
What was the challenge?

Detect irregular companies in Mexico that 
receive public money.

Animal Político is a digital and independent 
news outlet in Mexico City, specialized in 
topics such as human rights, migration, 
drug trafficking, corruption, security, politics 
and inequality.

Category: Research

Project: Sinapsis (Synapses): a piece of software that promotes the use of 
open data to discover connections between companies that received public 
resources by corrupt governments in Latin America

Contact:
name: Yosune Chamizo Alberro
company/organisation: Animal Político
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website: sinapsis.lat

During two of our biggest corruption 
investigations (The Ghost Companies 
of Veracruz and The Master Scam) we 
worked through: How could we detect 
irregular companies? With the volume of 
data we had, could information design and 
technology give us additional insights to 
our manual analysis?

The hardest part was conceptualizing the 
project. It started with hundreds of public 
documents, a hypothesis and a lot of 
information to process. So we started to 
develop a tool as we were structuring and 
advancing the investigation. 

At the beginning we were going to develop 
only a dashboard showing coincidences 
between companies, and as time passed on 

we kept adding features. First a node map, 
later a georreferenced map, data analysis 
and statistics on the databases. 
Additionally, we faced challenges with 
the interdisciplinary nature of the team: 
information designers, journalists and 
developers work in very different ways. 
Being able to communicate effectively and 
build this product took us 3 years!

What was the solution?

Sinapsis, a tool to discover connections 
between companies. 

Beyond the platform, Sinapsis is also an 
investigation methodology. The way in 
which we processed data had to be easy 
for journalists (that generally don’t have a 

lot of technical knowledge) and functional 
for a developer (machine readable).

Part of this process was generating a 
CSV template that could be easily opened 
in Excel for journalists to work on and 
understand, and that could be uploaded 
to Sinapsis at the same time. Gathering 
the information from different sources 
was done manually, however, being 
able to categorize and standardize the 
information has proven very valuable for 
the investigation of government-companies 
corruption schemes in Latin America. 

Technically, the platform is built with 
React (ES6), making it modular, flexible 
and scalable. It uses as its main library 
D3.js and the visualizations are SVG files 
to allow designers and journalists to export 
it in different formats according to their 
needs, providing small news outlets and 
freelance journalists without resources 
with graphic material ready to publish.

Sinapsis doesn’t only show the 
visualization of connections; it also 
gives statistics on sums and number of 
coincidences; a geographic interactive map 
that georeferences addresses providing 
strategic insights for field research; 

an exportable CSV with the lists of 
coincidences; and it is possible to export 
the data in JSON formats (for developers 
and data analysts) as well as a .sinapsis 
file that has the full project to facilitate 
collaboration between investigations. 

What was the effect?

Animal Político has already published two 
very important investigations done with 
Sinapsis on corruption in Mexico: The 
Ghost Companies of Veracruz and The 
Master Scam. The latter revealed that the 
Mexican Federal Government disappeared 
7,670 million pesos (around 400 million 
dollars) through 186 companies. These 
investigations won the National Journalism 
Award. Even more important, they have 
been the basis for the prosecution of 
several former and current public officials 
in Mexico. 

It is a tool that has been proved and used. 
Only a couple months into its publication, 
there are already 180 different projects 
using it and at least 5 people forking 
the code on GitHub to adapt it to their 
needs. The tool builds community through 
a Telegram channel open to doubts and 
suggestions; and is working on the process 

of systematizing information on corrupt 
companies across Latin America.

To date, we have allies collaborating from 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brasil, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican 
Republic and Venezuela.

The project has had international 
recognition, the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime invited us to their 
regional convention in Quito, Ecuador for 
the experience we had with this tool and it 
was also accepted at the TicTec conference 
in Iceland and the CSV conference in 
Washington (unfortunately Sinapsis could 
not be presented in these two conferences 
because in both cases there were 
cancellations due to the Coronavirus).

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sinapsis Team:
Yosune Chamizo Alberro, 
Gilberto León, Mauricio Martínez Robles, 
Jesús Santamaría, Elizabeth Cruz, 
Ethan Murillo, Jorge Ramis, 
Nayeli Roldán, Manuel Ureste, 
Miriam Castillo, Arturo Ángel, 
Tania L. Montalvo, Francisco Sandoval, 
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