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Enrique Pefia Nieto on the campaign trail. Photo: Aristételes Sandoval. Used under Creative
Commons license.

A $3.7 billion contract to build a high-speed rail link between Mexico city and the city of
Queretaro has been canceled after Enrique Pefia Nieto, the Mexican president, was alleged
to have accepted favors from Grupo Higa, a Mexican construction company that was a
member of the winning consortium.

Aristegui Noticias, a website run by investigative journalist Carmen Aristegui, recently
published details of two houses that Pefia Nieto has rented from Grupo Higa businesses
owned by Juan Armando Hinojosa, a construction magnate, whose businesses have won
numerous contracts from the Mexican government.

The first scandal revolves around_a 10,000 square feet white house in the upscale Lomas de

Chapultepec neighborhood reportedly worth $7 million that is being rented from Hinojosa’s

businesses by Angelica Rivera, the president’s wife. The second house - also in Lomas de
Chapultepec - was rented out by Humberto Castillejos, Pefia Nieto's legal

advisor. Presidential spokesman Eduardo Sanchez says that Pefia Nieto merely used the
second house as an office “occasionally” before he became president.

The relationship between Pefia Nieto and Hinojosa’s Grupo Higa dates back to the days
when he was governor of the state of Mexico between 2005 and 2011. During that period,
Grupo Higa won a series of state government contracts worth $652 million. When Pena
Nieto decided to run for president of the country, Eolo Plus, a Hinojosa company, rented him
private helicopters and jets to allow him to campaign around the country.

Last month, a consortium of companies, including Grupo Higa as well as the China Railway
Construction Corporation were awarded a $3.7 billion contract to build a high-speed rail link
between the capital and the city of Queretaro 130-miles away. Three days later the contract
was canceled to avoid accusations of favoritism.

“This is the decision of the president and the essential point is more transparency and
clarity, so there is no doubt about the project,” Gerardo Ruiz Esparza, the transportation and
communications minister, told the media.

Days later, Aristegui revealed the link between Grupo Higa and Rivera’s house, pointing out
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that the house had been designed specifically for Pefia Nieto and his six children. Indeed
Miguel Angel Aragones, the architect of the house, told TV Azteca in October 2013,
said Pena Nieto was “a real delight” to work with. He called the president “a first rate guy;
intelligent, sensitive, respectful, and friendly.”

The media went to town when it was revealed that the house had “seven bedrooms, marble

floors, a spa, a lift, an underground garage and mood lighting that can bathe the building in
pink, violet and orange.”

Rivera - who is a wealthy soap opera actress in her own right - has attempted to explain the
purchase pointing out that she had the money to buy the house to begin with. “I have
nothing to hide,” Rivera said in a YouTube video. “I'm here to defend my integrity and that
of my children and that of my husband.”

Critics pounced. “The response of the presidency is full of gaps, holes and lacunae that need
to be clarified,” Denise Dresser, a political analyst told Arisegui. “The central point is that
the house belongs to a company that has again and again received benefits from the Pefa
Nieto government.”

Rivera has since announced that she will sell the seven bedroom house.
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