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end in tears – as FHM finds out when we meet the men tasked with getting you back…

capital of the world, São Paulo, get snatched, and wait for the ransom. But it might all 

Ever wondered exactly how much your life is worth? Just take a trip to kidnapping 

or diePay up
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Scene of crime

T
he grainy images on 
the home video show 
Mauricio flat on his back, 
tied down to a grubby-
looking bed. His eyes bug 

out in fear. A Ruger .223 automatic 
weapon swings menacingly close 
to his face. 
“I hope this all works out,” he 
mumbles, voice trembling, as he 
talks to the video camera.
“Your life is worth nothing,” narrates 
the kidnapper, smacking the rifle 
barrel repeatedly against Mauricio’s 
forehead. A small trickle of blood rolls 
down his face. “We want the 50,000 
reales (£10,000) – and now!”
“We don’t have that much money!” 
Mauricio pleads.
“Then sell the blue Volkswagen in the 
garage!” orders the kidnapper.

The mounting pressure works: 
convinced he is about to be shot, 
Mauricio suddenly blurts out a 
detailed financial profile of his life. 
In minutes, the kidnappers know his 
savings balance, his daily withdrawal 
limit, where he keeps a stash of cash 
and all the other economic details of 
Mauricio’s upper-middle class 
Brazilian family. 

For eight long minutes, Mauricio’s 
descent into hell – accompanied by a 
cacophonous soundtrack of pleading, 
crying and screaming – is captured on 
tape. The kidnapper waves the gun 
around the young South American’s 
head, sticks it in his cheek and slips 
it into his mouth – all the time 
threatening to blow his brains out.

It’s sickening stuff.
Hours later, the tape winds up in 

the hands of Mauricio’s family. It’s 
hard to imagine whether the shock or 
the horror hits them hardest – but 
what is remarkable is how quickly 
they rally, call in a team of 
professional kidnap negotiators to 
work with the police, and hatch a plan 

to pay the ransom and rescue him.
They know the drill: get the money, 

trust the experts and hope for the best. 
Because Mauricio is far from unique – 
he’s just one of thousands of people 
kidnapped every year in São Paulo, 
Brazil’s biggest city. 

While Baghdad and Bogotá grab 
headlines as the 
world’s most mental 
places to go for a 
holiday, it is São Paulo 
that wins the title of 
world’s top spot to get 
kidnapped. You can’t 
turn on the radio these 
days without hearing a 
police advert warning 
that kidnappers are on 
the prowl.

No one is safe. 

Mauricio
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and kill the hostage. It’s great 

to work with professionals’

‘The amateurs spook, get afraid 

CRIME DE JOUR
With state-of-the-art security recently 
installed at all the big banks and most 
big-name stores, São Paulo’s vast 
criminal stock has had to have a 
rethink. Kidnapping has been a steady 
source of income for decades, but in 
the last two years it has exploded. 
And now, in addition to the plethora 
of organised kidnappers, any street 
crim with a gun is trying to knuckle 
in on the act.

“We have a huge problem in São 
Paulo with the so-called ‘lightning 
kidnappings’,” says Jim Wigand, a 
private investigator in Brazil. “The 
kidnappers make up a list of five 
possible victims, they grab one and 
take them to a safe house. The 
selection is practically random. If they 
see someone in an Audi and driving 
alone, they see an opportunity.”

Night-time driving on the streets of 
São Paulo is so dangerous 

business: if they can get 10,000 reales, 
they’re launched into cocaine trading.”

BIG BUSINESS
“This guy is lucky,” says Hugo Tisaka, 
President of NSA Security Services, as 
we show him the video of Mauricio 
tied to the bed. “You can tell these 
guys are pros. The amateurs spook, 
get afraid and kill the hostage. It’s great 
to work with professionals.”

He’s right – Mauricio was released 
relatively unscathed after his family 
paid the ransom. 

As Tisaka watches the video, he 
immediately identifies the accent of 
the kidnapper and starts honing down 

that drivers are allowed to dart 
through a red light after 10pm. In 
most parts of the city, ATMs are 
switched off at 11pm. 

“Kidnappers are like muggers,” 
says Vagner Souza, a detective with 
São Paulo’s Anti-Kidnapping Police. 
“They grab someone and have no 
idea who he is or how much he is 
worth. They are savage and ignorant – 
and the real danger is that they don’t 
know how to manage their prisoners. 
Just an infection from a mutilation 
might end up killing them.” 

As São Paulo’s kidnapping spirals 
out of control, ever-more experts 
enter the field: today, professional 
negotiators are everywhere. “The first 
24 hours is hand-holding with the 
family,” explains the aptly named Jim 
Hunter of Merlin Risk Management & 
Security Services. “In that first 24 
hours, you have to organise, or things 
can go very wrong.”

Pro negotiators try to make the 
entire process as cumbersome and 
bureaucratic as they can – not so the 
kidnappers will be caught (which is 
seen a happy bonus for the police, if 
they can manage an arrest or two), 
but to get them to accept a far smaller 
sum than they are demanding. Often, 
if payments are made too quickly, the 
kidnappers go for a repique, Brazilian 
slang for a move which is like raising 
the bets in poker. The kidnappers 
simply collect the money and keep the 
hostage. Then they raise the price.

It’s easy money – and a path to even 
bigger riches. “Most of these 
guys are wannabe drug 
dealers,” says Hunter. “They 
hope to get leverage in the drug 

which section of this megalopolis of 
20 million people might be home. 
Kidnappers, he says, tend to hold 
hostages in their own neighbourhood, 
where fellow crims create a web of 
surveillance and clandestine support 
which allow the victims to be held for 
up to a year. Tisaka makes it his 
business to know powerbrokers on 
both sides of the law. 

Tisaka has Japanese blood, a 
Brazilian passport and a talent for 
rescuing businessmen violently torn 
from their daily routines and held in 
cages. “Solving a kidnapping is like 
solving a big puzzle,” he says. “In a 
kidnapping you have many theories – 

Hugo Tisaka
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‘I was finishing up negotiations 

with a kidnapper, then a few 

hours later the same guy calls! He 

has another victim and wants to 

start negotiating again. I don’t 

think this guy ever takes a 

vacation,’ Jim Wigand, 

ransom negotiator

Caption

them. Find a dealer and tell him 

how many AK47s you need’

‘You don’t own guns – you rent 

is it to harm the person? Their 
business? Their family? Do they need 
money? Is it about revenge?”

As he watches the video, Tisaka 
monitors four mobile phones, each 
assigned to a distinct case. When the 
ringing starts, he instantly switches 
into negotiation mode, crafting his 
deals to get the best offer for the family 
– without overpaying. “One per cent of 
the original offer is usually where I 
start,” confides Tisaka. “They say a 
million, I offer ten thousand.”

Not all kidnapping gangs in São 
Paulo use videos to pressurise the 
families, Tisaka tells us, but with 
dozens of kidnappings every week, 
the gangs are becoming as hierarchical 
as the corporate execs they target. 
“You have different departments: one 
for leadership, then the logistics 
manager, the guards and the gun 
department. Each is isolated and 
contracted to third party organisations, 
so security is not jeopardised, even if 
captured members are tortured.” 

In one case, police discovered that 
kidnappers had basically taken over 
an apartment hotel. In six different 
rooms, victims were locked behind 
heavy wooden doors, each case at a 
different stage of negotiation. 

flyers are known – make a deal 
with Lloyds of London. Lloyd’s 
offers ‘high risk’ insurance for 
executives and if the policy-holder 
gets nabbed, family members dial a 
direct line to Lloyd’s worldwide 
database of kidnap negotiation 
executives. An estimated 50,000 
Paulistas have now signed up. 

“Kidnapping creates a lasting  
trauma for the victim and the family – 
that’s why psychological care is 
covered by the insurance,” says 
Hunter. “I was driving the other day 
with an Argentine and there was an 
assault several cars ahead at a stop 
light. The Argentine opened the door 
and tried to run. I grabbed him; he 
was shaking and  told me that he had 
been kidnapped four years earlier. 
The trauma is such that he even tried 
to jump out of a moving car.”

Hunter goes on to 
explain why São 
Paulo is currently 
ground zero for 
kidnapping: 
“The bank 
robber of ten 
years ago is the 
kidnapper of 
today. This is the 
banking capital of 
Latin America, so 
there is lots of money 
and little chance of getting 
caught. There are lots of international 
targets here and the criminals have 
the capital to get the operation going.”

For the kidnappers, inside 
information on their targets is easy 
to come by: an estimated 85% of 
kidnappings are planned with the 
help of the poorly paid maids, 
childminders and cleaners who form 
the main working-class populace of 
São Paulo. But the haves are fighting 

Most accomplished kidnapping 
gangs are happy to outsource as much 
work as possible. “It makes things 
cheaper,” explains Tisaka. “Like, you 
don’t have to own your guns – you rent 
them. Just find a dealer and tell him 
how many AK47s or AR15s you need.”

SELF PRESERVATION
No one knows how many people are 
kidnapped every year in São Paulo – 
estimates range from 1,000 to 5,000. A 
study by the city’s University reports 
that 70 per cent of violent crimes are 
never reported – understandable 
when most Brazilian traffic cops who 
want a bribe will accept a cheque 
made out in their real name. 

To avoid scams, it is illegal to sell 
kidnapping insurance in Brazil, so 
the savvy Paulista – as the city’s high 

back: new cars are sold with armour 
plating as standard, armed guards are 
becoming commonplace and 
hundreds of execs spend their free 
time taking evasive driving courses.

Undeterred, the kidnapping gangs 
themselves are thinking big – they 
routinely hire teams of spies to gather 
information. In the famous kidnapping 
of Silvio Santos, a supermarket owner, 
the surveillance teams were later 
revealed to have disguised themselves 
as postmen and walked the streets 
outside Santos’ home for weeks 

before the actual grab.

LIFE AS A 
PLAYER

Morumbi is a rich 
neighbourhood in 
São Paulo with thick-
walled medieval 
architecture plopped 
amidst a tropical palm 

jungle. Walls around 
the mansions are eight 

metres high and CCTV 
cameras line up like pigeons 

on the cables, filming everything. 
To discourage home invasions, strings 
of high-voltage electric wires are strung 
like Christmas lights around properties. 
Visitors are bathed by a spotlight, 
identified by a security camera, then 
allowed to enter an elevator-sized 
cage. The doors on both sides of the 
box click shut. Like a scientist staring 
at a bug under a microscope, a security 
guard inspects the person. When the 
identity has been confirmed the 

Dead 
kidnapper

Destroying 
weapons

s



B O U N D  I N  B R A Z I L

 XXX  FHM  1 16  FHM 

we have been told to change our 

child’s driver every two months’

‘Security procedures are crazy – 

Police move in 
during a raid 
in Favela 

Policeman on 
patrol – armed 
and ready

Police take 
aim in Favela

Seven hours later, the same thing 
happens in reverse. And it’ll be the 
same tomorrow. This is as much about 
a display of power as anything – it 
would truly take a kidnapper with 
balls of steel to make his move here.

DEADLY GAME
“Some of these 

kidnappers are 
hi-tech, but the rest 
are like muggers,” 
says top cop Vagner 
Souza. He sits with 
a macho, oversized 
Glock automatic 

prominently attached 
to his right hip, shortly 

after an uneventful trip 
where FHM’s photographer 

was allowed to join his team as they 
gathered information on kidnappers 
in the local slums. Souza’s whole life 
is dedicated to catching kidnappers: 

while we can’t see any notches on the 
handle of his gun, he tells us that the 
body count from that single weapon 
has just hit six – five kidnappers and 
one bystander, who died when a 
ricochet bullet sliced into his skull.

Souza works with the world’s most 
experienced anti-kidnapping team: 
the São Paulo Delegacia Especializada 
Anti Secuestro. His partner lost part of 
a foot and he himself has a bullet scar 
in his right thigh. He pulls down his 
shirt collar to show where a second 

DUMB AND 
DUMBER
NOT ALL OF SÃO PAULO’S 
PEOPLE-SNATCHERS PASSED 
THEIR KIDNAPPING O LEVEL…

WRONG GUY 
Abilio Diniz is one of the richest 
men in Brazil and an obvious 
target for kidnappers. Roberto 
Diniz, the top executive for UK 
news agency Reuters, has nothing 
in common with Abilio – except 
the same last name. Gormless 
kidnappers swiped Roberto’s two 
daughters (and the family dog) 
thinking they had a billionaire by 
the balls. All they got was a 
symbolic payment from Reuters.

DOUGH D’OH!
One kidnapper was nailed when 
he ordered pizza on his mobile 
half-way through negotiating with 
cops. He gave his home address 
and was arrested minutes later.

CALLING 1471
King of the idiots was the fool who 
called one of São Paulo’s largest 
banks and said that if they did not 
buy him a new refrigerator he was 
going to kidnap the manager’s 
family. He called from home.

DELIVERY DOLT
“10,000 reales and a new VCR,” 
demanded one kidnapper after 
snatching a bank employee. No 
problem, said the negotiators – 
where do we send it to? He gave 
his home address…

visitor is released and allowed to 
proceed to the next level of security: 
the front door. 

“Security procedures are crazy – we 
are told to change our child’s driver 
every two months,” says Claudia, a 
mother of two young children. In 
2002, her father was kidnapped. 
“It totally cracked the family. No one 
could sleep. We knew that every phone 
call might be horrible news. By the end, 
we were all taking anti-depressants.” 

The kidnappers who grabbed 
Claudia’s father were experienced. 
When he came down with heart pains 
and needed prescription medicine, 
the kidnappers asked for more money 
to pay the drug bills. “They said from 
now on they were going to avoid older 
victims. Older people are too 
complicated,” says Claudia as she 
recounts her phone conversations 
with the kidnapers. “They also said 
the younger ones are easier to catch.”

Claudia sends her sons to St Paul’s, 
the same school where Mick Jagger 
sends his son. Security is tight, 
especially for the short walk from car  
to heavily guarded walled entrance. 
Routines are always varied (to throw 
off the kidnapping scouts), but the 
destination is always the same. To see 
some action – like we did – you just 
have to hang around the school…

At 7:45am, two identical SUVs pull 
up, around the corner from St Paul’s. 
Three men jump out of the first and 
walk to the school’s front door. The 
second – full of guards – stakes out the 
rear. Three bodyguards are out on the 
street, scanning the horizon. 
“Schreeech!” A third car 
arrives. Two additional 
bodyguards, a 50-
something man in a 
suit and a six-year-
old girl get out. The 
father walks 
calmly, holding his 
daughter’s hand 
like they are taking 
a walk in the park. 
The guards 
communicate via 
headsets, like presidential 
bodyguards. Nothing happens to dad 
and daughter as they walk into school, 
and no one thinks it strange. The 
operation lasts less than 90 seconds.

bullet sliced a piece out of his 
muscular neck. 

His speciality is intelligence. He is 
an expert at gathering information on 
kidnappers and then calculating 
where the hostage is being held. 
Typically, it’s an apartment room 
converted into a cheap holding pen, 
where victims are chained to the floor 
or bricked in by a new wall. The 
women tend to be left freer, but 
remain open to sexual assault.

The TV version of SWAT raids 
makes Souza laugh. He never has 
much time to wait for the perfect shot. 
Rarely does he even know how many 
kidnappers are inside or what kind of 
weapon fire will be directed at his 
men. Taking prisoners is a luxury that 
his raids can seldom afford. 

“These are not executions,” says 
Souza as he displays Polaroid snaps 
of the men he has killed in battle. “If I 
know they are going to walk out with 
their hands up, I don’t have to shoot.” 
When we have talked a bit longer and 
his adrenalin is flowing, Souza 
describes the pride of ridding the 
world of one bad guy. “When I kill a 
kidnapper, I put my head on the 
pillow and sleep like a child,” he says. 

Sadly for Souza, in today’s São 
Paulo, it’s a battle without an end. FHM
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headsets, like presidential 

KIDNAP 
KINGS

Marcio Santos and Cassio Yamada, 

arguably São Paulo’s most prolific 

kidnappers, snatched 122 people 

in one year, earning between 

£600 and £1,700 a person, 

sometimes more!
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