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The sadness of Monica Nava's
face as she looked out the cab
window while moving through the
heart of Mexico City is an image
l'll never forget.

Nava is an interpreter for the
U.S. Commercial Service and was
working with a company that I had
trailed to Mexico City in July 2002.
But helping us communicate with
those in Mexico City wasn't the
only thing she did.

She also helped us understand
the importanoe of keeping our wits
about us at all times while travel-
ing in a foreign land, words that
could:be applied to any American
travel ing outside the U.S.

Her sadness came during a dis-
cussion we were having about the
dangers of living and working in
Mexico City. She knew two people
who had been kidnapped; one was
never found.

"She was a good friend," Nava
said as we drove and she looked
out the window at Mexico City's
vast downtown. She wiped a tear
from her cheek.

We take for granted the ability
to walk down the street, to walk up
to an ATM and not worry much
about our safety. We can drive ex-
pensive cars and not worry about
being fotlowed and kidnapped,
take a cab to the airport and not
worry if the driver will turn around
with a gun, take us to an ATM and
make us withdraw as much cash
as we can.

Forget all that in another coun-
try, espeeiaily ones economically
chal lenged such as Mexico.

According ta Coparmex, Mexi-
co's largest and most,influential
business association, there were
about 400 socalled express kid-
nappings in the country in 2002,
the most recent irear for which sta-
tistics are available.

Nava filled us in on what hatr
pens to foreig4er,s who aren't care-
ful. They might be kidnapped and
taken to an ATM. They're told to
take out their daily limits on the
amount of cash they can withdraw
in a day. The captors then hold the
kidnapped hostage until past mid-
night, when another maximum
withdrawal can be made.
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Taking the wrong taxi can land a
business Vaveler in trouble, too. A
few years ago; the number of kid-
nappings from Mexico City qabs
was so bad the U.S. State Depart-
ment issued an advisory. There
are certain guidel ines to fol low:
Don't take the green cabs, look for
taxis officially licensed to operate
as such, and always be alert.

Mexico is by no means the only
country where such kidnappings
occur.

But like Nava said, avoiding
such situations is easy.

"People just need to be smart
about coming to another country,"
she said. "And it's easy if you pre-
pare yourself."
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I ou Longo arrived at a

I Mexico City hotel about
- 10 years ago to find that a
Detroit automotive executive
who was on his flight had been
kidnapped and was being held
for ransom.

The executive's company
hadn't prearranged transporta-
tion, Longo said, declining to
name the company, and the ex-
ecutive had unwittingly
stepped into one of Mexico
Clty's "unofficial" taxis.

The lesson for Longo was nev-
er travel without a plan. Longo,
a partner with the global ser-
vices division of Ptante & Moran
in Auburn Hills, has developed
a long list of security protocols
that have kept him safe in some
ofthe farthest regions of China
and Latin America.

But he may be in the minori-
ty. About half of American busi.
nesses don't have a plan for em-
ployee safety when traveling
abroad, or how to rnanage the
situation when the worst hap-
pens, said Mike Ackerman, pres-
ident and CEO of the Ackerman
Group L.L.G., a Miami-based secu-
rity consultancy that specializes
in counter-terrorism and execu-
tive protection, at a recent World
Trade Center Detroit/Windsor Asso
ciatlon meeting in Allen Park.
Ackerman, like many in his
trade, is aR ex-Central Intetligence Agency officer and a former Strate
gic Air Command security officer.

As companies expand into emerging markets, employees are
called to travel to newer, more remote locales, making the need
for security know-how even more urgent.

"As you go offthe beaten track, there are less contacts and local
knowledge for these clients," Longo said. "And frankly, it goes
with the economics. Argentina used to be no problem. Now it

would be a security concern."
There were about 400 kid-

nappings ln Argentina last
year, 2,000 in Mexico and
4,000 in China - and these
numbers likely reflect under-
reporting, Ackerman said.

Wealthy locals are usually
targeted before American
businessmen, Ackerman
said, but it's hardly a stead-
fast rule. More than 30 U.S.
citizens were kidnapped or
murdered in the Mexican bor-
der state of Tamaulipas be-
tween September 2004 and
April 2005, said a recent U.S.
State Department travel warn-
ing. More were robbed in
taxis and buses.

Many large Detrolt busi-
nesses have hired consultants
such as Ackerman to protect
top brass and, since the terror-
ist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001,
small and midsized companies
are seeing the wisdom in
adding kidnap and ransom in-
surance to their existing pack-
age, said Greg Bang, vice pres-
ident and world-wide crime,
kidnap/ransom, extortion and
workplace violence expense
product manager for Chubb
Specialty Insurance in Warren,
N.J. Chubbs is one of a small
group of companies that offer
the specialty insurance prod-
uct.

New York City-based Ameri
can International Group, Minnesota-based St. Paul Travelers Insur-
ance and Cincinnati-based Great American lnsurance Co. are other
companies that provide the coverage.

But if a full security detail with former special-ops officers isn't
your speed, common-sense rules can go a long way in keeping exec-
utives from harm's way.

Security consultants and well-seasoned travelers gave Crain's a
crash course in personal travel security:

Your papers? l{0, thanks.
Electronic chips in
passports hold promise fot'
security, but would they
also broadcastyour
identity? Page 13.

Plan transportation and
lodging as far ahead
as possible

Trouble usually starts when business-
people step into the wrong taxi at an air-
port or on a city street. Make sure to
arrange transportation through the hotel
or through your host company before you
arrive.

If you can pass as a local, try being
picked up using a name in that country's
Ianguage, said Lance Richards, senior di-
rector of international human resources
at Troy-based Kelly Services Inc. [Ie often
uses a Spanish name when traveling
through Mexico, Otherwise, use a code

name or word that only you and the driver
should know.

Try to avoid being picked up in a high-
profile vehicle, Ackerman said. The more
modest the vehicle, the less likely you are
to be singled out.

t& l{eep a tight schedule and
J| let the home office know
- whereyouare
The less loose time in your schedule, the

easier you will be to locate. Copy at least
three people at the home office on your
schedule, and provide them updates as ap-
pointments change.

Consider asking your cellular service

provider if it can boost your package to ln-
clude international access while you're
away, Longo advised.

For a fee, security contractors such as
Control Risks Group, a London-based compa-
ny with offices around the world, will tap
into global reservations, hotels and car
rental agencies to help large companies
keep track of traveling employees as well.
The fee charged is determined by travel
volume.

"We're not deploying the big security
guy all dressed up in black," said Victor
Ferreira, director of information products
at Control Risk's Washington office. "We
do a lot of the behind-the-scenes stuff."

See Security, Page 12


