
What are Israeli weapons doing in Mexico?
In September of 1982, Christian militias massacred hundreds of Palestinians in the refugee 
camps of Sabra and Shatila, while the Israeli military closed down the camps and didn’t allow 
people  out,  or  help  in.  The  Israeli  minister  of  defense  at  the  time,  Ariel  Sharon,  was 
subsequently banned from ever serving in that position again. 

Less than a month after this massacre took place, Sharon, still the minister of defense, was 
flown  on  the  plane  of  Israeli  arms  dealer  and  Israeli  Aerial  Industries  representative  in 
Mexico,  Marcos  Katz,  to  Honduras,  where  Sharon  signed  an  arms  sales  deal  with  the 
government of Honduras.1 This arms sale preceded President Reagan’s visit to Honduras and 
the subsequent escalated US arms sales to the country in the following years. A Honduran 
official  said,  “Sharon’s  trip  was  more  positive.  He  sold  us  arms.  Reagan  only  uttered 
platitudes, explaining that congress was preventing him from doing more.”2

This  sale  was  just  one  in  a  long  line  of  Israeli  arms  sales  to  various  Central  American 
countries, either as a US proxy, or with its own economic and political interests in mind. In 
1973, El Salvador, Mexico and Nicaragua all purchased Israeli Arava planes (3, 5 and 2 units 
respectively). This was shortly followed by Guatemala purchasing 10 Arava planes in 1974, and 
Honduras purchasing 2 in 1976.3 But the success of the Arava was just the beginning of the 
relationship.  By  1977,  three  fifths  of  Israel’s  military  sales  were  to  Latin  America.4 
Throughout the 1970’s, 39% of Guatemala’s weapons imports came from Israel. Israel trained 
Guatemalan troops just before the military coup of 1982,5 and also was the main supplier of 
arms to the Somoza regime in Nicaragua until its fall in 1979.6 

Officially, Israel had two main diplomatic reasons for military support to Central American 
countries. The first was support by most Central American countries for the creation of the 
state of Israel very early on. Central American countries supported the 1947 UN division plan 
in  which the UN voted for  the establishment of a Jewish state in  Palestine (alongside a 
Palestinian state), Guatemala being the second state (after the US) to recognize Israel after 
the 1948 war. Other Central American countries followed, and the Nicaraguan military even 
supported  the  Zionist  armed  militias  prior  to  the  establishment  of  Israel,  while  weapon 
embargos were still in affect against these militias. 
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The second reason was Israel’s search for political and economic allies around the world to 
compensate for its regional isolation,7 which grew even further after the occupation of the 
Palestinian occupied territories in 1967.  With the fall  of the Shah regime in Iran in 1979, 
together with Israel’s growing alliance with the Western bloc as opposed to the Soviet bloc, 
Israel’s search for new allies also had to take into account oil. With Mexico being the only 
Latin  American  country  officially  willing  to  sell  oil  to  Israel,8 the  need  to  strengthen 
connections in the region grew, and what better way to make friends than sell guns? 

However, massive growth of military exports from Israel to these countries in the 70’s has to 
be seen in context: following the 1973 war, Israeli military industries grew massively---from 
an export of US$50 million in 1975 to US$1.2 billion by 1980.9 This growing industry meant 
finding new markets, and Latin America was the main focus of that, receiving 30-50% of 
Israeli arms sales.10 This export allowed the Israeli military 
industry to produce at full capacity, also for the use of the 
Israeli military. In return, the Israeli military’s use of these 
arms in ongoing combat situations raised the value of Israeli 
products.11 Israel’s  main  selling  point  since  the  70’s  until 
today has  remained  that:  Israeli  arms industries  develop, 
test  and  showcase  their  weapons  system  in  an  ongoing 
operational  situation that maintains the Israeli  occupation 
of the Palestinians. 

It  is  important  to  note  that  while  Israeli  arms  sales  to 
Nicaragua,  Honduras,  El  Salvador  and  Guatemala  were 
consistently high in the 70’s and 80’s, Israel’s reach into 
the Mexican market was extremely limited. Except for the 
original sale of the Arava planes, that during the Dirty War 
were also used to disappear prisoners by the Mexican military dropping them into the sea 12, 
Mexico had a far colder relationship with Israel.  Politically, Mexico voted in favor of the 
Palestinians twice in the UN in 1975 and 1980. In 1978,13 after a media and public storm against 
secret offices of the Israeli Aerial Industries in Israel, these were forced to close down. In 
1981, public and political pressure in Mexico led to the cancellation of the sale of 24 Israeli kfir 
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fighter jets to the Mexican military, together with the abortion of a plan to build a joint 
Mexican-Israeli aircraft industry in the Yucatan.14 

This all changed in 1994. On January 1, 1994, with the North America Free Trade agreement 
coming into effect, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation declared war on the Mexican 
government, calling on the people of Mexico to join them:  “We declare that we will not stop 
fighting until the basic demands of our people have been met by forming a government of 
our country that is free and democratic.”15 Twelve days later a ceasefire was declared, one 
that held for a little over a year until the Mexican military broke it in February of 1995. 

But this year of ceasefire was not wasted by the Mexican military, and throughout that 
time, the Mexican military was being trained by foreign militaries, apparently as scared of 
the idea of social revolutions as the Mexican military was. The Israeli military joined US, 
Spanish and British forces, as well as others, in training the Mexican military to fight the 
Zapatistas.16 The Israeli military at that point was just a few years out of the first Intifada –  
a  Palestinian  popular  uprising  through  which  the  Israeli  military  greatly  improved  its 
techniques and mechanisms of riot control,  urban warfare, counter guerilla fighting, and 
general  population  control.  Alongside  these,  Israel  was  just  introducing  the  checkpoint 
system in the West Bank and Gaza as its main tactic for social control, a policy that started  

spreading through Chiapas like wildfire.17 

Since then, and more in recent years, Israeli arms 
sales  to  Mexico  have  significantly  increased.  In 
2003, Mexico’s military bought Israeli  helicopters 
and  Israel  Aerospace  Industries’  Gabriel  missiles. 
Another  Israeli  security  firm,  Magal  Security 
Systems,  received  one  of  several  contracts  for 
surveillance  systems  “to  protect  sensitive 
installations in Mexico” that same year.  In 2004, 
Israel Shipyards sold missile boats, and later both 
Aeronautics  Defense  Systems  and  Elbit  Systems 
won contracts from the federal police and armed 

forces for drones for border and domestic surveillance18. In 2004, Elbit’s Hermes drones were 
the  first  unmanned aerial  vehicles  to  take  to  the  skies  to  patrol  the  Mexican  southern 
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border, followed by another sale of the Hermes 450 in 2011. Today, three of five drone types 
used by the Mexican military for border control are Israeli drones. The latest in a long list of 
sales was in 2015, when Mexico ordered two Dominator 2 XP UAV’s 19 from Israeli company 
Aeronautics Ltd. This drone, with the capability to carry up to 300 Kg and which can be 
converted to be a bomber, made its first successful test run in Mexico at the end of 2015 and 
is  now becoming  operational  within  the  Mexican  military.20 The  same Israeli  drones  and 
border surveillance systems are also used by the US in the intensifying militarization of the 
US-Mexico border. 

Why does Mexico (and even the US) buy their drones from Israeli companies over others? 
The answer  has  not  changed since the 1970’s  – the Israeli  industry  keeps testing these 
drones and making operational combat use of them. Since Israel imposed a land, air and sea 
siege on the Palestinian Gaza Strip in 2006, the Gaza strip has been put under 24/7 drone 
surveillance.  Some  of  the  drones  carry  ammunition,  and  using  the  Seeing-Striking 
technology  (also  an  Israeli  development  tested  and  used  mostly  in  Gaza),  surveillance 
personnel are able to carry out extrajudicial assassinations remotely. 

In 2014, Israel attacked Gaza in Operation Protective Edge, leading to the death of over 2,200 
Palestinians (more than half of them civilians) and the displacement of 273,000 Palestinians. 
Throughout the weeks of fighting, the media covered a number of new products that were 
being put into operational use for the first time. Media reports included the list of primary 
beneficiaries from the fighting, the expected foreign sales figures for the new products 
following the operation, and even the states who were already standing in line to buy them.21 
This well-tested and well-marketed product is what Mexico is buying.

The Mexican military is not the only one paying for Israeli technology in Mexico. In 2006, an 
Israeli  technology  firm,  Verint  Systems,  won  a  US  State  Department  contract  for  the 
wiretapping of Mexican telecommunications in service of the Mexican government.22 In 2012, 
this included a Verint system that collects all phone information in the country and gives the 
Mexican government access to it – all funded by the US.23 The following year, in 2013, Jorge 
Luis  Llaven  Abarca,  Mexico’s  newly-appointed  secretary  of  public  security  in  Chiapas, 
announced  that  discussions  had  taken  place  between  his  office  and  the  Israeli  Defense 
Ministry. The two countries talked about security coordination at the level of police, prisons 
and effective use of technology.24 The security exchange between Israel and Chiapas focused 
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so far around the Control, Command, communication computer and intelligence (C4I) center, 
an integrated population control  system, and there are already discussions about farther 
cooperation in this field during 201625. 

Once again, the expertise Israel has to offer is unique: Israel has, through the control of 3.5  
million Palestinians, developed a huge range of surveillance mechanisms and technologies. 
Highly  sophisticated surveillance camera systems designed for  the Israeli  separation  wall 
(deemed illegal by the International Court of Justice26) have proven their effectiveness, and 
are now set on the highly militarized US-Mexico border on the US side.27 Israeli  military 
intelligence developed wiretapping software identifying key words. Israel’s 8200 intelligence 
unit used this software to surveil Palestinians and use information gathered through it to 
blackmail them into becoming Israeli collaborators. The software also has made it into the 
private  sector  and  was  sold  to  the  Ugandan  government  to  track  LGBT  activists  and 
persecute them28. These are the same surveillance and wiretapping techniques and abilities 
now sold to Mexico under the pretense of increasing security for its citizens. 

In the past few decades Israel has become a leading expert in “urban warfare,” in militarized 
policing and in surveillance systems. It exports not only the technology it develops, but also 
training and tactics that were developed as a direct result of decades of occupation. Not 
surprisingly,  when these weapons,  tactics  and military concepts  are  exported worldwide, 
they are used for exactly the purpose for which they were designed: control and oppression 
of civilian population. 

Israelis should speak out against the Israeli export of arms to Mexico - the means by which 
the Mexican military can oppress its  own people,  the repression of Zapatistas being the 
clearest example. But these exports should also alarm Mexicans - not only for the sake of  
the Palestinians, at whose expense these weapons have been developed - but also because of 
the inevitable use of these weapons against Mexican civilians. Such repression of civilians is 
literally what they are designed for.  

25 Chiapas recibe al Ministerio de Defensa de Israel, COMUNICADO, Noticias, 2/3/2016 
http://old.nvinoticias.com/sites/default/files/flipping_book/tgtz/2016/03/02/secc_a/files/assets
/basic-html/page22.html
26 Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 
Internarial Court of Justice Advisory opinion, July 9th, 2004, http://www.icj-
cij.org/docket/index.php?p1=3&p2=4&case=131&p3=4
27 Israel's Elbit Systems Wins tender to install security in US-Mexico Border, Ynet News, 
6/3/2014, http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4495434,00.html 
28 Are IDF intelligence vets helping Uganda hunt down LGBTs? Tanya Rubinstein, +972 
Magazine, 6/9/2015, http://972mag.com/are-idf-intelligence-vets-helping-uganda-hunt-down-
lgbts/111442/

http://972mag.com/are-idf-intelligence-vets-helping-uganda-hunt-down-lgbts/111442/
http://972mag.com/are-idf-intelligence-vets-helping-uganda-hunt-down-lgbts/111442/
http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4495434,00.html

