thousands of dol-
lars in June 2004, the same month he
emerged as Wal-Mart’s champion.

The spending is described in financial
disclosure reports Mr. Rodríguez pre-
pared himself under oath. The reports,
obtained by The Times, show that he
spent $30,300 to begin building a ranch
on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pick-
up. He paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. Rodríguez was paid
$47,000 a year. His wife made $23,000
more working for the municipality. His
spending spree in June nearly equaled
their entire pay for the first half of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what
happened six months later. Mr. Rodrí-
guez swore in his disclosure reports
that he had no savings as of Dec. 31,
2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, he and his wife
spent $47,700 in cash on improvements
to their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, Mr. Rodrí-
guez had been the town comptroller, re-
sponsible for making sure municipal of-
ficials completed their financial disclo-
sure reports correctly. Yet in the in-
terviews, Mr. Rodríguez claimed over
and over that the amounts he reported
were “mistakes” or “approximate fig-
ures” or “generalized.”

He tried to be precise, he explained.
“I now see it wasn’t so.” 

But he did not dispute the overall
spending pattern. From June 2004 to
June 2005, he acknowledged, he spent
“approximately” $114,000 building and
furnishing his ranch, all in cash. 

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask
Mr. Cicero how much Wal-Mart de Mex-
ico had paid to bribe the mayor. About
$114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met
again on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr.
Rodríguez first introduced them to Wal-
Mart. It was just after 7 a.m. and Mr. Re-
sendiz took a seat up front. Item 7 on the
agenda was Wal-Mart.
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would not be noticed by Teotihuacán’s munici-
pal council. Because of term limits, the entire 
council left office after the Aug. 6 vote. A new 
mayor, Guillermo rodríguez, was sworn in with 
a new council on Aug. 17. In interviews, Mr. ro-
dríguez and members of the new council said 
they had no idea Wal-Mart had its eye on Mrs. 
Pineda’s field when they took office.

“They must have had to bribe somebody in 
order to make the illegal legal,” Mr. rodríguez 
said when he was shown both the Aug. 20 map 
and the map approved on Aug. 6.

“Whatever happened here must be ex-
plained,” Jesús Aguiluz, a former high-ranking 
state official whose domain included the Office 
of Urban and regional Planning, said when he 
was shown both maps. Only one person, he said, 
could explain what happened — Víctor Manuel 
Frieventh, then the director of the urban plan-
ning office.

“He was in charge totally,” Mr. Aguiluz said.
In interviews with The Times, people who 

worked in Mr. Frieventh’s office recalled a 
steady parade of favor-seekers — housing de-
velopers, wealthy landowners, politically wired 
businessmen — all hoping Mr. Frieventh would 
use his influence to shape zoning plans to favor 
their interests. Wal-Mart de Mexico, they said, 
was part of the parade.

During a two-hour interview with The 
Times, Mr. Frieventh jovially described how his 
predecessors had taken bribes to shift zoning 
boundaries. But he insisted he never met with 
anyone from Wal-Mart, and said he had nothing 
to do with the change to Teotihuacán’s map.

“It’s very strange,” he said, looking intently 
at the altered map.

The formal order to publish Teotihuacán’s 
new zoning plan was received by the Govern-
ment’s Gazette on Sept. 11, 2003. The next day, 
internal Wal-Mart de Mexico records show, Mr. 
Cicero authorized five bribe payments totaling 
$221,000. According to the internal records, the 
bribes were for obtaining zoning changes to 
build five supermarkets. One of the payments, 
for $52,000, was for the Bodega Aurrera in Teoti-
huacán, Mr. Cicero said in an interview.

Wal-Mart de Mexico officials did not them-
selves pay bribes. records and interviews show 
that payoffs were made by outside lawyers, 
trusted fixers dispatched by Mr. Cicero to deliv-
er envelopes of cash without leaving any trace 

of their existence. Wal-Mart de Mexico’s writ-
ten policies said these fixers could be entrusted 
with up to $280,000 to “expedite” a single per-
mit. The bribe payments covered the payoffs 
themselves, a commission for the fixer and tax-
es. For some permits, it was left to the fixers to 
figure out who needed to be bribed. In this case, 
Mr. Cicero said, Mr. Frieventh was the intended 
recipient.

Mr. Frieventh, the son of a shoe-store own-
er, earned a government salary of less than 
$30,000 in 2003. However modest his pay, he 
was in the midst of amassing an impressive real 
estate portfolio. From 2001 to 2004, property re-
cords show, he bought up most of a city block in 
Toluca. The land costs alone were nearly 65 per-
cent of his government pay during those years.

Asked if he had ever accepted anything 
of value from a Wal-Mart representative, Mr. 
Frieventh shook his head, chuckled and extend-
ed a hand, palm up. “Bring him to me so he can 
pay me, no? Have him bring it to me.”

Even with the right zoning, Wal-Mart still 
needed at least a dozen different permits to be-
gin construction. But to apply for them, Mr. Ci-
cero’s team first had to get a zoning certificate, 
which verified that a plot’s zoning was consis-
tent with the proposed development.

Zoning certificates did not come from Mr. 
Frieventh’s office. They were issued by the state 
Office of Urban Operations, and Wal-Mart’s re-
quest went to lidia Gómez, a career civil servant 
known as a stickler for rules. Ms. Gómez reject-
ed Wal-Mart’s request. Wal-Mart tried again a 
few months later, and again Ms. Gómez said no, 
saying that even with Teotihuacán’s new map, a 
Bodega Aurrera would still run afoul of a rarely 
enforced federal guideline. Wal-Mart was dead 
in the water.

With help from Mr. Frieventh, Mr. Cicero’s 
team found a way around Ms. Gómez, and the 
law. Mr. Frieventh had no legal authority to 
overrule Ms. Gómez. But at Wal-Mart’s request, 
records show, Mr. Frieventh wrote a letter on 
government letterhead on March 9, 2004, that 
directly contradicted Ms. Gómez’s rulings. Cit-
ing the altered map, he wrote that Wal-Mart’s 
supermarket was indeed compatible with the 
zoning for Mrs. Pineda’s field.

Mr. Frieventh said he did not recall the let-
ter, or why he wrote it. But Wal-Mart de Mexico 
immediately put the letter to work. It began ap-



plying for other permits, each time submitting 
the letter as if it were a valid zoning certificate.

One of its first applications was to the state 
agency that regulates roads.

There were obvious reasons for traffic reg-
ulators to balk at Wal-Mart’s permit request. 
Traffic, of course, was one of Teotihuacán’s big-
gest headaches, and a supermarket at the main 
entrance would only make matters worse. But 
there was a far bigger complication. The town 
had recently approved a long-term plan to ease 
congestion. The plan called for building a by-
pass road through Mrs. Pineda’s alfalfa field.

According to internal Wal-Mart records, Mr. 
Cicero authorized a $25,900 bribe for the permit, 
which was issued in less than two weeks. The 
paperwork approving it did not even mention 
the bypass road.

A Helpful Mayor
Teotihuacán’s municipal council had just 

finished its regular meeting on June 11, 2004, 
when the mayor, Guillermo rodríguez, made an 
unusual request. He asked the council members 
to stick around and meet privately with some 
people from Wal-Mart. Instructions were given 
to turn off the video camera used to record pub-
lic meetings. But the video operator disregard-
ed the instructions, and the camera continued 
to roll.

“They are going to explain what they want 
to do here,” the mayor told his colleagues.

To build in Mrs. Pineda’s field, Wal-Mart 
now needed a construction license from Teoti-
huacán. Construction licenses were issued by 
Hugo Hernández, the town’s director of urban 
development. Yet Mr. Hernández had thus far 
declined to give Wal-Mart a license because it 
still lacked several approvals — an environmen-
tal permit, for example.

But Wal-Mart de Mexico had found a friend 
in Mayor rodríguez, who now, in private, ex-
plained to the council why it was essential to 
act with speed and flexibility to help Wal-Mart 
build, regardless of the inevitable opposition.

“They say that if we don’t solve this quickly, 
they will leave,” he told the council members. 
Wal-Mart, he revealed, had raised the possibili-
ty of a donation. “They asked me, ‘What are you 
going to ask from us?’ I said, ‘Pay your taxes, 
reach an agreement, help the community.’ ”

Then he summoned Wal-Mart’s team, led 

by Jorge resendiz, one of Mr. Cicero’s deputies.
Mr. resendiz got to the point. In exchange 

for bringing jobs and low prices to Teotihuacán, 
Wal-Mart wanted something extraordinary. It 
wanted the council members to let Wal-Mart 
start construction even though it did not have 
all the required permits. And it wanted them to 
do it then and there, in private, without public 
hearings. Wal-Mart was in a rush to open for 
Christmas shopping. “Time is precious for us,” 
he said. “If we don’t start this unit in the coming 
days, we will have a delay.”

Mr. rodríguez assured Mr. resendiz that 
the council would give its approval the next 
week.

The mayor’s aggressive activism was out of 
character. In interviews, former aides and col-
leagues described Mr. rodríguez as “insecure,” 
“easily manipulated” and “passive.” He was fre-
quently absent during working hours. “My per-
sistent thought was that I was disappointed by 
him,” said Mr. Peña, the former mayor who had 
been Mr. rodríguez’s political mentor.

But according to Mr. Cicero, there was noth-
ing accidental about Mr. rodríguez’s enthusi-
asm. Wal-Mart de Mexico, he said, bribed Mr. 
rodríguez to secure his support and that of his 
allies on the town council. The decision to bribe 
Mr. rodríguez, he said, was blessed by Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s leaders.

“I didn’t receive any money from Wal-Mart 
— no money,” Mr. rodríguez insisted during 
two lengthy interviews with The Times.

But he struggled to explain why he began to 
spend tens of thousands of dollars in June 2004, 
the same month he emerged as Wal-Mart’s 
champion.

The spending is described in financial dis-
closure reports Mr. rodríguez prepared himself 
under oath. The reports, obtained by The Times, 
show that he spent $30,300 to begin building a 
ranch on a hill overlooking the pyramids. He 
spent $1,800 more on a used Dodge pickup. He 
paid cash in both transactions.

As mayor, Mr. rodríguez was paid $47,000 
a year. His wife made $23,000 more working for 
the municipality. His spending spree in June 
nearly equaled their entire pay for the first half 
of 2004.

Even more remarkable was what happened 
six months later. Mr. rodríguez swore in his dis-
closure reports that he had no savings as of Dec. 



31, 2004. Yet on Jan. 1, 2005, 
he and his wife spent $47,700 
in cash on improvements to 
their ranch, his reports show.

Before becoming mayor, 
Mr. rodríguez had been the 
town comptroller, respon-
sible for making sure mu-
nicipal officials completed 
their financial disclosure 
reports correctly. Yet in the 
interviews, Mr. rodríguez 
claimed over and over that 
the amounts he reported 
were “mistakes” or “approx-
imate figures” or “general-
ized.”

He tried to be precise, 
he explained. “I now see it 
wasn’t so.”

But he did not dispute 
the overall spending pattern. 
From June 2004 to June 2005, he acknowl-
edged, he spent “approximately” $114,000 
building and furnishing his ranch, all in cash.

Wal-Mart’s investigators would ask Mr. Ci-
cero how much Wal-Mart de Mexico had paid 
to bribe the mayor. About $114,000, he said.

Teotihuacán’s council members met again 
on June 18, 2004, a week after Mr. rodríguez 
first introduced them to Wal-Mart. It was just 
after 7 a.m. and Mr. resendiz took a seat up 
front. Item 7 on the agenda was Wal-Mart.

It was the first and only public airing of 
Wal-Mart’s plans. The council members spent 
15 minutes discussing one of the largest con-
struction projects in the town’s modern his-
tory.

Mr. rodríguez announced they were there 
to give a “favorable or unfavorable opinion” 
of Wal-Mart’s supermarket. When a council 
member pointed out that Wal-Mart had not 
even submitted a formal written request, the 
mayor waved away the problem. “That’s a de-
tail we omitted,” he said.

Mr. Hernández, the town’s urban devel-
opment director, noted that Wal-Mart still did 
not have several permits it needed before the 
town could issue a construction license. He 
urged the council to stick to the rules.

Mr. resendiz objected, saying Wal-Mart 
did not have time to spare.

The mayor pushed for a 
vote, suggesting that all they 
were doing was indicating 
general support while Wal-
Mart rounded up its missing 
permits. He gave no indica-
tion that the vote constituted 
a final approval.

In interviews, council 
members said they viewed 
Wal-Mart’s proposal through 
the prism of lingering re-
sentments toward their pub-
lic markets. residents had 
long complained about ven-
dors inflating prices and rig-
ging scales. They liked the 
way Wal-Mart challenged 
the old irritants of the Mexi-
can shopping experience — 
stores that do not list pric-
es; stores with no parking; 

stores with musty display cases.
The vote was unanimous for Wal-Mart. 

Days later, construction began.

Getting By the Guardians
The appearance of heavy excavation equip-

ment in Mrs. Pineda’s field quickly aroused sus-
picion around town. The suspicions stemmed 
from Teotihuacán’s fraught relationship with 
the National Institute of Anthropology and His-
tory, or INAH, the official guardian of Mexico’s 
cultural treasures.

Because of the pyramids, INAH (pro-
nounced EE-nah) is a major presence in Teoti-
huacán. Its approval is required to build any-
thing inside the protected archaeological zone. 
Its officials patrol town looking for signs of ille-
gal construction, and it is not hard to find stories 
about zealous inspectors stopping a homeowner 
from extending a kitchen a few feet.

It was also well known that INAH required 
excavations to be done with picks and shovels 
to minimize damage if digging uncovered an-
cient ruins. So the sight of bulldozers and back-
hoes stood out, especially when a sign went up 
announcing that a Bodega Aurrera was coming. 
Why, residents asked, should Wal-Mart get spe-
cial treatment?

Among those who noticed was Sergio Gó-
mez, an archaeologist and researcher for INAH. 
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It was the first and only public airing
of Wal-Mart’s plans. The council mem-
bers spent 15 minutes discussing one of
the largest construction projects in the
town’s modern history.

Mr. Rodríguez announced they were
there to give a “favorable or unfavor-
able opinion” of Wal-Mart’s supermar-
ket. When a council member pointed out
that Wal-Mart had not even submitted a
formal written request, the mayor
waved away the problem. “That’s a de-
tail we omitted,” he said.

Mr. Hernández, the town’s urban de-
velopment director, noted that Wal-
Mart still did not have several permits it
needed before the town could issue a
construction license. He urged the coun-
cil to stick to the rules. 

Mr. Resendiz objected, saying Wal-
Mart did not have time to spare.

The mayor pushed for a vote, sug-
gesting that all they were doing was in-
dicating general support while Wal-
Mart rounded up its missing permits.
He gave no indication that the vote con-
stituted a final approval. 

In interviews, council members said
they viewed Wal-Mart’s proposal
through the prism of lingering resent-
ments toward their public markets. Res-
idents had long complained about ven-
dors inflating prices and rigging scales.
They liked the way Wal-Mart chal-
lenged the old irritants of the Mexican
shopping experience — stores that do
not list prices; stores with no parking;
stores with musty display cases.

The vote was unanimous for Wal-
Mart. Days later, construction began. 

Getting By the Guardians
The appearance of heavy excavation

equipment in Mrs. Pineda’s field quick-
ly aroused suspicion around town. The
suspicions stemmed from Teotihuacán’s
fraught relationship with the National
Institute of Anthropology and History,
or INAH, the official guardian of Mex-
ico’s cultural treasures.

Because of the pyramids, INAH (pro-
nounced EE-nah) is a major presence in
Teotihuacán. Its approval is required to
build anything inside the protected ar-
chaeological zone. Its officials patrol
town looking for signs of illegal con-
struction, and it is not hard to find
stories about zealous inspectors stop-
ping a homeowner from extending a
kitchen a few feet. 

It was also well known that INAH re-
quired excavations to be done with
picks and shovels to minimize damage if
digging uncovered ancient ruins. So the
sight of bulldozers and backhoes stood
out, especially when a sign went up an-
nouncing that a Bodega Aurrera was
coming. Why, residents asked, should
Wal-Mart get special treatment?

Among those who noticed was Sergio
Gómez, an archaeologist and research-
er for INAH. Mr. Gómez knew that be-
fore the agency issued a permit, it first
had to officially “liberate” the plot by
verifying that construction would not
destroy valuable archaeological re-
mains. That meant conducting a formal
archaeological survey, with grid lines
and exploration holes.

For any developer, a survey was
risky. If significant remains were dis-
covered, it could kill the project, or at
least force lengthy delays. Yet Mr.
Gómez had not seen any sign of a sur-
vey, an odd thing since a survey like this
should have occupied a team of INAH
researchers and laborers for a good six
months. This, too, was a red flag.

Mr. Gómez was concerned enough to
follow the trucks from the site one day.
When they dumped their loads, he could
see fragments of pottery and other evi-
dence of ancient remains. “I didn’t need
to scratch the ground to see it,” he said
in an interview.

Iván Hernández noticed, too. He was
one of five INAH archaeologists who
did surveys to liberate land for con-
struction in the protected zone. He
knew every major project in town, but
nothing of this one.

Residents were also calling INAH to
complain. The calls went to Juan Carlos
Sabais, the agency’s top lawyer in Teoti-
huacán. He would have been the one to
review the permit paperwork and pre-
pare the official liberation letter for this
plot. “We didn’t have a clue,” he re-
called. “People were saying this was
Wal-Mart, and we didn’t know a thing.”

Mr. Sabais led a party of INAH offi-
cials to the site to find out what was go-
ing on. They passed through a small
crowd of angry residents. It was July 16,
and construction was already well un-
der way. There were several large exca-
vations, one as deep as 16 feet, records
show. Workers claimed they had an
INAH permit, just not on site as the law
required. Mr. Sabais ordered them to
stop construction.“The crowd started
clapping,” he said. 

By the time Mr. Sabais returned to his
office, senior INAH officials were call-
ing from Mexico City demanding to
know why he had halted construction.
Only then, he said, did he discover that
Wal-Mart had somehow managed to get
a permit without a survey, or a libera-
tion letter.

This bureaucratic miracle, Mr. Cicero
would explain to Wal-Mart investiga-
tors and The Times, was made possible
by another payoff. As Mr. Cicero de-
scribed it, senior INAH officials had
asked for an “official donation” of up to
$45,000 and a “personal gift” of up to
$36,000 in exchange for a permit.

Wal-Mart’s permit was signed by

Mirabel Miró, then the agency’s top offi-
cial in the State of Mexico. According to
Ms. Miró, it was Wal-Mart de Mexico
that made an improper offer of money.
Her chief architect, she said, told her
that Wal-Mart had approached him with
an offer of a sizable “donation.” He
wanted to accept, she said. 

“I told him, ‘I don’t want a dime, not
as a donation, not as anything, because
it may be interpreted as something
else,’” she said.

Sergio Raúl Arroyo, the director gen-
eral of INAH, recalled in an interview
that Ms. Miró had told him about Wal-
Mart’s offer. He could not recall any oth-
er instance of a company offering a do-
nation while it was seeking a permit.
“That would have been totally irregu-
lar,” he said. “It was obvious we had to
be very careful with these people.”

“I told Miró to accept no donations,”
he added. “Not even a pair of scissors.”

And yet in June 2004, three weeks af-
ter Ms. Miró signed the permit, Mr. Re-

sendiz spoke about a payment to INAH
during his private meeting with Teoti-
huacán’s council. “INAH itself is asking
us for a considerable contribution,” Mr.
Resendiz said. 

“We are going to formalize the contri-
bution next Monday,” he added. “But it
is a fact.” 

Mr. Resendiz, who has been placed on
administrative leave pending Wal-
Mart’s investigation, declined to com-
ment. Every INAH official interviewed,
including Ms. Miró’s chief architect,
Carlos Madrigal, denied accepting
money from Wal-Mart.

But Mr. Sabais, the agency’s top law-
yer in Teotihuacán, knew nothing about
official donations or personal gifts on
the day he stopped construction. All he
knew was that he was being summoned
to INAH’s headquarters in Mexico City.
Over several tense meetings, he re-
called, his bosses confronted their em-
barrassing predicament: INAH had
halted construction even though Wal-
Mart had the required permit. Yet the
agency had given Wal-Mart that permit
without first conducting a survey and
liberating the land. 

Fearing a public relations debacle,

senior INAH officials concocted a trail
of backdated documents to hide its
blunders, Mr. Sabais said. He pointed to
an INAH report dated April 2, 2004, sev-
en weeks before the agency issued its
permit. The report suggested Wal-
Mart’s plot had been liberated after a
1984 survey. “This document,” Mr.
Sabais said, “was made later to justify
what had not been done.”

INAH officials would later say in mul-
tiple government inquiries that Wal-
Mart’s plot had been liberated because
of this 1984 survey.

The Times tracked down the 1984 sur-
vey. It had nothing to do with the land
where Wal-Mart was building. The sur-
vey was done on a different plot several
hundred yards away. The archaeolo-
gists who supervised and evaluated the
survey were appalled to learn that it
had been used to justify INAH’s permit
for Wal-Mart. “This is a fraud,” Ana
María Jarquín, one of the archaeolo-
gists, said in an interview.

In interviews last week, top INAH of-
ficials acknowledged for the first time
that Wal-Mart’s plot had neither been
surveyed nor liberated, either in 1984 or
any other time, before construction be-
gan. They also made one other startling
admission. The agency has long main-
tained no ancient remains were de-
stroyed during construction. But Verón-
ica Ortega, INAH’s top archaeologist in
Teotihuacán, acknowledged it was in-
deed possible ancient remains were de-
stroyed during the excavation before
Mr. Sabais halted construction.

“I am not able to affirm categorically
that no soil went out,” she said.

The work shutdown ordered by Mr.
Sabais did not last long. Four days later,
INAH allowed Wal-Mart to resume con-
struction. The agency did take one pre-
caution: it began an extensive survey,
digging dozens of exploration wells
alongside Wal-Mart’s crews.

A Gathering Protest
By now a loose protest movement

had begun to form. Its leaders all had
deep roots here. Lorenzo Trujillo owned
produce stands in the public market.
Emmanuel D’Herrera, a teacher and
poet, had celebrated his son’s birth by
tucking the boy’s umbilical cord in a
crack atop the Moon pyramid. Emma
Ortega was a spiritual healer who cared
for patients a stone’s throw from the
pyramid. “You feel that it’s part of you,
and you are part of it,” she said.

The protesters immediately suspect-
ed something “dirty” had taken place,
Ms. Ortega recalled. The first clue came
on Aug. 1, 2004, when she and other pro-
test leaders met with Mayor Rodríguez.
By now the supermarket’s walls were
being erected. They asked the mayor to
show them the construction permit. The
mayor, nervous and evasive, admitted
Wal-Mart did not actually have one. 

“So we were like, ‘Why are they there
working?’” Ms. Ortega said. They
asked the mayor to halt work and hold
hearings. The mayor said he would
think about it. Two days later, he issued
Wal-Mart a construction license.

He signed it himself. 
In response, the protesters demand-

ed his resignation and filed the first of
several legal challenges. Then they
blockaded the construction site.

As word of the blockade spread, bells
rang from a chapel in Purificación, the

neighborhood where Wal-Mart was
building. It was the alarm used to sum-
mon neighbors in an emergency. Resi-
dents marched toward the blockade.

“We thought they were there to sup-
port us,” Ms. Ortega recalled. “No. They
were there to attack us.” The crowd de-
scended on the small band of protesters,
pushing and yelling insults until the
blockade was broken.

What Ms. Ortega did not know was
that Wal-Mart had already bought the
support of Purificación’s neighborhood
leaders. In interviews, several of those
leaders recalled being invited to Mr.
Rodríguez’s office to meet with the com-
pany’s representatives. The Wal-Mart
people, the leaders said, offered money
to expand their cemetery, pave a road
and build a handball court. They offered
paint and computers for Purificación’s
school. They offered money to build a
new office for the neighborhood leaders.

But the money came with strings: if
there were any protests, they were ex-
pected to be visibly and loudly support-
ive of Wal-Mart. 

Protest leaders began to get anony-
mous phone calls urging them to back
off. In news conferences, the mayor dis-
missed them as a tiny minority of gad-
flies and self-interested local mer-
chants. He insisted the town over-
whelmingly favored Wal-Mart’s arrival,
and as proof of his incorruptibility, he
boasted of how he had rejected Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s offer of a $55,000 do-
nation to the municipal treasury.

But the tide turned as INAH’s archae-
ologists began to find evidence that
Wal-Mart was building on ancient ruins
after all. They found the remains of a
wall dating to approximately 1300 and
enough clay pottery to fill several sacks.
Then they found an altar, a plaza and
nine graves. Once again, construction
was temporarily halted so their findings
could be cataloged, photographed and
analyzed. The discoveries instantly
transformed the skirmish over Mrs.
Pineda’s field into national news. 

Student groups, unions and peasant
leaders soon joined the protests. Oppo-
nents of other Wal-Marts in Mexico of-
fered support. Influential politicians be-
gan to express concern. Prominent art-
ists and intellectuals signed an open let-
ter asking Mexico’s president to stop
the project. Many were cultural tradi-
tionalists, united by a fear that Wal-
Mart was inexorably drawing Mexico’s
people away from the intimacy of neigh-
borhood life, toward a bland, imperson-
al “gringo lifestyle” of frozen pizzas,
video games and credit card debt.

The support emboldened the protest-
ers. When the mayor held a news con-
ference, they interrupted and openly ac-
cused him of taking bribes. They block-
aded INAH’s headquarters and
marched on Wal-Mart de Mexico’s cor-
porate offices in Mexico City. “All we
have found are closed doors and an
ocean of corruption around the author-
izations for this Wal-Mart,” Mr. D’Her-
rera told reporters with typical flourish.

Their allegations of corruption
seeped into the news coverage in Mex-
ico and the United States. In September
2004, an article in The Times included
this passage: “How Wal-Mart got per-
mission to build a superstore on farm-
land supposedly protected under Mex-
ican law as an archaeological site has
vexed the merchants here, who freely

accuse the town, the state and the fed-
eral Institute of Anthropology and His-
tory of corruption.”

Open for Business
Back in Bentonville, Wal-Mart’s in-

ternational real estate committee was
aware of the growing attention from the
news media, former members said in in-
terviews. Some committee members
cringed at the ugly optics of Wal-Mart
literally bulldozing Mexico’s cultural
heritage. “I kept waiting for someone to
say, ‘Let’s just move sites,’” recalled
one member, who, like others on the
committee, asked not to be identified
because of the continuing inquiry.

But top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives assured the committee that the sit-
uation was under control. They por-
trayed the protesters as a fringe group
— “like they were from Occupy Wall
Street,” another person recalled.

Despite multiple news accounts of
possible bribes, Wal-Mart’s leaders in
the United States took no steps to in-
vestigate Wal-Mart de Mexico, records
and interviews show.

Mr. Tovar, the Wal-Mart spokesman,
said that while executives in the United
States were aware of the furor in Teoti-
huacán, they did not know about the
corruption allegations. “None of the as-
sociates we have interviewed, including
people responsible for real estate
projects in Mexico during this time peri-
od, recall any mention of bribery allega-
tions related to this store,” he said.

In Mexico, government officials were
looking for a way to quell the contro-
versy. Mr. Arroyo, INAH’s chief, urged
Wal-Mart to build elsewhere. State offi-
cials quietly searched for alternate sites
outside the archaeological zone. Then,
on Oct. 2, Mexico’s newspapers report-
ed a major announcement: Arturo Mon-
tiel, the state’s governor, was looking
for another site “that is better for all.” 

With its supermarket more than half
built, Wal-Mart de Mexico was not ea-
ger to accommodate the governor. The
company raced to complete construc-
tion and mounted a public relations of-
fensive. Executives argued that Wal-
Mart de Mexico had scrupulously ful-
filled every legal requirement: the zon-
ing was correct, as confirmed by the
map in the Government’s Gazette; nec-
essary approvals had been duly ob-
tained from INAH, traffic authorities
and other agencies; the mayor himself
had signed the construction license.

Not even a week after Mr. Montiel’s
announcement, his top deputy told re-
porters there was, alas, no way to stop
Wal-Mart. “We would be violating the
law,” he explained. 

The supermarket opened on Nov. 4,
2004. A year later, Mr. Cicero met with
Wal-Mart’s lawyers and told his story
for the first time. His allegations were
shared with several of the same execu-
tives who were on the international real
estate committee, records show. If the
protesters’ vague allegations of corrup-
tion had been easy to dismiss, now they
were coming from the person responsi-
ble for obtaining Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
permits in Teotihuacán.

More important, Mr. Cicero’s allega-
tions emerged as a comptroller for the
State of Mexico was wrapping up a
lengthy investigation into whether offi-
cials had acted unlawfully in granting
permits to Wal-Mart de Mexico. 

But Wal-Mart did not share Mr. Cic-
ero’s allegations with any authorities in
Mexico. “This is one of the areas we are
reviewing as part of our ongoing in-
vestigation,” Mr. Tovar said.

When the comptroller’s office subse-
quently announced it had found no
wrongdoing, it chided protesters for
failing to present any specific proof. 

The comptroller had been the protest-
ers’ last hope. Most moved on, resigned
to the idea that their struggle had been
for nothing. But not Mr. D’Herrera. He
continued to visit government archives,
seeking access to Wal-Mart’s permit
records. He kept appealing to public of-
ficials for help. “I shall continue my
hunger strike until Wal-Mart leaves or
until I die,” he wrote in a letter to Vicen-
te Fox, Mexico’s president at the time.

Despite the passage of time, Mr.
D’Herrera never wavered in his convic-
tion that Wal-Mart must have paid
bribes. He was appalled by the store’s
impact on Teotihuacán, and infuriated
that so few seemed to care. It did not go
unnoticed when protest leaders were
spotted shopping contentedly in the Bo-
dega Aurrera, where people can buy ev-
erything from tortillas to tires, almost
always at a discount from local shops.

Friends and relatives urged Mr.
D’Herrera to let it go, but he refused.
“He became obsessed,” Ms. Ortega said.
Mr. D’Herrera finally snapped. On May
16, 2009, he entered the Bodega Aurrera
and placed a crude homemade bomb in
a shopping cart. According to prosecu-
tors, the bomb consisted of a small juice
can containing gunpowder and nails.
Mr. D’Herrera pushed the cart into the
store’s home section, looked around to
make sure the aisle was empty, and
then lit a fuse poking from the can. His
intent, he later wrote, was to kill himself
and damage the store to draw public at-
tention back to Wal-Mart. But all the
blast did was knock him down and dam-
age $68 worth of merchandise.

As he awaited trial from a prison cell,
he continued his hopeless campaign. He
wrote more letters to politicians. He
asked his wife to publish his diatribes
against Wal-Mart on an obscure poetry
blog. Yet he clearly recognized the pre-
cariousness of his circumstances. He
was thin and severely diabetic. His
teeth were falling out. In early 2010, he
asked a cellmate to deliver a letter to his
wife in case he died in prison. A few
months later, he had a brain hemor-
rhage and slipped into a coma. Death
quickly followed. He was 62.

In his final letter to his wife, Mr.
D’Herrera tried to explain why he had
battled so long at such grievous cost.

“I am not leaving material patrimony
for you and our son,” he wrote. “I’m
leaving you a moral and political legacy,
dying as I am for a cause, in defense of
the Mexican culture.”

Wal-Mart
Used Payoffs
To Get Way
In Mexico

From Preceding Page
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FOR AND AGAINST
Guillermo Rodríguez, top, outside his ranch, was the mayor of Teotihuacán when Wal-Mart built its super-
market there in 2004. Emma Ortega, above, a spiritual healer who cares for patients across the street from

the Pyramid of the Moon, shown in background, viewed Wal-Mart as a threat to Mexico’s cultural traditions.

A POPULAR STORE
Wal-Mart’s supermarket is easily
the busiest store in town, catering
mostly to working-class families.
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It was the first and only public airing
of Wal-Mart’s plans. The council mem-
bers spent 15 minutes discussing one of
the largest construction projects in the
town’s modern history.

Mr. Rodríguez announced they were
there to give a “favorable or unfavor-
able opinion” of Wal-Mart’s supermar-
ket. When a council member pointed out
that Wal-Mart had not even submitted a
formal written request, the mayor
waved away the problem. “That’s a de-
tail we omitted,” he said.

Mr. Hernández, the town’s urban de-
velopment director, noted that Wal-
Mart still did not have several permits it
needed before the town could issue a
construction license. He urged the coun-
cil to stick to the rules. 

Mr. Resendiz objected, saying Wal-
Mart did not have time to spare.

The mayor pushed for a vote, sug-
gesting that all they were doing was in-
dicating general support while Wal-
Mart rounded up its missing permits.
He gave no indication that the vote con-
stituted a final approval. 

In interviews, council members said
they viewed Wal-Mart’s proposal
through the prism of lingering resent-
ments toward their public markets. Res-
idents had long complained about ven-
dors inflating prices and rigging scales.
They liked the way Wal-Mart chal-
lenged the old irritants of the Mexican
shopping experience — stores that do
not list prices; stores with no parking;
stores with musty display cases.

The vote was unanimous for Wal-
Mart. Days later, construction began. 

Getting By the Guardians
The appearance of heavy excavation

equipment in Mrs. Pineda’s field quick-
ly aroused suspicion around town. The
suspicions stemmed from Teotihuacán’s
fraught relationship with the National
Institute of Anthropology and History,
or INAH, the official guardian of Mex-
ico’s cultural treasures.

Because of the pyramids, INAH (pro-
nounced EE-nah) is a major presence in
Teotihuacán. Its approval is required to
build anything inside the protected ar-
chaeological zone. Its officials patrol
town looking for signs of illegal con-
struction, and it is not hard to find
stories about zealous inspectors stop-
ping a homeowner from extending a
kitchen a few feet. 

It was also well known that INAH re-
quired excavations to be done with
picks and shovels to minimize damage if
digging uncovered ancient ruins. So the
sight of bulldozers and backhoes stood
out, especially when a sign went up an-
nouncing that a Bodega Aurrera was
coming. Why, residents asked, should
Wal-Mart get special treatment?

Among those who noticed was Sergio
Gómez, an archaeologist and research-
er for INAH. Mr. Gómez knew that be-
fore the agency issued a permit, it first
had to officially “liberate” the plot by
verifying that construction would not
destroy valuable archaeological re-
mains. That meant conducting a formal
archaeological survey, with grid lines
and exploration holes.

For any developer, a survey was
risky. If significant remains were dis-
covered, it could kill the project, or at
least force lengthy delays. Yet Mr.
Gómez had not seen any sign of a sur-
vey, an odd thing since a survey like this
should have occupied a team of INAH
researchers and laborers for a good six
months. This, too, was a red flag.

Mr. Gómez was concerned enough to
follow the trucks from the site one day.
When they dumped their loads, he could
see fragments of pottery and other evi-
dence of ancient remains. “I didn’t need
to scratch the ground to see it,” he said
in an interview.

Iván Hernández noticed, too. He was
one of five INAH archaeologists who
did surveys to liberate land for con-
struction in the protected zone. He
knew every major project in town, but
nothing of this one.

Residents were also calling INAH to
complain. The calls went to Juan Carlos
Sabais, the agency’s top lawyer in Teoti-
huacán. He would have been the one to
review the permit paperwork and pre-
pare the official liberation letter for this
plot. “We didn’t have a clue,” he re-
called. “People were saying this was
Wal-Mart, and we didn’t know a thing.”

Mr. Sabais led a party of INAH offi-
cials to the site to find out what was go-
ing on. They passed through a small
crowd of angry residents. It was July 16,
and construction was already well un-
der way. There were several large exca-
vations, one as deep as 16 feet, records
show. Workers claimed they had an
INAH permit, just not on site as the law
required. Mr. Sabais ordered them to
stop construction.“The crowd started
clapping,” he said. 

By the time Mr. Sabais returned to his
office, senior INAH officials were call-
ing from Mexico City demanding to
know why he had halted construction.
Only then, he said, did he discover that
Wal-Mart had somehow managed to get
a permit without a survey, or a libera-
tion letter.

This bureaucratic miracle, Mr. Cicero
would explain to Wal-Mart investiga-
tors and The Times, was made possible
by another payoff. As Mr. Cicero de-
scribed it, senior INAH officials had
asked for an “official donation” of up to
$45,000 and a “personal gift” of up to
$36,000 in exchange for a permit.

Wal-Mart’s permit was signed by

Mirabel Miró, then the agency’s top offi-
cial in the State of Mexico. According to
Ms. Miró, it was Wal-Mart de Mexico
that made an improper offer of money.
Her chief architect, she said, told her
that Wal-Mart had approached him with
an offer of a sizable “donation.” He
wanted to accept, she said. 

“I told him, ‘I don’t want a dime, not
as a donation, not as anything, because
it may be interpreted as something
else,’” she said.

Sergio Raúl Arroyo, the director gen-
eral of INAH, recalled in an interview
that Ms. Miró had told him about Wal-
Mart’s offer. He could not recall any oth-
er instance of a company offering a do-
nation while it was seeking a permit.
“That would have been totally irregu-
lar,” he said. “It was obvious we had to
be very careful with these people.”

“I told Miró to accept no donations,”
he added. “Not even a pair of scissors.”

And yet in June 2004, three weeks af-
ter Ms. Miró signed the permit, Mr. Re-

sendiz spoke about a payment to INAH
during his private meeting with Teoti-
huacán’s council. “INAH itself is asking
us for a considerable contribution,” Mr.
Resendiz said. 

“We are going to formalize the contri-
bution next Monday,” he added. “But it
is a fact.” 

Mr. Resendiz, who has been placed on
administrative leave pending Wal-
Mart’s investigation, declined to com-
ment. Every INAH official interviewed,
including Ms. Miró’s chief architect,
Carlos Madrigal, denied accepting
money from Wal-Mart.

But Mr. Sabais, the agency’s top law-
yer in Teotihuacán, knew nothing about
official donations or personal gifts on
the day he stopped construction. All he
knew was that he was being summoned
to INAH’s headquarters in Mexico City.
Over several tense meetings, he re-
called, his bosses confronted their em-
barrassing predicament: INAH had
halted construction even though Wal-
Mart had the required permit. Yet the
agency had given Wal-Mart that permit
without first conducting a survey and
liberating the land. 

Fearing a public relations debacle,

senior INAH officials concocted a trail
of backdated documents to hide its
blunders, Mr. Sabais said. He pointed to
an INAH report dated April 2, 2004, sev-
en weeks before the agency issued its
permit. The report suggested Wal-
Mart’s plot had been liberated after a
1984 survey. “This document,” Mr.
Sabais said, “was made later to justify
what had not been done.”

INAH officials would later say in mul-
tiple government inquiries that Wal-
Mart’s plot had been liberated because
of this 1984 survey.

The Times tracked down the 1984 sur-
vey. It had nothing to do with the land
where Wal-Mart was building. The sur-
vey was done on a different plot several
hundred yards away. The archaeolo-
gists who supervised and evaluated the
survey were appalled to learn that it
had been used to justify INAH’s permit
for Wal-Mart. “This is a fraud,” Ana
María Jarquín, one of the archaeolo-
gists, said in an interview.

In interviews last week, top INAH of-
ficials acknowledged for the first time
that Wal-Mart’s plot had neither been
surveyed nor liberated, either in 1984 or
any other time, before construction be-
gan. They also made one other startling
admission. The agency has long main-
tained no ancient remains were de-
stroyed during construction. But Verón-
ica Ortega, INAH’s top archaeologist in
Teotihuacán, acknowledged it was in-
deed possible ancient remains were de-
stroyed during the excavation before
Mr. Sabais halted construction.

“I am not able to affirm categorically
that no soil went out,” she said.

The work shutdown ordered by Mr.
Sabais did not last long. Four days later,
INAH allowed Wal-Mart to resume con-
struction. The agency did take one pre-
caution: it began an extensive survey,
digging dozens of exploration wells
alongside Wal-Mart’s crews.

A Gathering Protest
By now a loose protest movement

had begun to form. Its leaders all had
deep roots here. Lorenzo Trujillo owned
produce stands in the public market.
Emmanuel D’Herrera, a teacher and
poet, had celebrated his son’s birth by
tucking the boy’s umbilical cord in a
crack atop the Moon pyramid. Emma
Ortega was a spiritual healer who cared
for patients a stone’s throw from the
pyramid. “You feel that it’s part of you,
and you are part of it,” she said.

The protesters immediately suspect-
ed something “dirty” had taken place,
Ms. Ortega recalled. The first clue came
on Aug. 1, 2004, when she and other pro-
test leaders met with Mayor Rodríguez.
By now the supermarket’s walls were
being erected. They asked the mayor to
show them the construction permit. The
mayor, nervous and evasive, admitted
Wal-Mart did not actually have one. 

“So we were like, ‘Why are they there
working?’” Ms. Ortega said. They
asked the mayor to halt work and hold
hearings. The mayor said he would
think about it. Two days later, he issued
Wal-Mart a construction license.

He signed it himself. 
In response, the protesters demand-

ed his resignation and filed the first of
several legal challenges. Then they
blockaded the construction site.

As word of the blockade spread, bells
rang from a chapel in Purificación, the

neighborhood where Wal-Mart was
building. It was the alarm used to sum-
mon neighbors in an emergency. Resi-
dents marched toward the blockade.

“We thought they were there to sup-
port us,” Ms. Ortega recalled. “No. They
were there to attack us.” The crowd de-
scended on the small band of protesters,
pushing and yelling insults until the
blockade was broken.

What Ms. Ortega did not know was
that Wal-Mart had already bought the
support of Purificación’s neighborhood
leaders. In interviews, several of those
leaders recalled being invited to Mr.
Rodríguez’s office to meet with the com-
pany’s representatives. The Wal-Mart
people, the leaders said, offered money
to expand their cemetery, pave a road
and build a handball court. They offered
paint and computers for Purificación’s
school. They offered money to build a
new office for the neighborhood leaders.

But the money came with strings: if
there were any protests, they were ex-
pected to be visibly and loudly support-
ive of Wal-Mart. 

Protest leaders began to get anony-
mous phone calls urging them to back
off. In news conferences, the mayor dis-
missed them as a tiny minority of gad-
flies and self-interested local mer-
chants. He insisted the town over-
whelmingly favored Wal-Mart’s arrival,
and as proof of his incorruptibility, he
boasted of how he had rejected Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s offer of a $55,000 do-
nation to the municipal treasury.

But the tide turned as INAH’s archae-
ologists began to find evidence that
Wal-Mart was building on ancient ruins
after all. They found the remains of a
wall dating to approximately 1300 and
enough clay pottery to fill several sacks.
Then they found an altar, a plaza and
nine graves. Once again, construction
was temporarily halted so their findings
could be cataloged, photographed and
analyzed. The discoveries instantly
transformed the skirmish over Mrs.
Pineda’s field into national news. 

Student groups, unions and peasant
leaders soon joined the protests. Oppo-
nents of other Wal-Marts in Mexico of-
fered support. Influential politicians be-
gan to express concern. Prominent art-
ists and intellectuals signed an open let-
ter asking Mexico’s president to stop
the project. Many were cultural tradi-
tionalists, united by a fear that Wal-
Mart was inexorably drawing Mexico’s
people away from the intimacy of neigh-
borhood life, toward a bland, imperson-
al “gringo lifestyle” of frozen pizzas,
video games and credit card debt.

The support emboldened the protest-
ers. When the mayor held a news con-
ference, they interrupted and openly ac-
cused him of taking bribes. They block-
aded INAH’s headquarters and
marched on Wal-Mart de Mexico’s cor-
porate offices in Mexico City. “All we
have found are closed doors and an
ocean of corruption around the author-
izations for this Wal-Mart,” Mr. D’Her-
rera told reporters with typical flourish.

Their allegations of corruption
seeped into the news coverage in Mex-
ico and the United States. In September
2004, an article in The Times included
this passage: “How Wal-Mart got per-
mission to build a superstore on farm-
land supposedly protected under Mex-
ican law as an archaeological site has
vexed the merchants here, who freely

accuse the town, the state and the fed-
eral Institute of Anthropology and His-
tory of corruption.”

Open for Business
Back in Bentonville, Wal-Mart’s in-

ternational real estate committee was
aware of the growing attention from the
news media, former members said in in-
terviews. Some committee members
cringed at the ugly optics of Wal-Mart
literally bulldozing Mexico’s cultural
heritage. “I kept waiting for someone to
say, ‘Let’s just move sites,’” recalled
one member, who, like others on the
committee, asked not to be identified
because of the continuing inquiry.

But top Wal-Mart de Mexico execu-
tives assured the committee that the sit-
uation was under control. They por-
trayed the protesters as a fringe group
— “like they were from Occupy Wall
Street,” another person recalled.

Despite multiple news accounts of
possible bribes, Wal-Mart’s leaders in
the United States took no steps to in-
vestigate Wal-Mart de Mexico, records
and interviews show.

Mr. Tovar, the Wal-Mart spokesman,
said that while executives in the United
States were aware of the furor in Teoti-
huacán, they did not know about the
corruption allegations. “None of the as-
sociates we have interviewed, including
people responsible for real estate
projects in Mexico during this time peri-
od, recall any mention of bribery allega-
tions related to this store,” he said.

In Mexico, government officials were
looking for a way to quell the contro-
versy. Mr. Arroyo, INAH’s chief, urged
Wal-Mart to build elsewhere. State offi-
cials quietly searched for alternate sites
outside the archaeological zone. Then,
on Oct. 2, Mexico’s newspapers report-
ed a major announcement: Arturo Mon-
tiel, the state’s governor, was looking
for another site “that is better for all.” 

With its supermarket more than half
built, Wal-Mart de Mexico was not ea-
ger to accommodate the governor. The
company raced to complete construc-
tion and mounted a public relations of-
fensive. Executives argued that Wal-
Mart de Mexico had scrupulously ful-
filled every legal requirement: the zon-
ing was correct, as confirmed by the
map in the Government’s Gazette; nec-
essary approvals had been duly ob-
tained from INAH, traffic authorities
and other agencies; the mayor himself
had signed the construction license.

Not even a week after Mr. Montiel’s
announcement, his top deputy told re-
porters there was, alas, no way to stop
Wal-Mart. “We would be violating the
law,” he explained. 

The supermarket opened on Nov. 4,
2004. A year later, Mr. Cicero met with
Wal-Mart’s lawyers and told his story
for the first time. His allegations were
shared with several of the same execu-
tives who were on the international real
estate committee, records show. If the
protesters’ vague allegations of corrup-
tion had been easy to dismiss, now they
were coming from the person responsi-
ble for obtaining Wal-Mart de Mexico’s
permits in Teotihuacán.

More important, Mr. Cicero’s allega-
tions emerged as a comptroller for the
State of Mexico was wrapping up a
lengthy investigation into whether offi-
cials had acted unlawfully in granting
permits to Wal-Mart de Mexico. 

But Wal-Mart did not share Mr. Cic-
ero’s allegations with any authorities in
Mexico. “This is one of the areas we are
reviewing as part of our ongoing in-
vestigation,” Mr. Tovar said.

When the comptroller’s office subse-
quently announced it had found no
wrongdoing, it chided protesters for
failing to present any specific proof. 

The comptroller had been the protest-
ers’ last hope. Most moved on, resigned
to the idea that their struggle had been
for nothing. But not Mr. D’Herrera. He
continued to visit government archives,
seeking access to Wal-Mart’s permit
records. He kept appealing to public of-
ficials for help. “I shall continue my
hunger strike until Wal-Mart leaves or
until I die,” he wrote in a letter to Vicen-
te Fox, Mexico’s president at the time.

Despite the passage of time, Mr.
D’Herrera never wavered in his convic-
tion that Wal-Mart must have paid
bribes. He was appalled by the store’s
impact on Teotihuacán, and infuriated
that so few seemed to care. It did not go
unnoticed when protest leaders were
spotted shopping contentedly in the Bo-
dega Aurrera, where people can buy ev-
erything from tortillas to tires, almost
always at a discount from local shops.

Friends and relatives urged Mr.
D’Herrera to let it go, but he refused.
“He became obsessed,” Ms. Ortega said.
Mr. D’Herrera finally snapped. On May
16, 2009, he entered the Bodega Aurrera
and placed a crude homemade bomb in
a shopping cart. According to prosecu-
tors, the bomb consisted of a small juice
can containing gunpowder and nails.
Mr. D’Herrera pushed the cart into the
store’s home section, looked around to
make sure the aisle was empty, and
then lit a fuse poking from the can. His
intent, he later wrote, was to kill himself
and damage the store to draw public at-
tention back to Wal-Mart. But all the
blast did was knock him down and dam-
age $68 worth of merchandise.

As he awaited trial from a prison cell,
he continued his hopeless campaign. He
wrote more letters to politicians. He
asked his wife to publish his diatribes
against Wal-Mart on an obscure poetry
blog. Yet he clearly recognized the pre-
cariousness of his circumstances. He
was thin and severely diabetic. His
teeth were falling out. In early 2010, he
asked a cellmate to deliver a letter to his
wife in case he died in prison. A few
months later, he had a brain hemor-
rhage and slipped into a coma. Death
quickly followed. He was 62.

In his final letter to his wife, Mr.
D’Herrera tried to explain why he had
battled so long at such grievous cost.

“I am not leaving material patrimony
for you and our son,” he wrote. “I’m
leaving you a moral and political legacy,
dying as I am for a cause, in defense of
the Mexican culture.”
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Mr. Gómez knew that before the agency issued 
a permit, it first had to officially “liberate” the 
plot by verifying that construction would not 
destroy valuable archaeological remains. That 
meant conducting a formal archaeological sur-
vey, with grid lines and exploration holes.

For any developer, a survey was risky. If 
significant remains were discovered, it could 
kill the project, or at least force lengthy delays. 
Yet Mr. Gómez had not seen any sign of a sur-
vey, an odd thing since a survey like this should 
have occupied a team of INAH researchers and 
laborers for a good six months. This, too, was a 
red flag.

Mr. Gómez was concerned enough to fol-
low trucks from the site one day. When they 
dumped their loads, he could see fragments of 
pottery and other evidence of ancient remains. 
“I didn’t need to scratch the ground to see it,” he 
said in an interview.

Iván Hernández noticed, too. He was one 
of five INAH archaeologists who did surveys to 
liberate land for construction in the protected 
zone. He knew every major project in town, but 
nothing of this one.

residents were also calling INAH to com-
plain. The calls went to Juan Carlos Sabais, the 
agency’s top lawyer in Teotihuacán. He would 
have been the one to review the permit paper-
work and prepare the official liberation letter 
for this plot. “We didn’t have a clue,” he recalled. 
“People were saying this was Wal-Mart, and we 
didn’t know a thing.”

Mr. Sabais led a party of INAH officials to 
the site to find out what was going on. They 
passed through a small crowd of angry resi-
dents. It was July 16, and construction was al-
ready well under way. There were several large 
excavations, one as deep as 16 feet, records 
show. Workers claimed they had an INAH per-
mit, just not on site as the law required. Mr. Sa-
bais ordered them to stop construction.“The 
crowd started clapping,” he said.

By the time Mr. Sabais returned to his of-
fice, senior INAH officials were calling from 
Mexico City demanding to know why he had 
halted construction. Only then, he said, did he 
discover that Wal-Mart had somehow managed 
to get a permit without a survey, or a liberation 
letter.

This bureaucratic miracle, Mr. Cicero would 
explain to Wal-Mart investigators and The 

Times, was made possible by another payoff. 
As Mr. Cicero described it, senior INAH offi-
cials had asked for an “official donation” of up 
to $45,000 and a “personal gift” of up to $36,000 
in exchange for a permit.

Wal-Mart’s permit was signed by Mirabel 
Miró, then the agency’s top official in the State 
of Mexico. According to Ms. Miró, it was Wal-
Mart de Mexico that made an improper offer 
of money. Her chief architect, she said, told her 
that Wal-Mart had approached him with an of-
fer of a sizable “donation.” He wanted to accept, 
she said.

“I told him, ‘I don’t want a dime, not as a 
donation, not as anything, because it may be in-
terpreted as something else,’ ” she said.

Sergio raúl Arroyo, the director general of 
INAH, recalled in an interview that Ms. Miró 
had told him about Wal-Mart’s offer. He could 
not recall any other instance of a company of-
fering a donation while it was seeking a permit. 
“That would have been totally irregular,” he 
said. “It was obvious we had to be very careful 
with these people.”

“I told Miró to accept no donations,” he add-
ed. “Not even a pair of scissors.”

And yet in June 2004, three weeks after Ms. 
Miró signed the permit, Mr. resendiz spoke 
about a payment to INAH during his private 
meeting with Teotihuacán’s council. “INAH 
itself is asking us for a considerable contribu-
tion,” Mr. resendiz said.

“We are going to formalize the contribution 
next Monday,” he added. “But it is a fact.”

Mr. resendiz, who has been placed on ad-
ministrative leave pending Wal-Mart’s inves-
tigation, declined to comment. Every INAH 
official interviewed, including Ms. Miró’s chief 
architect, Carlos Madrigal, denied accepting 
money from Wal-Mart.

But Mr. Sabais, the agency’s top lawyer in 
Teotihuacán, knew nothing about official dona-
tions or personal gifts on the day he stopped 
construction. All he knew was that he was being 
summoned to INAH’s headquarters in Mexico 
City. Over several tense meetings, he recalled, 
his bosses confronted their embarrassing pre-
dicament: INAH had halted construction even 
though Wal-Mart had the required permit. Yet 
the agency had given Wal-Mart that permit 
without first conducting a survey and liberating 
the land.



Fearing a public relations debacle, senior 
INAH officials concocted a trail of backdated 
documents to hide its blunders, Mr. Sabais said. 
He pointed to an INAH report dated April 2, 
2004, seven weeks before the agency issued its 
permit. The report suggested Wal-Mart’s plot 
had been liberated after a 1984 survey. “This 
document,” Mr. Sabais said, “was made later to 
justify what had not been done.”

INAH officials would later tell multiple 
government inquiries that Wal-Mart’s plot had 
been liberated because of this 1984 survey.

The Times tracked down the 1984 survey. It 
had nothing to do with the land where Wal-Mart 
was building. The survey was done on a differ-
ent plot several hundred yards away. The ar-
chaeologists who supervised and evaluated the 
survey were appalled to learn that it had been 
used to justify INAH’s permit for Wal-Mart. 
“This is a fraud,” Ana María Jarquín, one of the 
archaeologists, said in an interview.

In interviews last week, top INAH officials 
acknowledged for the first time that Wal-Mart’s 
plot had neither been surveyed nor liberated, ei-
ther in 1984 or any other time, before construc-
tion began. They also made one other startling 
admission. The agency has long maintained no 
ancient remains were destroyed during con-
struction. But Verónica Ortega, INAH’s top 
archaeologist in Teotihuacán, acknowledged it 
was indeed possible ancient remains were de-
stroyed during the excavation before Mr. Sabais 
halted construction.

“I am not able to affirm categorically that 
no soil went out,” she said.

The work shutdown ordered by Mr. Sabais 
did not last long. Four days later, INAH allowed 
Wal-Mart to resume construction. The agency 
did take one precaution: it began an extensive 
survey, digging dozens of exploration wells 
alongside Wal-Mart’s crews.

A Gathering Protest
By now a loose protest movement had be-

gun to form. Its leaders all had deep roots here. 
lorenzo Trujillo owned produce stands in the 
public market. Emmanuel D’Herrera, a teacher 
and poet, had celebrated his son’s birth by tuck-
ing the boy’s umbilical cord in a crack atop the 
Moon pyramid. Emma Ortega was a spiritual 
healer who cared for patients a stone’s throw 
from the pyramid. “You feel that it’s part of you, 

and you are part of it,” she said.
The protesters immediately suspected 

something “dirty” had taken place, Ms. Ortega 
recalled. The first clue came on Aug. 1, 2004, 
when she and other protest leaders met with 
Mayor rodríguez. By now the supermarket’s 
walls were being erected. They asked the mayor 
to show them the construction permit. The may-
or, nervous and evasive, admitted Wal-Mart did 
not actually have one.

“So we were like, ‘Why are they there work-
ing?’ ” Ms. Ortega said. They asked the mayor 
to halt work and hold hearings. The mayor said 
he would think about it. Two days later, he is-
sued Wal-Mart a construction license.

He signed it himself.
In response, the protesters demanded his 

resignation and filed the first of several legal 
challenges. Then they blockaded the construc-
tion site.

As word of the blockade spread, bells rang 
from a chapel in Purificación, the neighborhood 
where Wal-Mart was building. It was the alarm 
used to summon neighbors in an emergency. 
residents marched toward the blockade.

“We thought they were there to support 
us,” Ms. Ortega recalled. “No. They were there 
to attack us.” The crowd descended on the small 
band of protesters, pushing and yelling insults 
until the blockade was broken.

What Ms. Ortega did not know was that Wal-
Mart had already bought the support of Purifi-
cación’s neighborhood leaders. In interviews, 
several of those leaders recalled being invited 
to Mr. rodríguez’s office to meet with the com-
pany’s representatives. The Wal-Mart people, 
the leaders said, offered money to expand their 
cemetery, pave a road and build a handball 
court. They offered paint and computers for Pu-
rificación’s school. They offered money to build 
a new office for the neighborhood leaders.

But the money came with strings: if there 
were any protests, they were expected to be vis-
ibly and loudly supportive of Wal-Mart.

Protest leaders began to get anonymous 
phone calls urging them to back off. In news 
conferences, the mayor dismissed them as a 
tiny minority of gadflies and self-interested lo-
cal merchants. He insisted the town overwhelm-
ingly favored Wal-Mart’s arrival, and as proof 
of his incorruptibility, he boasted of how he had 
rejected Wal-Mart de Mexico’s offer of a $55,000 



donation to the municipal treasury.
But the tide turned as INAH’s archaeolo-

gists began to find evidence that Wal-Mart was 
building on ancient ruins after all. They found 
the remains of a wall dating to approximately 
1300 and enough clay pottery to fill several 
sacks. Then they found an altar, a plaza and nine 
graves. Once again, construction was temporar-
ily halted so their findings could be cataloged, 
photographed and analyzed. The discoveries 
instantly transformed the skirmish over Mrs. 
Pineda’s field into national news.

Student groups, unions and peasant lead-
ers soon joined the protests. Opponents of other 
Wal-Marts in Mexico offered support. Influ-
ential politicians began to express concern. 
Prominent artists and intellectuals signed an 
open letter asking Mexico’s president to stop 
the project. Many were cultural traditionalists, 
united by a fear that Wal-Mart was inexorably 
drawing Mexico’s people away from the intima-
cy of neighborhood life, toward a bland, imper-
sonal “gringo lifestyle” of frozen pizzas, video 
games and credit card debt.

The support emboldened the protesters. 
When the mayor held a news conference, they 
interrupted and openly accused him of taking 
bribes. They blockaded INAH’s headquarters 
and marched on Wal-Mart de Mexico’s corpo-
rate offices in Mexico City. “All we have found 
are closed doors and an ocean of corruption 
around the authorizations for this Wal-Mart,” Mr. 
D’Herrera told reporters with typical flourish.

Their allegations of corruption seeped into 
the news coverage in Mexico and the United 
States. In September 2004, an article in The 
Times included this passage: “How Wal-Mart 
got permission to build a superstore on farm-
land supposedly protected under Mexican law 
as an archaeological site has vexed the mer-
chants here, who freely accuse the town, the 
state and the federal Institute of Anthropology 
and History of corruption.”

Open for Business
Back in Bentonville, Wal-Mart’s interna-

tional real estate committee was aware of the 
growing attention from the news media, former 
members said in interviews. Some committee 
members cringed at the ugly optics of Wal-Mart 
literally bulldozing Mexico’s cultural heritage. 
“I kept waiting for someone to say, ‘let’s just 

move sites,’ ” recalled one member, who, like 
others on the committee, asked not to be identi-
fied because of the continuing inquiry.

But top Wal-Mart de Mexico executives as-
sured the committee that the situation was un-
der control. They portrayed the protesters as 
a fringe group — “like they were from Occupy 
Wall Street,” another person recalled.

Despite multiple news accounts of possible 
bribes, Wal-Mart’s leaders in the United States 
took no steps to investigate Wal-Mart de Mexi-
co, records and interviews show.

Mr. Tovar, the Wal-Mart spokesman, said 
that while executives in the United States were 
aware of the furor in Teotihuacán they did not 
know about the corruption allegations. “None 
of the associates we have interviewed, includ-
ing people responsible for real estate projects in 
Mexico during this time period, recall any men-
tion of bribery allegations related to this store,” 
he said.

In Mexico, government officials were look-
ing for a way to quell the controversy. Mr. Ar-
royo, INAH’s director general, urged Wal-Mart 
de Mexico to build elsewhere. The state’s urban 
development ministry quietly searched for al-
ternate sites outside the archaeological zone. 
Then, on Oct. 2, Mexico’s newspapers reported 
a major announcement: Arturo Montiel, the 
state’s governor, was looking for another site 
“that is better for all.”

With its supermarket more than half built, 
Wal-Mart de Mexico was not eager to accom-
modate the governor. The company raced to 
complete construction and mounted a public re-
lations offensive. Executives argued that Wal-
Mart de Mexico had scrupulously fulfilled ev-
ery legal requirement: the zoning was correct, 
as confirmed by the map in the Government’s 
Gazette; necessary approvals had been duly ob-
tained from INAH, traffic authorities and other 
agencies; the mayor himself had signed the 
construction license.

Not even a week after Mr. Montiel’s an-
nouncement, his top deputy told reporters there 
was, alas, no way to stop Wal-Mart. “We would 
be violating the law since they can tell us they 
complied with all that is required,” he explained.

The supermarket opened on Nov. 4, 2004. A 
year later, Mr. Cicero met with Wal-Mart’s law-
yers and told his story for the first time. His al-
legations were shared with several of the same 



executives who were on the international real 
estate committee, records show. If the protest-
ers’ vague allegations of corruption had been 
easy to dismiss, now they were coming from the 
person responsible for obtaining Wal-Mart de 
Mexico’s permits in Teotihuacán.

More important, Mr. Cicero’s allegations 
emerged as a comptroller for the State of Mexi-
co was wrapping up a lengthy investigation into 
whether officials had acted unlawfully in grant-
ing permits to Wal-Mart de Mexico.

But Wal-Mart did not share Mr. Cicero’s al-
legations with any authorities in Mexico. “This 
is one of the areas we are reviewing as part of 
our ongoing investigation,” Mr. Tovar said.

When the comptroller’s office subsequently 
announced it had found no wrongdoing, it chid-
ed protesters for failing to present any specific 
proof.

The comptroller had been the protesters’ 
last hope. Most moved on, resigned to the idea 
that their struggle had been for nothing. But not 
Mr. D’Herrera. He continued to visit govern-
ment archives, seeking access to Wal-Mart’s 
permit records. He kept appealing to public offi-
cials for help. “I shall continue my hunger strike 
until Wal-Mart leaves or until I die,” he wrote 
in a letter to Vicente Fox, Mexico’s president at 
the time.

Despite the passage of time, Mr. D’Herrera 
never wavered in his conviction that Wal-Mart 
must have paid bribes. He was appalled by the 
store’s impact on Teotihuacán, and infuriated 
that so few seemed to care. It did not go unno-
ticed when protest leaders were spotted shop-

ping contentedly in the Bodega Aurrera, where 
people can buy everything from tortillas to tires, 
almost always at a substantial discount from lo-
cal shops.

Friends and relatives urged Mr. D’Herrera 
to let it go, but he refused. “He became ob-
sessed,” Ms. Ortega said. Mr. D’Herrera finally 
snapped. On May 16, 2009, he entered the Bode-
ga Aurrera and placed a crude homemade bomb 
in a shopping cart. According to prosecutors, 
the bomb consisted of a small juice can contain-
ing gunpowder and nails. Mr. D’Herrera pushed 
the cart into the store’s home section, looked 
around to make sure the aisle was empty, and 
then lit a fuse poking from the can. His intent, he 
later wrote, was to kill himself and damage the 
store to draw public attention back to Wal-Mart. 
But all the blast did was knock him down and 
damage $68 worth of merchandise.

As he awaited trial from a prison cell, he 
continued his hopeless campaign. He wrote 
more letters to politicians. He asked his wife to 
publish his diatribes against Wal-Mart on an ob-
scure poetry blog. Yet he clearly recognized the 
precariousness of his circumstances. He was 
thin and severely diabetic. His teeth were fall-
ing out. In early 2010, he asked a cellmate to de-
liver a letter to his wife in case he died in prison. 
A few months later, he had a brain hemorrhage 
and slipped into a coma. Death quickly followed. 
He was 62.

In his final letter to his wife, Mr. D’Herrera 
tried to explain why he had battled so long at 
such grievous cost.

“I am not leaving material patrimony for 
you and our son,” he wrote. “I’m leaving you a 
moral and political legacy, dying as I am for a 
cause, in defense of the Mexican culture.”   n

Josh Haner and James C. McKinley Jr. 
contributed reporting.
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By ISABEL KERSHNER 
and RICK GLADSTONE

KIRYAT MALACHI, Israel —
Israel and Hamas brushed aside
international calls for restraint
on Thursday and escalated their
lethal conflict over Gaza, where
Palestinian militants launched
hundreds of rockets into Israeli
territory, targeting Tel Aviv for
the first time, and Israel intensi-
fied its aerial assaults and sent
armored vehicles rumbling to-
ward the Gaza border for a pos-
sible invasion.

Defense Minister Ehud Barak
of Israel, expressing outrage over
a pair of long-range Palestinian
rockets that whizzed toward Tel
Aviv and set off the first air-raid
warning in the Israeli metropolis
since it was threatened by Iraqi
Scuds in the Persian Gulf war of
1991, said, “There will be a price
for that escalation that the other
side will have to pay.” 

He authorized the call-up of
30,000 army reservists if needed,
another sign that Israel was pre-
paring to invade Gaza for the sec-
ond time in four years to crush
what it considers an unaccept-
able security threat from smug-
gled rockets amassed by Hamas,
the militant Islamist group that
governs the isolated coastal en-
clave and does not recognize Is-
rael’s right to exist.

It was not clear whether the
show of Israeli force on the
ground in fact portended an inva-
sion or was meant as more of an
intimidation tactic to further
pressure Hamas leaders, who
had all been forced into hiding on
Wednesday after the Israelis
killed the group’s military chief,
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a pinpoint
aerial bombing. But Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu of Is-
rael said he was prepared to
“take whatever action is neces-
sary.”

Tel Aviv was not hit on Thurs-
day. One rocket crashed into the
sea off its coast and another ap-
parently fell, the ability of mil-
itants 40 miles away to fire those
weapons at the city of 400,000 un-
derscored, in the Israeli govern-
ment’s view, the justification for
the intensive aerial assaults on
hundreds of suspected rocket
storage sites and other targets in
Gaza.

Health officials in Gaza said at
least 19 people, including five 

Israel and Hamas Step Up Air Attacks in Gaza Clash

TOP, WISSAM NASSAR FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES; ABIR SULTAN/EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY

The Gaza City funeral on Thursday of Ahmed al-Jabari, the Hamas military commander, killed
in an Israeli attack. Above, the funeral in Jerusalem of Mira Scharf, killed by a Hamas rocket. 

Continued on Page A10

Tel Aviv a Target as
Calls for Restraint

Are Rejected 

By JODI RUDOREN 
and FARES AKRAM

GAZA CITY — Instead of the
wedding drums that typically
provide the evening soundtrack
in this forlorn coastal strip, the
black, still air was pierced by
gunshots on Thursday, as citi-
zens fired celebratory rounds af-
ter the ruling Hamas faction an-
nounced that one of its rockets
had hit an Israeli aircraft.

The Israel Defense Forces de-
nied the hit, though footage on
Hamas television and YouTube
appeared convincing. Either way,
the reaction was nonetheless em-
blematic of the latest lopsided
battle between this impover-
ished, intensely crowded and

hemmed-in enclave and its mili-
tarily mighty neighbor to the
north — as was the rat-tat-tat of
gunshots being quickly overtak-
en by the thunder of F-16 strikes
across the city.

“The mood of the people is
high despite the siege, despite
the Israeli aggression,” said Dr.
Hassan Khalaf, director of Al Shi-
fa Hospital here, where many of
the Palestinian dead and wound-
ed were taken. 

“To be killed while smiling or
while confident or not confident,
the final outcome is death,” Dr.
Khalaf added. “At least now we
feel like we can injure the Israelis
while they try to harm us.”

Nearly four years after Israel’s
Operation Cast Lead killed about
1,400 Gazans in three weeks of air
and ground assaults in response
to repeated rocket fire, this new
conflict has a decidedly different
feel, and not just because Israel
has said that it has tried to limit
its attacks to precision strikes.

This time, Israeli forces are
fighting a newly emboldened Ha-
mas, supported by the regional
powerhouses of Qatar, Turkey
and Egypt, and demonstrating its
strength compared with a weak 

Hamas, Emboldened, Tests Its Arab Alliances 

New Contours for
Latest Conflict

With Israel 

Continued on Page A10

The conflict in Gaza has creat-
ed a test of commitments for
Mohamed Morsi. Page A10.

Egypt’s Leader Challenged 

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
and DAVID BARSTOW

Wal-Mart on Thursday report-
ed that its investigation into vio-
lations of a federal antibribery
law had extended beyond Mexico
to China, India and Brazil, some
of the retailer’s most important
international markets. 

The disclosure, made in a regu-
latory filing, suggests Wal-Mart
has uncovered evidence into po-
tential violations of the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act, as the fall-
out continues from a bribery
scheme involving the opening of
stores in Mexico that was the
subject of a New York Times in-
vestigation in April.

The announcement under-
scores the degree to which Wal-
Mart recognizes that corruption
may have infected its interna-
tional operations, and reflects a
growing alarm among the com-
pany’s internal investigators.
People with knowledge of the
matter described how a relatively
routine compliance audit rapidly
transformed into a full-blown in-
vestigation late last year — in-
volving hundreds of lawyers and
three former federal prosecutors
— when the company learned
that The Times was examining
problems with its operations in
Mexico.

A person with direct knowl-
edge of the company’s internal
investigation cautioned that
Thursday’s disclosure did not
mean Wal-Mart had concluded it 

WAL-MART TAKES
A BROADER LOOK
AT BRIBERY CASES

INQUIRIES IN 4 NATIONS

The Retailer Discloses
Violations May Go

Beyond Mexico

Continued on Page A3

By CLIFFORD KRAUSS
and JOHN SCHWARTZ

HOUSTON — BP, the British
oil company, said on Thursday
that it had agreed to pay $4.5 bil-
lion in fines and other penalties
and to plead guilty to 14 criminal
charges related to the rig explo-
sion two years ago that killed 11
people and caused a giant oil spill
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

In a rare instance of seeking to
hold individuals accountable for
company misdeeds, the Justice
Department also filed criminal
charges against three BP em-
ployees in connection with the ac-
cident. [Page B1.]

“This is unprecedented, both
with regard to the amounts of
money, the fact that a company
has been criminally charged and
that individuals have been
charged as well,” Attorney Gen-
eral Eric H. Holder Jr. said at a
news conference in New Orleans
to announce the settlement. 

The government said that BP’s
negligence in sealing an explor-
atory well caused it to explode,
sinking the Deepwater Horizon
drill rig and unleashing a gusher
of oil that lasted for months and
coated beaches all along the Gulf
Coast. The company initially
tried to cover up the severity of
the spill, misleading both Con-
gress and investors about how
quickly oil was leaking from the
runaway well, according to the
settlement and related charges. 

While the settlement dispels
one dark cloud that has hovered
over BP since the spill, it does not
resolve what is potentially the
largest penalty related to the inci-
dent: the company could owe as
much as $21 billion in pollution 

BP Will Plead
Guilty and Pay
Over $4 Billion

3 Employees to Face
Charges in Gulf Spill

Continued on Page B6

By MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM 
and DAVID W. CHEN

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
swept into the Rockaways on
Tuesday with technocratic preci-
sion, his tinted-windowed sport
utility vehicle pulling to a stop
outside a freshly cleaned store-
front on Beach 20th Street at
12:28 p.m., two minutes before his
briefing for the news media was
scheduled to begin. 

Cameras, reporters and a podi-
um were already assembled in-
side. In seconds, the mayor, with
a small army of deputies and
bodyguards, traversed the 20 feet
of open sidewalk between his ve-
hicle and the building, disappear-
ing from view as a few startled
residents of this wounded part of
Queens looked on. 

Less than an hour later, Mr.
Bloomberg was gone, off to meet
with city workers on Staten Is-
land. There would be no tour of
the storm-ravaged Queens neigh-
borhood, no stops at buildings
still lacking power and heat. At a
library a block away, where a
charity was handing out used
coats, residents who had waited
in line for hours said they had no
idea that the mayor was nearby. 

“If he came out here, people

would have a stronger impulse to
say, ‘Yes, he’s been doing some-
thing,’” said Stainton Stewart,
whose power was restored on
Monday, two weeks after the
storm. “He hasn’t even dropped
by to see what’s going on.”

If the early days of Hurricane
Sandy played to Mr. Bloomberg’s
strengths — infrastructure ex-
pertise, no-nonsense crisis man-
agement — the extended and
halting recovery has laid bare his

Bloomberg Puts Soothing Aside
As He Rushes to Bring Back City 

Continued on Page A30
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OBAMA IN NEW YORK The presi-
dent visited with storm vic-
tims on Thursday. Page A26.

By GINA KOLATA

When Awilda Jimenez started
forgetting things last year, her
husband, Edwin, felt a shiver of
dread. Her mother had developed
Alzheimer’s in her 50s. Could his
wife, 61, have it, too? 

He learned there was a new
brain scan to diagnose the dis-
ease and nervously agreed to get
her one, secretly hoping it would
lay his fears to rest. In June, his
wife became what her doctor
says is the first private patient in

Arizona to have the test.
“The scan was floridly posi-

tive,” said her doctor, Adam S.
Fleisher, director of brain imag-
ing at the Banner Alzheimer’s In-
stitute in Phoenix.

The Jimenezes have struggled
ever since to deal with this devas-
tating news. They are confront-
ing a problem of the new era of
Alzheimer’s research: The ability
to detect the disease has leapt far
ahead of treatments. There are
none that can stop or even signif-
icantly slow the inexorable pro-
gression to dementia and death. 

Families like the Jimenezes,
with no good options, can only
ask: Should they live their lives
differently, get their affairs in or-
der, join a clinical trial of an ex-
perimental drug? 

“I was hoping the scan would
be negative,” Mr. Jimenez said.
“When I found out it was posi-
tive, my heart sank.”

The new brain scan technol-
ogy, which went on the market in
June, is spreading fast. There are
already more than 300 hospitals
and imaging centers, located in
most major metropolitan areas,

that are ready to perform the
scans, according to Eli Lilly,
which sells the tracer used to
mark plaque for the scan. 

The scans show plaques in the
brain — barnaclelike clumps of
protein, beta amyloid — that, to-
gether with dementia, are the de-
fining feature of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Those who have dementia
but do not have excessive
plaques do not have Alzheimer’s.
It is no longer necessary to wait
until the person dies and has an
autopsy to learn if the brain was 

For Alzheimer’s, Detection Advances Outpace Treatment Options 
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Wal-Mart on thursday reported that 
its investigation into violations of a 
federal antibribery law had extended 

beyond Mexico to China, India and Brazil, some 
of the retailer’s most important international 
markets.

the disclosure, made in a regulatory filing, 
suggests Wal-Mart has uncovered evidence 
into potential violations of the Foreign Corrupt 
Practices act, as the fallout continues from a 
bribery scheme involving the opening of stores 
in Mexico that was the subject of a New York 
times investigation in april.

the announcement underscores the degree 
to which Wal-Mart recognizes that corruption 
may have infected its international operations, 
and reflects a growing alarm among the compa-
ny’s internal investigators. People with knowl-
edge of the matter described how a relatively 
routine compliance audit rapidly transformed 
into a full-blown investigation late last year — 
involving hundreds of lawyers and three for-
mer federal prosecutors — when the company 
learned that the times was examining prob-
lems with its operations in Mexico.

a person with direct knowledge of the com-
pany’s internal investigation cautioned that 
thursday’s disclosure did not mean Wal-Mart 
had concluded it had paid bribes in China, India 
and Brazil. But it did indicate that the company 
had found enough evidence to justify concern 

about its business practices in the three coun-
tries — concerns that go beyond initial inquiries 
and that are serious enough that shareholders 
needed to be told.

Wal-Mart issued a statement confirming 
the new disclosures, and said it would be inap-
propriate to comment further on the new allega-
tions until it had concluded the investigations.

the Justice Department and the Securities 
and Exchange Commission, with Wal-Mart’s co-
operation, are also looking into the company’s 
compliance with the antibribery law.

the times reported in april that seven years 
ago, Wal-Mart had found credible evidence that 
its Mexican subsidiary had paid bribes in its ef-
fort to build more stores, a violation of the cor-
rupt practices act, and that an internal inves-
tigation had been suppressed by executives at 
the company’s arkansas headquarters.

Wal-Mart has so far spent $35 million on a 
compliance program that began in spring 2011, 
and has more than 300 outside lawyers and ac-
countants working on it, the company said. It 
has spent $99 million in nine months on the cur-
rent investigation.

Consequences of the expanding investiga-
tion could include slower expansion overseas 
and the identification of even more problems. 
the company said in the filing on thursday that 
new inquiries had begun in countries “including 
but not limited to” China, India and Brazil.

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD and DAVID BARSTOW
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By ISABEL KERSHNER 
and RICK GLADSTONE

KIRYAT MALACHI, Israel —
Israel and Hamas brushed aside
international calls for restraint
on Thursday and escalated their
lethal conflict over Gaza, where
Palestinian militants launched
hundreds of rockets into Israeli
territory, targeting Tel Aviv for
the first time, and Israel intensi-
fied its aerial assaults and sent
armored vehicles rumbling to-
ward the Gaza border for a pos-
sible invasion.

Defense Minister Ehud Barak
of Israel, expressing outrage over
a pair of long-range Palestinian
rockets that whizzed toward Tel
Aviv and set off the first air-raid
warning in the Israeli metropolis
since it was threatened by Iraqi
Scuds in the Persian Gulf war of
1991, said, “There will be a price
for that escalation that the other
side will have to pay.” 

He authorized the call-up of
30,000 army reservists if needed,
another sign that Israel was pre-
paring to invade Gaza for the sec-
ond time in four years to crush
what it considers an unaccept-
able security threat from smug-
gled rockets amassed by Hamas,
the militant Islamist group that
governs the isolated coastal en-
clave and does not recognize Is-
rael’s right to exist.

It was not clear whether the
show of Israeli force on the
ground in fact portended an inva-
sion or was meant as more of an
intimidation tactic to further
pressure Hamas leaders, who
had all been forced into hiding on
Wednesday after the Israelis
killed the group’s military chief,
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a pinpoint
aerial bombing. But Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu of Is-
rael said he was prepared to
“take whatever action is neces-
sary.”

Tel Aviv was not hit on Thurs-
day. One rocket crashed into the
sea off its coast and another ap-
parently fell, the ability of mil-
itants 40 miles away to fire those
weapons at the city of 400,000 un-
derscored, in the Israeli govern-
ment’s view, the justification for
the intensive aerial assaults on
hundreds of suspected rocket
storage sites and other targets in
Gaza.

Health officials in Gaza said at
least 19 people, including five 

Israel and Hamas Step Up Air Attacks in Gaza Clash
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The Gaza City funeral on Thursday of Ahmed al-Jabari, the Hamas military commander, killed
in an Israeli attack. Above, the funeral in Jerusalem of Mira Scharf, killed by a Hamas rocket. 
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Tel Aviv a Target as
Calls for Restraint

Are Rejected 

By JODI RUDOREN 
and FARES AKRAM

GAZA CITY — Instead of the
wedding drums that typically
provide the evening soundtrack
in this forlorn coastal strip, the
black, still air was pierced by
gunshots on Thursday, as citi-
zens fired celebratory rounds af-
ter the ruling Hamas faction an-
nounced that one of its rockets
had hit an Israeli aircraft.

The Israel Defense Forces de-
nied the hit, though footage on
Hamas television and YouTube
appeared convincing. Either way,
the reaction was nonetheless em-
blematic of the latest lopsided
battle between this impover-
ished, intensely crowded and

hemmed-in enclave and its mili-
tarily mighty neighbor to the
north — as was the rat-tat-tat of
gunshots being quickly overtak-
en by the thunder of F-16 strikes
across the city.

“The mood of the people is
high despite the siege, despite
the Israeli aggression,” said Dr.
Hassan Khalaf, director of Al Shi-
fa Hospital here, where many of
the Palestinian dead and wound-
ed were taken. 

“To be killed while smiling or
while confident or not confident,
the final outcome is death,” Dr.
Khalaf added. “At least now we
feel like we can injure the Israelis
while they try to harm us.”

Nearly four years after Israel’s
Operation Cast Lead killed about
1,400 Gazans in three weeks of air
and ground assaults in response
to repeated rocket fire, this new
conflict has a decidedly different
feel, and not just because Israel
has said that it has tried to limit
its attacks to precision strikes.

This time, Israeli forces are
fighting a newly emboldened Ha-
mas, supported by the regional
powerhouses of Qatar, Turkey
and Egypt, and demonstrating its
strength compared with a weak 

Hamas, Emboldened, Tests Its Arab Alliances 

New Contours for
Latest Conflict

With Israel 

Continued on Page A10

The conflict in Gaza has creat-
ed a test of commitments for
Mohamed Morsi. Page A10.

Egypt’s Leader Challenged 

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
and DAVID BARSTOW

Wal-Mart on Thursday report-
ed that its investigation into vio-
lations of a federal antibribery
law had extended beyond Mexico
to China, India and Brazil, some
of the retailer’s most important
international markets. 

The disclosure, made in a regu-
latory filing, suggests Wal-Mart
has uncovered evidence into po-
tential violations of the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act, as the fall-
out continues from a bribery
scheme involving the opening of
stores in Mexico that was the
subject of a New York Times in-
vestigation in April.

The announcement under-
scores the degree to which Wal-
Mart recognizes that corruption
may have infected its interna-
tional operations, and reflects a
growing alarm among the com-
pany’s internal investigators.
People with knowledge of the
matter described how a relatively
routine compliance audit rapidly
transformed into a full-blown in-
vestigation late last year — in-
volving hundreds of lawyers and
three former federal prosecutors
— when the company learned
that The Times was examining
problems with its operations in
Mexico.

A person with direct knowl-
edge of the company’s internal
investigation cautioned that
Thursday’s disclosure did not
mean Wal-Mart had concluded it 

WAL-MART TAKES
A BROADER LOOK
AT BRIBERY CASES

INQUIRIES IN 4 NATIONS

The Retailer Discloses
Violations May Go

Beyond Mexico
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By CLIFFORD KRAUSS
and JOHN SCHWARTZ

HOUSTON — BP, the British
oil company, said on Thursday
that it had agreed to pay $4.5 bil-
lion in fines and other penalties
and to plead guilty to 14 criminal
charges related to the rig explo-
sion two years ago that killed 11
people and caused a giant oil spill
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

In a rare instance of seeking to
hold individuals accountable for
company misdeeds, the Justice
Department also filed criminal
charges against three BP em-
ployees in connection with the ac-
cident. [Page B1.]

“This is unprecedented, both
with regard to the amounts of
money, the fact that a company
has been criminally charged and
that individuals have been
charged as well,” Attorney Gen-
eral Eric H. Holder Jr. said at a
news conference in New Orleans
to announce the settlement. 

The government said that BP’s
negligence in sealing an explor-
atory well caused it to explode,
sinking the Deepwater Horizon
drill rig and unleashing a gusher
of oil that lasted for months and
coated beaches all along the Gulf
Coast. The company initially
tried to cover up the severity of
the spill, misleading both Con-
gress and investors about how
quickly oil was leaking from the
runaway well, according to the
settlement and related charges. 

While the settlement dispels
one dark cloud that has hovered
over BP since the spill, it does not
resolve what is potentially the
largest penalty related to the inci-
dent: the company could owe as
much as $21 billion in pollution 

BP Will Plead
Guilty and Pay
Over $4 Billion

3 Employees to Face
Charges in Gulf Spill

Continued on Page B6

By MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM 
and DAVID W. CHEN

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
swept into the Rockaways on
Tuesday with technocratic preci-
sion, his tinted-windowed sport
utility vehicle pulling to a stop
outside a freshly cleaned store-
front on Beach 20th Street at
12:28 p.m., two minutes before his
briefing for the news media was
scheduled to begin. 

Cameras, reporters and a podi-
um were already assembled in-
side. In seconds, the mayor, with
a small army of deputies and
bodyguards, traversed the 20 feet
of open sidewalk between his ve-
hicle and the building, disappear-
ing from view as a few startled
residents of this wounded part of
Queens looked on. 

Less than an hour later, Mr.
Bloomberg was gone, off to meet
with city workers on Staten Is-
land. There would be no tour of
the storm-ravaged Queens neigh-
borhood, no stops at buildings
still lacking power and heat. At a
library a block away, where a
charity was handing out used
coats, residents who had waited
in line for hours said they had no
idea that the mayor was nearby. 

“If he came out here, people

would have a stronger impulse to
say, ‘Yes, he’s been doing some-
thing,’” said Stainton Stewart,
whose power was restored on
Monday, two weeks after the
storm. “He hasn’t even dropped
by to see what’s going on.”

If the early days of Hurricane
Sandy played to Mr. Bloomberg’s
strengths — infrastructure ex-
pertise, no-nonsense crisis man-
agement — the extended and
halting recovery has laid bare his

Bloomberg Puts Soothing Aside
As He Rushes to Bring Back City 

Continued on Page A30
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tims on Thursday. Page A26.

By GINA KOLATA

When Awilda Jimenez started
forgetting things last year, her
husband, Edwin, felt a shiver of
dread. Her mother had developed
Alzheimer’s in her 50s. Could his
wife, 61, have it, too? 

He learned there was a new
brain scan to diagnose the dis-
ease and nervously agreed to get
her one, secretly hoping it would
lay his fears to rest. In June, his
wife became what her doctor
says is the first private patient in

Arizona to have the test.
“The scan was floridly posi-

tive,” said her doctor, Adam S.
Fleisher, director of brain imag-
ing at the Banner Alzheimer’s In-
stitute in Phoenix.

The Jimenezes have struggled
ever since to deal with this devas-
tating news. They are confront-
ing a problem of the new era of
Alzheimer’s research: The ability
to detect the disease has leapt far
ahead of treatments. There are
none that can stop or even signif-
icantly slow the inexorable pro-
gression to dementia and death. 

Families like the Jimenezes,
with no good options, can only
ask: Should they live their lives
differently, get their affairs in or-
der, join a clinical trial of an ex-
perimental drug? 

“I was hoping the scan would
be negative,” Mr. Jimenez said.
“When I found out it was posi-
tive, my heart sank.”

The new brain scan technol-
ogy, which went on the market in
June, is spreading fast. There are
already more than 300 hospitals
and imaging centers, located in
most major metropolitan areas,

that are ready to perform the
scans, according to Eli Lilly,
which sells the tracer used to
mark plaque for the scan. 

The scans show plaques in the
brain — barnaclelike clumps of
protein, beta amyloid — that, to-
gether with dementia, are the de-
fining feature of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Those who have dementia
but do not have excessive
plaques do not have Alzheimer’s.
It is no longer necessary to wait
until the person dies and has an
autopsy to learn if the brain was 

For Alzheimer’s, Detection Advances Outpace Treatment Options 
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By ISABEL KERSHNER 
and RICK GLADSTONE

KIRYAT MALACHI, Israel —
Israel and Hamas brushed aside
international calls for restraint
on Thursday and escalated their
lethal conflict over Gaza, where
Palestinian militants launched
hundreds of rockets into Israeli
territory, targeting Tel Aviv for
the first time, and Israel intensi-
fied its aerial assaults and sent
armored vehicles rumbling to-
ward the Gaza border for a pos-
sible invasion.

Defense Minister Ehud Barak
of Israel, expressing outrage over
a pair of long-range Palestinian
rockets that whizzed toward Tel
Aviv and set off the first air-raid
warning in the Israeli metropolis
since it was threatened by Iraqi
Scuds in the Persian Gulf war of
1991, said, “There will be a price
for that escalation that the other
side will have to pay.” 

He authorized the call-up of
30,000 army reservists if needed,
another sign that Israel was pre-
paring to invade Gaza for the sec-
ond time in four years to crush
what it considers an unaccept-
able security threat from smug-
gled rockets amassed by Hamas,
the militant Islamist group that
governs the isolated coastal en-
clave and does not recognize Is-
rael’s right to exist.

It was not clear whether the
show of Israeli force on the
ground in fact portended an inva-
sion or was meant as more of an
intimidation tactic to further
pressure Hamas leaders, who
had all been forced into hiding on
Wednesday after the Israelis
killed the group’s military chief,
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a pinpoint
aerial bombing. But Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu of Is-
rael said he was prepared to
“take whatever action is neces-
sary.”

Tel Aviv was not hit on Thurs-
day. One rocket crashed into the
sea off its coast and another ap-
parently fell, the ability of mil-
itants 40 miles away to fire those
weapons at the city of 400,000 un-
derscored, in the Israeli govern-
ment’s view, the justification for
the intensive aerial assaults on
hundreds of suspected rocket
storage sites and other targets in
Gaza.

Health officials in Gaza said at
least 19 people, including five 

Israel and Hamas Step Up Air Attacks in Gaza Clash
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The Gaza City funeral on Thursday of Ahmed al-Jabari, the Hamas military commander, killed
in an Israeli attack. Above, the funeral in Jerusalem of Mira Scharf, killed by a Hamas rocket. 
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Tel Aviv a Target as
Calls for Restraint

Are Rejected 

By JODI RUDOREN 
and FARES AKRAM

GAZA CITY — Instead of the
wedding drums that typically
provide the evening soundtrack
in this forlorn coastal strip, the
black, still air was pierced by
gunshots on Thursday, as citi-
zens fired celebratory rounds af-
ter the ruling Hamas faction an-
nounced that one of its rockets
had hit an Israeli aircraft.

The Israel Defense Forces de-
nied the hit, though footage on
Hamas television and YouTube
appeared convincing. Either way,
the reaction was nonetheless em-
blematic of the latest lopsided
battle between this impover-
ished, intensely crowded and

hemmed-in enclave and its mili-
tarily mighty neighbor to the
north — as was the rat-tat-tat of
gunshots being quickly overtak-
en by the thunder of F-16 strikes
across the city.

“The mood of the people is
high despite the siege, despite
the Israeli aggression,” said Dr.
Hassan Khalaf, director of Al Shi-
fa Hospital here, where many of
the Palestinian dead and wound-
ed were taken. 

“To be killed while smiling or
while confident or not confident,
the final outcome is death,” Dr.
Khalaf added. “At least now we
feel like we can injure the Israelis
while they try to harm us.”

Nearly four years after Israel’s
Operation Cast Lead killed about
1,400 Gazans in three weeks of air
and ground assaults in response
to repeated rocket fire, this new
conflict has a decidedly different
feel, and not just because Israel
has said that it has tried to limit
its attacks to precision strikes.

This time, Israeli forces are
fighting a newly emboldened Ha-
mas, supported by the regional
powerhouses of Qatar, Turkey
and Egypt, and demonstrating its
strength compared with a weak 

Hamas, Emboldened, Tests Its Arab Alliances 
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The conflict in Gaza has creat-
ed a test of commitments for
Mohamed Morsi. Page A10.

Egypt’s Leader Challenged 

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
and DAVID BARSTOW

Wal-Mart on Thursday report-
ed that its investigation into vio-
lations of a federal antibribery
law had extended beyond Mexico
to China, India and Brazil, some
of the retailer’s most important
international markets. 

The disclosure, made in a regu-
latory filing, suggests Wal-Mart
has uncovered evidence into po-
tential violations of the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act, as the fall-
out continues from a bribery
scheme involving the opening of
stores in Mexico that was the
subject of a New York Times in-
vestigation in April.

The announcement under-
scores the degree to which Wal-
Mart recognizes that corruption
may have infected its interna-
tional operations, and reflects a
growing alarm among the com-
pany’s internal investigators.
People with knowledge of the
matter described how a relatively
routine compliance audit rapidly
transformed into a full-blown in-
vestigation late last year — in-
volving hundreds of lawyers and
three former federal prosecutors
— when the company learned
that The Times was examining
problems with its operations in
Mexico.

A person with direct knowl-
edge of the company’s internal
investigation cautioned that
Thursday’s disclosure did not
mean Wal-Mart had concluded it 

WAL-MART TAKES
A BROADER LOOK
AT BRIBERY CASES
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The Retailer Discloses
Violations May Go

Beyond Mexico
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By CLIFFORD KRAUSS
and JOHN SCHWARTZ

HOUSTON — BP, the British
oil company, said on Thursday
that it had agreed to pay $4.5 bil-
lion in fines and other penalties
and to plead guilty to 14 criminal
charges related to the rig explo-
sion two years ago that killed 11
people and caused a giant oil spill
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

In a rare instance of seeking to
hold individuals accountable for
company misdeeds, the Justice
Department also filed criminal
charges against three BP em-
ployees in connection with the ac-
cident. [Page B1.]

“This is unprecedented, both
with regard to the amounts of
money, the fact that a company
has been criminally charged and
that individuals have been
charged as well,” Attorney Gen-
eral Eric H. Holder Jr. said at a
news conference in New Orleans
to announce the settlement. 

The government said that BP’s
negligence in sealing an explor-
atory well caused it to explode,
sinking the Deepwater Horizon
drill rig and unleashing a gusher
of oil that lasted for months and
coated beaches all along the Gulf
Coast. The company initially
tried to cover up the severity of
the spill, misleading both Con-
gress and investors about how
quickly oil was leaking from the
runaway well, according to the
settlement and related charges. 

While the settlement dispels
one dark cloud that has hovered
over BP since the spill, it does not
resolve what is potentially the
largest penalty related to the inci-
dent: the company could owe as
much as $21 billion in pollution 

BP Will Plead
Guilty and Pay
Over $4 Billion

3 Employees to Face
Charges in Gulf Spill

Continued on Page B6

By MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM 
and DAVID W. CHEN

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
swept into the Rockaways on
Tuesday with technocratic preci-
sion, his tinted-windowed sport
utility vehicle pulling to a stop
outside a freshly cleaned store-
front on Beach 20th Street at
12:28 p.m., two minutes before his
briefing for the news media was
scheduled to begin. 

Cameras, reporters and a podi-
um were already assembled in-
side. In seconds, the mayor, with
a small army of deputies and
bodyguards, traversed the 20 feet
of open sidewalk between his ve-
hicle and the building, disappear-
ing from view as a few startled
residents of this wounded part of
Queens looked on. 

Less than an hour later, Mr.
Bloomberg was gone, off to meet
with city workers on Staten Is-
land. There would be no tour of
the storm-ravaged Queens neigh-
borhood, no stops at buildings
still lacking power and heat. At a
library a block away, where a
charity was handing out used
coats, residents who had waited
in line for hours said they had no
idea that the mayor was nearby. 

“If he came out here, people

would have a stronger impulse to
say, ‘Yes, he’s been doing some-
thing,’” said Stainton Stewart,
whose power was restored on
Monday, two weeks after the
storm. “He hasn’t even dropped
by to see what’s going on.”

If the early days of Hurricane
Sandy played to Mr. Bloomberg’s
strengths — infrastructure ex-
pertise, no-nonsense crisis man-
agement — the extended and
halting recovery has laid bare his

Bloomberg Puts Soothing Aside
As He Rushes to Bring Back City 
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By GINA KOLATA

When Awilda Jimenez started
forgetting things last year, her
husband, Edwin, felt a shiver of
dread. Her mother had developed
Alzheimer’s in her 50s. Could his
wife, 61, have it, too? 

He learned there was a new
brain scan to diagnose the dis-
ease and nervously agreed to get
her one, secretly hoping it would
lay his fears to rest. In June, his
wife became what her doctor
says is the first private patient in

Arizona to have the test.
“The scan was floridly posi-

tive,” said her doctor, Adam S.
Fleisher, director of brain imag-
ing at the Banner Alzheimer’s In-
stitute in Phoenix.

The Jimenezes have struggled
ever since to deal with this devas-
tating news. They are confront-
ing a problem of the new era of
Alzheimer’s research: The ability
to detect the disease has leapt far
ahead of treatments. There are
none that can stop or even signif-
icantly slow the inexorable pro-
gression to dementia and death. 

Families like the Jimenezes,
with no good options, can only
ask: Should they live their lives
differently, get their affairs in or-
der, join a clinical trial of an ex-
perimental drug? 

“I was hoping the scan would
be negative,” Mr. Jimenez said.
“When I found out it was posi-
tive, my heart sank.”

The new brain scan technol-
ogy, which went on the market in
June, is spreading fast. There are
already more than 300 hospitals
and imaging centers, located in
most major metropolitan areas,

that are ready to perform the
scans, according to Eli Lilly,
which sells the tracer used to
mark plaque for the scan. 

The scans show plaques in the
brain — barnaclelike clumps of
protein, beta amyloid — that, to-
gether with dementia, are the de-
fining feature of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Those who have dementia
but do not have excessive
plaques do not have Alzheimer’s.
It is no longer necessary to wait
until the person dies and has an
autopsy to learn if the brain was 

For Alzheimer’s, Detection Advances Outpace Treatment Options 
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By ISABEL KERSHNER 
and RICK GLADSTONE

KIRYAT MALACHI, Israel —
Israel and Hamas brushed aside
international calls for restraint
on Thursday and escalated their
lethal conflict over Gaza, where
Palestinian militants launched
hundreds of rockets into Israeli
territory, targeting Tel Aviv for
the first time, and Israel intensi-
fied its aerial assaults and sent
armored vehicles rumbling to-
ward the Gaza border for a pos-
sible invasion.

Defense Minister Ehud Barak
of Israel, expressing outrage over
a pair of long-range Palestinian
rockets that whizzed toward Tel
Aviv and set off the first air-raid
warning in the Israeli metropolis
since it was threatened by Iraqi
Scuds in the Persian Gulf war of
1991, said, “There will be a price
for that escalation that the other
side will have to pay.” 

He authorized the call-up of
30,000 army reservists if needed,
another sign that Israel was pre-
paring to invade Gaza for the sec-
ond time in four years to crush
what it considers an unaccept-
able security threat from smug-
gled rockets amassed by Hamas,
the militant Islamist group that
governs the isolated coastal en-
clave and does not recognize Is-
rael’s right to exist.

It was not clear whether the
show of Israeli force on the
ground in fact portended an inva-
sion or was meant as more of an
intimidation tactic to further
pressure Hamas leaders, who
had all been forced into hiding on
Wednesday after the Israelis
killed the group’s military chief,
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a pinpoint
aerial bombing. But Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu of Is-
rael said he was prepared to
“take whatever action is neces-
sary.”

Tel Aviv was not hit on Thurs-
day. One rocket crashed into the
sea off its coast and another ap-
parently fell, the ability of mil-
itants 40 miles away to fire those
weapons at the city of 400,000 un-
derscored, in the Israeli govern-
ment’s view, the justification for
the intensive aerial assaults on
hundreds of suspected rocket
storage sites and other targets in
Gaza.

Health officials in Gaza said at
least 19 people, including five 

Israel and Hamas Step Up Air Attacks in Gaza Clash

TOP, WISSAM NASSAR FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES; ABIR SULTAN/EUROPEAN PRESSPHOTO AGENCY

The Gaza City funeral on Thursday of Ahmed al-Jabari, the Hamas military commander, killed
in an Israeli attack. Above, the funeral in Jerusalem of Mira Scharf, killed by a Hamas rocket. 
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Tel Aviv a Target as
Calls for Restraint

Are Rejected 

By JODI RUDOREN 
and FARES AKRAM

GAZA CITY — Instead of the
wedding drums that typically
provide the evening soundtrack
in this forlorn coastal strip, the
black, still air was pierced by
gunshots on Thursday, as citi-
zens fired celebratory rounds af-
ter the ruling Hamas faction an-
nounced that one of its rockets
had hit an Israeli aircraft.

The Israel Defense Forces de-
nied the hit, though footage on
Hamas television and YouTube
appeared convincing. Either way,
the reaction was nonetheless em-
blematic of the latest lopsided
battle between this impover-
ished, intensely crowded and

hemmed-in enclave and its mili-
tarily mighty neighbor to the
north — as was the rat-tat-tat of
gunshots being quickly overtak-
en by the thunder of F-16 strikes
across the city.

“The mood of the people is
high despite the siege, despite
the Israeli aggression,” said Dr.
Hassan Khalaf, director of Al Shi-
fa Hospital here, where many of
the Palestinian dead and wound-
ed were taken. 

“To be killed while smiling or
while confident or not confident,
the final outcome is death,” Dr.
Khalaf added. “At least now we
feel like we can injure the Israelis
while they try to harm us.”

Nearly four years after Israel’s
Operation Cast Lead killed about
1,400 Gazans in three weeks of air
and ground assaults in response
to repeated rocket fire, this new
conflict has a decidedly different
feel, and not just because Israel
has said that it has tried to limit
its attacks to precision strikes.

This time, Israeli forces are
fighting a newly emboldened Ha-
mas, supported by the regional
powerhouses of Qatar, Turkey
and Egypt, and demonstrating its
strength compared with a weak 
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The conflict in Gaza has creat-
ed a test of commitments for
Mohamed Morsi. Page A10.

Egypt’s Leader Challenged 

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
and DAVID BARSTOW

Wal-Mart on Thursday report-
ed that its investigation into vio-
lations of a federal antibribery
law had extended beyond Mexico
to China, India and Brazil, some
of the retailer’s most important
international markets. 

The disclosure, made in a regu-
latory filing, suggests Wal-Mart
has uncovered evidence into po-
tential violations of the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act, as the fall-
out continues from a bribery
scheme involving the opening of
stores in Mexico that was the
subject of a New York Times in-
vestigation in April.

The announcement under-
scores the degree to which Wal-
Mart recognizes that corruption
may have infected its interna-
tional operations, and reflects a
growing alarm among the com-
pany’s internal investigators.
People with knowledge of the
matter described how a relatively
routine compliance audit rapidly
transformed into a full-blown in-
vestigation late last year — in-
volving hundreds of lawyers and
three former federal prosecutors
— when the company learned
that The Times was examining
problems with its operations in
Mexico.

A person with direct knowl-
edge of the company’s internal
investigation cautioned that
Thursday’s disclosure did not
mean Wal-Mart had concluded it 

WAL-MART TAKES
A BROADER LOOK
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By CLIFFORD KRAUSS
and JOHN SCHWARTZ

HOUSTON — BP, the British
oil company, said on Thursday
that it had agreed to pay $4.5 bil-
lion in fines and other penalties
and to plead guilty to 14 criminal
charges related to the rig explo-
sion two years ago that killed 11
people and caused a giant oil spill
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

In a rare instance of seeking to
hold individuals accountable for
company misdeeds, the Justice
Department also filed criminal
charges against three BP em-
ployees in connection with the ac-
cident. [Page B1.]

“This is unprecedented, both
with regard to the amounts of
money, the fact that a company
has been criminally charged and
that individuals have been
charged as well,” Attorney Gen-
eral Eric H. Holder Jr. said at a
news conference in New Orleans
to announce the settlement. 

The government said that BP’s
negligence in sealing an explor-
atory well caused it to explode,
sinking the Deepwater Horizon
drill rig and unleashing a gusher
of oil that lasted for months and
coated beaches all along the Gulf
Coast. The company initially
tried to cover up the severity of
the spill, misleading both Con-
gress and investors about how
quickly oil was leaking from the
runaway well, according to the
settlement and related charges. 

While the settlement dispels
one dark cloud that has hovered
over BP since the spill, it does not
resolve what is potentially the
largest penalty related to the inci-
dent: the company could owe as
much as $21 billion in pollution 

BP Will Plead
Guilty and Pay
Over $4 Billion

3 Employees to Face
Charges in Gulf Spill

Continued on Page B6

By MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM 
and DAVID W. CHEN

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
swept into the Rockaways on
Tuesday with technocratic preci-
sion, his tinted-windowed sport
utility vehicle pulling to a stop
outside a freshly cleaned store-
front on Beach 20th Street at
12:28 p.m., two minutes before his
briefing for the news media was
scheduled to begin. 

Cameras, reporters and a podi-
um were already assembled in-
side. In seconds, the mayor, with
a small army of deputies and
bodyguards, traversed the 20 feet
of open sidewalk between his ve-
hicle and the building, disappear-
ing from view as a few startled
residents of this wounded part of
Queens looked on. 

Less than an hour later, Mr.
Bloomberg was gone, off to meet
with city workers on Staten Is-
land. There would be no tour of
the storm-ravaged Queens neigh-
borhood, no stops at buildings
still lacking power and heat. At a
library a block away, where a
charity was handing out used
coats, residents who had waited
in line for hours said they had no
idea that the mayor was nearby. 

“If he came out here, people

would have a stronger impulse to
say, ‘Yes, he’s been doing some-
thing,’” said Stainton Stewart,
whose power was restored on
Monday, two weeks after the
storm. “He hasn’t even dropped
by to see what’s going on.”

If the early days of Hurricane
Sandy played to Mr. Bloomberg’s
strengths — infrastructure ex-
pertise, no-nonsense crisis man-
agement — the extended and
halting recovery has laid bare his

Bloomberg Puts Soothing Aside
As He Rushes to Bring Back City 

Continued on Page A30
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OBAMA IN NEW YORK The presi-
dent visited with storm vic-
tims on Thursday. Page A26.

By GINA KOLATA

When Awilda Jimenez started
forgetting things last year, her
husband, Edwin, felt a shiver of
dread. Her mother had developed
Alzheimer’s in her 50s. Could his
wife, 61, have it, too? 

He learned there was a new
brain scan to diagnose the dis-
ease and nervously agreed to get
her one, secretly hoping it would
lay his fears to rest. In June, his
wife became what her doctor
says is the first private patient in

Arizona to have the test.
“The scan was floridly posi-

tive,” said her doctor, Adam S.
Fleisher, director of brain imag-
ing at the Banner Alzheimer’s In-
stitute in Phoenix.

The Jimenezes have struggled
ever since to deal with this devas-
tating news. They are confront-
ing a problem of the new era of
Alzheimer’s research: The ability
to detect the disease has leapt far
ahead of treatments. There are
none that can stop or even signif-
icantly slow the inexorable pro-
gression to dementia and death. 

Families like the Jimenezes,
with no good options, can only
ask: Should they live their lives
differently, get their affairs in or-
der, join a clinical trial of an ex-
perimental drug? 

“I was hoping the scan would
be negative,” Mr. Jimenez said.
“When I found out it was posi-
tive, my heart sank.”

The new brain scan technol-
ogy, which went on the market in
June, is spreading fast. There are
already more than 300 hospitals
and imaging centers, located in
most major metropolitan areas,

that are ready to perform the
scans, according to Eli Lilly,
which sells the tracer used to
mark plaque for the scan. 

The scans show plaques in the
brain — barnaclelike clumps of
protein, beta amyloid — that, to-
gether with dementia, are the de-
fining feature of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Those who have dementia
but do not have excessive
plaques do not have Alzheimer’s.
It is no longer necessary to wait
until the person dies and has an
autopsy to learn if the brain was 

For Alzheimer’s, Detection Advances Outpace Treatment Options 
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By ISABEL KERSHNER 
and RICK GLADSTONE

KIRYAT MALACHI, Israel —
Israel and Hamas brushed aside
international calls for restraint
on Thursday and escalated their
lethal conflict over Gaza, where
Palestinian militants launched
hundreds of rockets into Israeli
territory, targeting Tel Aviv for
the first time, and Israel intensi-
fied its aerial assaults and sent
armored vehicles rumbling to-
ward the Gaza border for a pos-
sible invasion.

Defense Minister Ehud Barak
of Israel, expressing outrage over
a pair of long-range Palestinian
rockets that whizzed toward Tel
Aviv and set off the first air-raid
warning in the Israeli metropolis
since it was threatened by Iraqi
Scuds in the Persian Gulf war of
1991, said, “There will be a price
for that escalation that the other
side will have to pay.” 

He authorized the call-up of
30,000 army reservists if needed,
another sign that Israel was pre-
paring to invade Gaza for the sec-
ond time in four years to crush
what it considers an unaccept-
able security threat from smug-
gled rockets amassed by Hamas,
the militant Islamist group that
governs the isolated coastal en-
clave and does not recognize Is-
rael’s right to exist.

It was not clear whether the
show of Israeli force on the
ground in fact portended an inva-
sion or was meant as more of an
intimidation tactic to further
pressure Hamas leaders, who
had all been forced into hiding on
Wednesday after the Israelis
killed the group’s military chief,
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a pinpoint
aerial bombing. But Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu of Is-
rael said he was prepared to
“take whatever action is neces-
sary.”

Tel Aviv was not hit on Thurs-
day. One rocket crashed into the
sea off its coast and another ap-
parently fell, the ability of mil-
itants 40 miles away to fire those
weapons at the city of 400,000 un-
derscored, in the Israeli govern-
ment’s view, the justification for
the intensive aerial assaults on
hundreds of suspected rocket
storage sites and other targets in
Gaza.

Health officials in Gaza said at
least 19 people, including five 

Israel and Hamas Step Up Air Attacks in Gaza Clash
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The Gaza City funeral on Thursday of Ahmed al-Jabari, the Hamas military commander, killed
in an Israeli attack. Above, the funeral in Jerusalem of Mira Scharf, killed by a Hamas rocket. 

Continued on Page A10

Tel Aviv a Target as
Calls for Restraint

Are Rejected 

By JODI RUDOREN 
and FARES AKRAM

GAZA CITY — Instead of the
wedding drums that typically
provide the evening soundtrack
in this forlorn coastal strip, the
black, still air was pierced by
gunshots on Thursday, as citi-
zens fired celebratory rounds af-
ter the ruling Hamas faction an-
nounced that one of its rockets
had hit an Israeli aircraft.

The Israel Defense Forces de-
nied the hit, though footage on
Hamas television and YouTube
appeared convincing. Either way,
the reaction was nonetheless em-
blematic of the latest lopsided
battle between this impover-
ished, intensely crowded and

hemmed-in enclave and its mili-
tarily mighty neighbor to the
north — as was the rat-tat-tat of
gunshots being quickly overtak-
en by the thunder of F-16 strikes
across the city.

“The mood of the people is
high despite the siege, despite
the Israeli aggression,” said Dr.
Hassan Khalaf, director of Al Shi-
fa Hospital here, where many of
the Palestinian dead and wound-
ed were taken. 

“To be killed while smiling or
while confident or not confident,
the final outcome is death,” Dr.
Khalaf added. “At least now we
feel like we can injure the Israelis
while they try to harm us.”

Nearly four years after Israel’s
Operation Cast Lead killed about
1,400 Gazans in three weeks of air
and ground assaults in response
to repeated rocket fire, this new
conflict has a decidedly different
feel, and not just because Israel
has said that it has tried to limit
its attacks to precision strikes.

This time, Israeli forces are
fighting a newly emboldened Ha-
mas, supported by the regional
powerhouses of Qatar, Turkey
and Egypt, and demonstrating its
strength compared with a weak 
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The conflict in Gaza has creat-
ed a test of commitments for
Mohamed Morsi. Page A10.

Egypt’s Leader Challenged 

By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
and DAVID BARSTOW

Wal-Mart on Thursday report-
ed that its investigation into vio-
lations of a federal antibribery
law had extended beyond Mexico
to China, India and Brazil, some
of the retailer’s most important
international markets. 

The disclosure, made in a regu-
latory filing, suggests Wal-Mart
has uncovered evidence into po-
tential violations of the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act, as the fall-
out continues from a bribery
scheme involving the opening of
stores in Mexico that was the
subject of a New York Times in-
vestigation in April.

The announcement under-
scores the degree to which Wal-
Mart recognizes that corruption
may have infected its interna-
tional operations, and reflects a
growing alarm among the com-
pany’s internal investigators.
People with knowledge of the
matter described how a relatively
routine compliance audit rapidly
transformed into a full-blown in-
vestigation late last year — in-
volving hundreds of lawyers and
three former federal prosecutors
— when the company learned
that The Times was examining
problems with its operations in
Mexico.

A person with direct knowl-
edge of the company’s internal
investigation cautioned that
Thursday’s disclosure did not
mean Wal-Mart had concluded it 
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By CLIFFORD KRAUSS
and JOHN SCHWARTZ

HOUSTON — BP, the British
oil company, said on Thursday
that it had agreed to pay $4.5 bil-
lion in fines and other penalties
and to plead guilty to 14 criminal
charges related to the rig explo-
sion two years ago that killed 11
people and caused a giant oil spill
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

In a rare instance of seeking to
hold individuals accountable for
company misdeeds, the Justice
Department also filed criminal
charges against three BP em-
ployees in connection with the ac-
cident. [Page B1.]

“This is unprecedented, both
with regard to the amounts of
money, the fact that a company
has been criminally charged and
that individuals have been
charged as well,” Attorney Gen-
eral Eric H. Holder Jr. said at a
news conference in New Orleans
to announce the settlement. 

The government said that BP’s
negligence in sealing an explor-
atory well caused it to explode,
sinking the Deepwater Horizon
drill rig and unleashing a gusher
of oil that lasted for months and
coated beaches all along the Gulf
Coast. The company initially
tried to cover up the severity of
the spill, misleading both Con-
gress and investors about how
quickly oil was leaking from the
runaway well, according to the
settlement and related charges. 

While the settlement dispels
one dark cloud that has hovered
over BP since the spill, it does not
resolve what is potentially the
largest penalty related to the inci-
dent: the company could owe as
much as $21 billion in pollution 

BP Will Plead
Guilty and Pay
Over $4 Billion

3 Employees to Face
Charges in Gulf Spill
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By MICHAEL M. GRYNBAUM 
and DAVID W. CHEN

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg
swept into the Rockaways on
Tuesday with technocratic preci-
sion, his tinted-windowed sport
utility vehicle pulling to a stop
outside a freshly cleaned store-
front on Beach 20th Street at
12:28 p.m., two minutes before his
briefing for the news media was
scheduled to begin. 

Cameras, reporters and a podi-
um were already assembled in-
side. In seconds, the mayor, with
a small army of deputies and
bodyguards, traversed the 20 feet
of open sidewalk between his ve-
hicle and the building, disappear-
ing from view as a few startled
residents of this wounded part of
Queens looked on. 

Less than an hour later, Mr.
Bloomberg was gone, off to meet
with city workers on Staten Is-
land. There would be no tour of
the storm-ravaged Queens neigh-
borhood, no stops at buildings
still lacking power and heat. At a
library a block away, where a
charity was handing out used
coats, residents who had waited
in line for hours said they had no
idea that the mayor was nearby. 

“If he came out here, people

would have a stronger impulse to
say, ‘Yes, he’s been doing some-
thing,’” said Stainton Stewart,
whose power was restored on
Monday, two weeks after the
storm. “He hasn’t even dropped
by to see what’s going on.”

If the early days of Hurricane
Sandy played to Mr. Bloomberg’s
strengths — infrastructure ex-
pertise, no-nonsense crisis man-
agement — the extended and
halting recovery has laid bare his

Bloomberg Puts Soothing Aside
As He Rushes to Bring Back City 
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dent visited with storm vic-
tims on Thursday. Page A26.

By GINA KOLATA

When Awilda Jimenez started
forgetting things last year, her
husband, Edwin, felt a shiver of
dread. Her mother had developed
Alzheimer’s in her 50s. Could his
wife, 61, have it, too? 

He learned there was a new
brain scan to diagnose the dis-
ease and nervously agreed to get
her one, secretly hoping it would
lay his fears to rest. In June, his
wife became what her doctor
says is the first private patient in

Arizona to have the test.
“The scan was floridly posi-

tive,” said her doctor, Adam S.
Fleisher, director of brain imag-
ing at the Banner Alzheimer’s In-
stitute in Phoenix.

The Jimenezes have struggled
ever since to deal with this devas-
tating news. They are confront-
ing a problem of the new era of
Alzheimer’s research: The ability
to detect the disease has leapt far
ahead of treatments. There are
none that can stop or even signif-
icantly slow the inexorable pro-
gression to dementia and death. 

Families like the Jimenezes,
with no good options, can only
ask: Should they live their lives
differently, get their affairs in or-
der, join a clinical trial of an ex-
perimental drug? 

“I was hoping the scan would
be negative,” Mr. Jimenez said.
“When I found out it was posi-
tive, my heart sank.”

The new brain scan technol-
ogy, which went on the market in
June, is spreading fast. There are
already more than 300 hospitals
and imaging centers, located in
most major metropolitan areas,

that are ready to perform the
scans, according to Eli Lilly,
which sells the tracer used to
mark plaque for the scan. 

The scans show plaques in the
brain — barnaclelike clumps of
protein, beta amyloid — that, to-
gether with dementia, are the de-
fining feature of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Those who have dementia
but do not have excessive
plaques do not have Alzheimer’s.
It is no longer necessary to wait
until the person dies and has an
autopsy to learn if the brain was 
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While the disclosure did not specify the 
nature of the possible bribery problems in the 
three countries, it “clearly will cause more 
scrutiny on every real estate project being 
considered, and one would think at the mini-
mum it will slow down the process as more 
controls need to be passed through,” said Colin 
McGranahan, an analyst with Sanford C. Ber-
nstein.

International growth is critical to Wal-
Mart, the world’s largest retailer, and Brazil, 
India, China and Mexico together make up the 
largest portion of the company’s foreign loca-
tions.

Wal-Mart’s international division had been 

on a growth binge, though that has been slow-
ing lately. In third-quarter results reported 
thursday, the company said international 
sales rose 2.4 percent to $33.2 billion, making 
up about 29 percent of the company’s overall 
sales.

More than half of Wal-Mart’s 10,524 stores 
are international. Mexico has 2,230 stores. Bra-
zil has 534, China, 384.

C. Douglas McMillon, chief executive of 
Walmart International, said in June that he did 
not expect the investigation to hinder interna-
tional growth. “Only time will tell,” he said.

Wal-Mart’s expanding investigation began 
in spring 2011 as a relatively routine audit of 
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Senior Wal-Mart executives
were concerned by the findings,
but not overly alarmed. The audit
was uncovering the kinds of
problems and oversights that
plague many global corporations.

But in late 2011, Wal-Mart
learned that The Times was ex-
amining Wal-Mart’s response in
2005 to serious and specific accu-
sations of widespread bribery by
Wal-Mart de Mexico, the compa-
ny’s largest foreign subsidiary.

In October 2005, a former law-
yer for Wal-Mart de Mexico had
spent hours telling company in-
vestigators how Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leadership had orches-
trated a vast campaign of bribery
to accelerate expansion. Hun-
dreds of bribes, he said, were
paid to obtain construction per-
mits and other licenses needed to
open new stores. The lawyer’s
accusations were especially pow-
erful because he had been in
charge of getting permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s new stores.

Wal-Mart rapidly escalated its
internal investigation. It hired
new outside lawyers, this time
from the firm Jones Day. They
began to investigate whether top
executives had quashed the com-
pany’s investigation into the law-
yer’s claims. In December 2011,
Wal-Mart sent Jones Day law-
yers to Mexico to interview the
lawyer and other crucial players.
The company began to look into
other specific accusations of
wrongdoing, both in Mexico and
it its other subsidiaries.

It effectively created two lines
of inquiry — the first being the
global compliance review begun
by Greenberg Traurig and
KPMG. The second was the in-
ternal inquiry into specific accu-
sations of bribery and corruption.

Some changes at Wal-Mart
have already resulted. General
counsels for each country used to

report in to the chief executives
of that country — which could
create conflicts of interest if the
chief executive was involved in
corruption — and now they re-
port to the general counsel of
Walmart International. The com-
pany recently hired several com-
pliance executives, and a vice
president for global investiga-
tions who had previously worked
at the F.B.I. It has also changed
its protocol on investigations, in-
cluding asking international sub-
sidiaries to alert the global ethics
office in Bentonville before any
inquiry into wrongdoing begins.

The new disclosure by Wal-
Mart on Thursday “does support
their effort to be transparent,”
said Matthew J. Feeley, a lawyer
with Buchanan Ingersoll & Roo-
ney who focuses on foreign brib-
ery cases. In cases like these, a
company will regularly update
the S.E.C. and the Justice De-
partment with “very detailed
presentations about the results of
the internal investigation” in the
hope of receiving lesser punish-
ment from the agencies.

Though the government issued
new compliance guidelines for
the law on Wednesday, largely
aimed at lawyers handling such
cases, the Wal-Mart disclosure
was not a result of those new
guidelines. It was included in the
company’s third-quarter earn-
ings announcement.

It was not clear Thursday
whether authorities in China, In-
dia and Brazil were conducting
investigations of their own into
Wal-Mart’s practices, as the au-
thorities in Mexico have done in
response to the bribery accusa-
tions in that country.

Last month, Indian regulators
started looking into whether Wal-
Mart violated an Indian foreign
investment rule.

had paid bribes in China, India
and Brazil. But it did indicate that
the company had found enough
evidence to justify concern about
its business practices in the three
countries — concerns that go be-
yond initial inquiries and that are
serious enough that shareholders
needed to be told.

Wal-Mart issued a statement
confirming the new disclosures,
and said it would be inappropri-
ate to comment further on the
new allegations until it had con-
cluded the investigations.

The Justice Department and
the Securities and Exchange
Commission, with Wal-Mart’s co-
operation, are also looking into
the company’s compliance with
the antibribery law. 

The Times reported in April
that seven years ago, Wal-Mart
had found credible evidence that
its Mexican subsidiary had paid
bribes in its effort to build more
stores, a violation of the corrupt
practices act, and that an internal
investigation had been sup-
pressed by executives at the
company’s Arkansas headquar-
ters.

Wal-Mart has so far spent $35
million on a compliance program
that began in spring 2011, and has
more than 300 outside lawyers
and accountants working on it,
the company said. It has spent
$99 million in nine months on the
current investigation.

Consequences of the expand-
ing investigation could include
slower expansion overseas and
the identification of even more
problems. The company said in
the filing on Thursday that new
inquiries had begun in countries
“including but not limited to” Chi-
na, India and Brazil. 

While the disclosure did not
specify the nature of the possible
bribery problems in the three
countries, it “clearly will cause
more scrutiny on every real es-
tate project being considered,
and one would think at the mini-
mum it will slow down the pro-
cess as more controls need to be
passed through,” said Colin
McGranahan, an analyst with
Sanford C. Bernstein. 

International growth is critical
to Wal-Mart, the world’s largest
retailer, and Brazil, India, China
and Mexico together make up the
largest portion of the company’s
foreign locations. 

Wal-Mart’s international divi-
sion had been on a growth binge,
though that has been slowing
lately. In third-quarter results re-
ported Thursday, the company
said international sales rose 2.4
percent to $33.2 billion, making
up about 29 percent of the compa-
ny’s overall sales. 

More than half of Wal-Mart’s
10,524 stores are international.
Mexico has 2,230 stores. Brazil
has 534, China, 384. 

C. Douglas McMillon, chief ex-
ecutive of Walmart International,
said in June that he did not ex-
pect the investigation to hinder
international growth. “Only time
will tell,” he said.

Wal-Mart’s expanding investi-
gation began in spring 2011 as a
relatively routine audit of how
well its foreign subsidiaries were
complying with its anticorruption
policies. It is keeping the Justice

Department and the S.E.C. ap-
prised of the investigation. 

The review was initiated by
Jeffrey J. Gearhart, Wal-Mart’s
general counsel, who had seen
news reports about how Tyson
Foods had been charged with rel-
atively minor violations of the
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.
He decided it made sense to test
Wal-Mart’s internal defenses
against corruption.

The audit began in Mexico,
China and Brazil, the countries
Wal-Mart executives considered
the most likely source of prob-
lems. Wal-Mart hired the ac-
counting firm KPMG and the law
firm Greenberg Traurig to con-
duct the audit. The firms con-
ducted interviews and spot
checks of record systems to
check whether Wal-Mart’s sub-
sidiaries were carrying out re-

quired compliance procedures. 
For example, Wal-Mart’s an-

ticorruption policy requires back-
ground checks on all third-party
agents — lawyers, lobbyists —
who represent the company be-
fore government agencies. The
firms checked whether back-
ground checks were in fact being
done. By July 2011, the firms had
identified significant weaknesses
in all three subsidiaries. 

“It was clear they were not ex-
ecuting,’’ a Wal-Mart official with
knowledge of the audits said. 

The problems were enough to
persuade Wal-Mart to expand the
audit to all 26 of its foreign sub-
sidiaries. This work began in au-
tumn 2011. The outside firms dis-
patched “compliance teams’’ of
lawyers and accountants all over
the world. The teams attributed
many of the problems they identi-
fied to a lack of training.

Wal-Mart Takes a Broader Look Into Potential Bribery 
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A Wal-Mart Supercenter in
Chongqing, China, above, and
a Bharti Wal-Mart wholesale
store in Hyderabad, India,
right. Wal-Mart is investigat-
ing potential bribery in Brazil,
India, China and Mexico.
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how well its foreign subsidiaries were comply-
ing with its anticorruption policies. It is keeping 
the Justice Department and the S.E.C. apprised 
of the investigation.

the review was initiated by Jeffrey J. Gear-
hart, Wal-Mart’s general counsel, who had seen 
news reports about how tyson Foods had been 
charged with relatively minor violations of the 
Foreign Corrupt Practices act. He decided it 
made sense to test Wal-Mart’s internal defenses 
against corruption.

the audit began in Mexico, China and Bra-
zil, the countries Wal-Mart exec-
utives considered the most likely 
source of problems. Wal-Mart 
hired the accounting firm KPMG 
and the law firm Greenberg trau-
rig to conduct the audit. the 
firms conducted interviews and 
spot checks of record systems to 
check whether Wal-Mart’s subsidiaries were 
carrying out required compliance procedures.

For example, Wal-Mart’s anticorruption 
policy requires background checks on all third-
party agents — lawyers, lobbyists — who repre-
sent the company before government agencies. 
the firms checked whether background checks 
were in fact being done. By July 2011, the firms 
had identified significant weaknesses in all 
three subsidiaries.

“It was clear they were not executing,” a 
Wal-Mart official with knowledge of the audits 
said.

the problems were enough to persuade 
Wal-Mart to expand the audit to all 26 of its for-
eign subsidiaries. this work began in autumn 
2011. the outside firms dispatched “compliance 
teams” of lawyers and accountants all over the 
world. the teams attributed many of the prob-
lems they identified to a lack of training.

Senior Wal-Mart executives were con-
cerned by the findings, but not overly alarmed. 
the audit was uncovering the kinds of problems 
and oversights that plague many global corpo-
rations.

But in late 2011, Wal-Mart learned that the 
times was examining Wal-Mart’s response in 
2005 to serious and specific accusations of wide-
spread bribery by Wal-Mart de Mexico, the 
company’s largest foreign subsidiary.

In October 2005, a former lawyer for Wal-
Mart de Mexico had spent hours telling com-

pany investigators how Wal-Mart de Mexico’s 
leadership had orchestrated a vast campaign 
of bribery to accelerate expansion. Hundreds of 
bribes, he said, were paid to obtain construction 
permits and other licenses needed to open new 
stores. the lawyer’s accusations were especial-
ly powerful because he had been in charge of 
getting permits for Wal-Mart de Mexico’s new 
stores.

Wal-Mart rapidly escalated its internal in-
vestigation. It hired new outside lawyers, this 
time from the firm Jones Day. they began to in-

vestigate whether top executives 
had quashed the company’s inves-
tigation into the lawyer’s claims. 
In December 2011, Wal-Mart sent 
Jones Day lawyers to Mexico to 
interview the lawyer and other 
crucial players. the company be-
gan to look into other specific ac-

cusations of wrongdoing, both in Mexico and it 
its other subsidiaries.

It effectively created two lines of inquiry 
— the first being the global compliance review 
begun by Greenberg traurig and KPMG. the 
second was the internal inquiry into specific ac-
cusations of bribery and corruption.

Some changes at Wal-Mart have already 
resulted. General counsels for each country 
used to report in to the chief executives of that 
country — which could create conflicts of in-
terest if the chief executive was involved in 
corruption — and now they report to the gen-
eral counsel of Walmart International. the 
company recently hired several compliance 
executives, and a vice president for global 
investigations who had previously worked at 
the F.B.I. It has also changed its protocol on 
investigations, including asking international 
subsidiaries to alert the global ethics office in 
Bentonville before any inquiry into wrongdo-
ing begins.

the new disclosure by Wal-Mart on thurs-
day “does support their effort to be transparent,” 
said Matthew J. Feeley, a lawyer with Buchan-
an Ingersoll & rooney who focuses on foreign 
bribery cases. In cases like these, a company 
will regularly update the S.E.C. and the Justice 
Department with “very detailed presentations 
about the results of the internal investigation” 
in the hope of receiving lesser punishment from 
the agencies.
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Senior Wal-Mart executives
were concerned by the findings,
but not overly alarmed. The audit
was uncovering the kinds of
problems and oversights that
plague many global corporations.

But in late 2011, Wal-Mart
learned that The Times was ex-
amining Wal-Mart’s response in
2005 to serious and specific accu-
sations of widespread bribery by
Wal-Mart de Mexico, the compa-
ny’s largest foreign subsidiary.

In October 2005, a former law-
yer for Wal-Mart de Mexico had
spent hours telling company in-
vestigators how Wal-Mart de
Mexico’s leadership had orches-
trated a vast campaign of bribery
to accelerate expansion. Hun-
dreds of bribes, he said, were
paid to obtain construction per-
mits and other licenses needed to
open new stores. The lawyer’s
accusations were especially pow-
erful because he had been in
charge of getting permits for Wal-
Mart de Mexico’s new stores.

Wal-Mart rapidly escalated its
internal investigation. It hired
new outside lawyers, this time
from the firm Jones Day. They
began to investigate whether top
executives had quashed the com-
pany’s investigation into the law-
yer’s claims. In December 2011,
Wal-Mart sent Jones Day law-
yers to Mexico to interview the
lawyer and other crucial players.
The company began to look into
other specific accusations of
wrongdoing, both in Mexico and
it its other subsidiaries.

It effectively created two lines
of inquiry — the first being the
global compliance review begun
by Greenberg Traurig and
KPMG. The second was the in-
ternal inquiry into specific accu-
sations of bribery and corruption.

Some changes at Wal-Mart
have already resulted. General
counsels for each country used to

report in to the chief executives
of that country — which could
create conflicts of interest if the
chief executive was involved in
corruption — and now they re-
port to the general counsel of
Walmart International. The com-
pany recently hired several com-
pliance executives, and a vice
president for global investiga-
tions who had previously worked
at the F.B.I. It has also changed
its protocol on investigations, in-
cluding asking international sub-
sidiaries to alert the global ethics
office in Bentonville before any
inquiry into wrongdoing begins.

The new disclosure by Wal-
Mart on Thursday “does support
their effort to be transparent,”
said Matthew J. Feeley, a lawyer
with Buchanan Ingersoll & Roo-
ney who focuses on foreign brib-
ery cases. In cases like these, a
company will regularly update
the S.E.C. and the Justice De-
partment with “very detailed
presentations about the results of
the internal investigation” in the
hope of receiving lesser punish-
ment from the agencies.

Though the government issued
new compliance guidelines for
the law on Wednesday, largely
aimed at lawyers handling such
cases, the Wal-Mart disclosure
was not a result of those new
guidelines. It was included in the
company’s third-quarter earn-
ings announcement.

It was not clear Thursday
whether authorities in China, In-
dia and Brazil were conducting
investigations of their own into
Wal-Mart’s practices, as the au-
thorities in Mexico have done in
response to the bribery accusa-
tions in that country.

Last month, Indian regulators
started looking into whether Wal-
Mart violated an Indian foreign
investment rule.

had paid bribes in China, India
and Brazil. But it did indicate that
the company had found enough
evidence to justify concern about
its business practices in the three
countries — concerns that go be-
yond initial inquiries and that are
serious enough that shareholders
needed to be told.

Wal-Mart issued a statement
confirming the new disclosures,
and said it would be inappropri-
ate to comment further on the
new allegations until it had con-
cluded the investigations.

The Justice Department and
the Securities and Exchange
Commission, with Wal-Mart’s co-
operation, are also looking into
the company’s compliance with
the antibribery law. 

The Times reported in April
that seven years ago, Wal-Mart
had found credible evidence that
its Mexican subsidiary had paid
bribes in its effort to build more
stores, a violation of the corrupt
practices act, and that an internal
investigation had been sup-
pressed by executives at the
company’s Arkansas headquar-
ters.

Wal-Mart has so far spent $35
million on a compliance program
that began in spring 2011, and has
more than 300 outside lawyers
and accountants working on it,
the company said. It has spent
$99 million in nine months on the
current investigation.

Consequences of the expand-
ing investigation could include
slower expansion overseas and
the identification of even more
problems. The company said in
the filing on Thursday that new
inquiries had begun in countries
“including but not limited to” Chi-
na, India and Brazil. 

While the disclosure did not
specify the nature of the possible
bribery problems in the three
countries, it “clearly will cause
more scrutiny on every real es-
tate project being considered,
and one would think at the mini-
mum it will slow down the pro-
cess as more controls need to be
passed through,” said Colin
McGranahan, an analyst with
Sanford C. Bernstein. 

International growth is critical
to Wal-Mart, the world’s largest
retailer, and Brazil, India, China
and Mexico together make up the
largest portion of the company’s
foreign locations. 

Wal-Mart’s international divi-
sion had been on a growth binge,
though that has been slowing
lately. In third-quarter results re-
ported Thursday, the company
said international sales rose 2.4
percent to $33.2 billion, making
up about 29 percent of the compa-
ny’s overall sales. 

More than half of Wal-Mart’s
10,524 stores are international.
Mexico has 2,230 stores. Brazil
has 534, China, 384. 

C. Douglas McMillon, chief ex-
ecutive of Walmart International,
said in June that he did not ex-
pect the investigation to hinder
international growth. “Only time
will tell,” he said.

Wal-Mart’s expanding investi-
gation began in spring 2011 as a
relatively routine audit of how
well its foreign subsidiaries were
complying with its anticorruption
policies. It is keeping the Justice

Department and the S.E.C. ap-
prised of the investigation. 

The review was initiated by
Jeffrey J. Gearhart, Wal-Mart’s
general counsel, who had seen
news reports about how Tyson
Foods had been charged with rel-
atively minor violations of the
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.
He decided it made sense to test
Wal-Mart’s internal defenses
against corruption.

The audit began in Mexico,
China and Brazil, the countries
Wal-Mart executives considered
the most likely source of prob-
lems. Wal-Mart hired the ac-
counting firm KPMG and the law
firm Greenberg Traurig to con-
duct the audit. The firms con-
ducted interviews and spot
checks of record systems to
check whether Wal-Mart’s sub-
sidiaries were carrying out re-

quired compliance procedures. 
For example, Wal-Mart’s an-

ticorruption policy requires back-
ground checks on all third-party
agents — lawyers, lobbyists —
who represent the company be-
fore government agencies. The
firms checked whether back-
ground checks were in fact being
done. By July 2011, the firms had
identified significant weaknesses
in all three subsidiaries. 

“It was clear they were not ex-
ecuting,’’ a Wal-Mart official with
knowledge of the audits said. 

The problems were enough to
persuade Wal-Mart to expand the
audit to all 26 of its foreign sub-
sidiaries. This work began in au-
tumn 2011. The outside firms dis-
patched “compliance teams’’ of
lawyers and accountants all over
the world. The teams attributed
many of the problems they identi-
fied to a lack of training.

Wal-Mart Takes a Broader Look Into Potential Bribery 
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A Wal-Mart Supercenter in
Chongqing, China, above, and
a Bharti Wal-Mart wholesale
store in Hyderabad, India,
right. Wal-Mart is investigat-
ing potential bribery in Brazil,
India, China and Mexico.
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though the government issued new compli-
ance guidelines for the law on Wednesday, largely 
aimed at lawyers handling such cases, the Wal-
Mart disclosure was not a result of those new 
guidelines. It was included in the company’s third-
quarter earnings announcement.

It was not clear thursday whether authori-
ties in China, India and Brazil were conduct-
ing investigations of their own into Wal-Mart’s 
practices, as the authorities in Mexico have 
done in response to the bribery accusations in 
that country.

last month, Indian regulators started look-
ing into whether Wal-Mart violated an Indian 
foreign investment rule.  n

Charlie Savage, Vikas Bajaj and Andrew 
Downie contributed reporting.
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