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those countries, as
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in the United States.
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due to weak governance and corruption.⁷

Between 2015 and 2018, the homicide rates in El Salvador
and Honduras were among the highest in the region and, for
countries not at war, in the world. (See chart below from the
World Bank).⁸ Guatemala’s rates remained almost unchanged
despite the end to its civil conflict, and actually rose at the ou‐
tset of the 21st century.

All three countries faced compounding drivers of violence.
First, the Colombian cocaine routes to the large U.S. market
increasingly passed through Central America on the way to
Mexico and the U.S. border. Some 80 percent of cocaine shi‐
pments coming north use the Pacific Ocean routes, with ship‐
ments hidden in legitimate cargo ships and in a diverse illicit
network of surface and submarine vessels.⁹ The shipments
land in Guatemala most frequently, although also in Costa
Rica, El Salvador, and southernMexico. Cartels then fight to
take control of the shipments and move an unimaginably
profitable product to market—bribing, coercing, or killing
anyone who gets in their way, including competitors, police,
military, or local farmers.¹⁰

Violence and crime in the Northern Triangle Countries
(NTC) of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras continue
to endanger citizen security in those countries, as well as in
Mexico and in the United States. The extent, conditions, and
policy responses are important in and of themselves, but also
because this violence constitutes one of the significant factors
driving migration toward the United States.¹

In examining security in the NTC, the historical context is
important. For at least three decades, from the 1960s to the
1990s, the ColdWar brought armed conflict to all three
countries.² In El Salvador, the civil conflict of the 1980s pro‐
duced some 75,000 victims with multiple massacres and war
crimes.³ In Guatemala, repression began as early as the 1950s
and lasted until the mid-1990s with the deaths of some
200,000 people—83 percent indigenous—with victims still
being identified in mass graves 13 years after the 1996 peace
accord.⁴,⁵ In Honduras, while deadly internal repression oc‐
curred during the 1980s, the violence was concentrated along
its borders with Nicaragua where the Contra War was focu‐
sed.⁶ Violence has lingered from the aftermath of unresolved
military government repression violence in the 1960s and
1970s and outright civil war in the 1980s, and has persisted
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It is not surprising that violence and crime continue to be one
of the primary drivers of migration from these three countries
toward the United States.¹⁶ El Salvador’s Central Bank in
2016 issued a report estimating that extortion alone cost
some USD 756 million to families, small shops, and busines‐
ses.¹⁷ A report by the International Crisis Group found gangs
operating from prisons in Guatemala were directing 80 per‐
cent of the extortion in the country, and the National Coun‐
cil of Small Business in Honduras has been cited as reporting
that some 80 percent of small and informal businesses faced
regular extortion demands as recently as 2017.¹⁸

Perhaps the clearest evidence of the role of violence and inse‐
curity in driving migration comes from the people themsel‐
ves. The Congressional Research Service cited a Latin Ameri‐
can Public Opinion Project where 25 percent of those sur‐
veyed reported being victims of crime in 2017.¹⁹ They also
noted that the Latin American Research Review found that
Salvadorans and Hondurans who have been victims of crime
were 10 to 15 percent more likely to migrate. More recently, a
variety of organizations have been surveying migrants as they
travel north. Most are currently located in camps inMexico
where they await some resolution of asylum claims. Doctors
without Borders found that 40 percent of those surveyed re‐
ported either being attacked or being threatened as the main
reason for their flight.²⁰

In a strange way, the U.S. government acknowledges the Nor‐
thern Triangle Countries are not safe for anyone, even as it
has pressed the three countries to accept each other’s migrants
in special settlements while they file for asylum in the United
States. The latest Travel Advisories of the State Department
essentially warn U.S. citizens to “Reconsider Travel” to these
countries and include the following warnings:

El Salvador: “Violent crime, such as murder, assault, rape,
and armed robbery, is common. Gang activity, such as extor‐
tion, violent street crime, and narcotics and arms trafficking,
is widespread. Local police may lack the resources to respond
effectively to serious criminal incidents.”²¹

United Nations estimates assumed USD 4 billion in cocaine
(wholesale price) traveled through Guatemala in one year
with retail (street price) values of the same amount many ti‐
mes higher.¹¹ The remaining 20 percent travels through the
Caribbean, and the bulk of those air and sea routes pass th‐
rough Honduras before going overland through Guatemala
to Mexico and further north. The accompanying violence can
be seen in the data showing rates of homicides; the corrup‐
tion is also documented in court cases by local prosecutors,
DEA, U.S. security officials, and generally described each
spring in the International Narcotics Control Strategy Re‐
ports (INCSR) to the U.S. Congress.¹² All three countries
were listed in last year’s INCSR among the world’s 23 drug
producing and/or drug-transit countries.

Second, in the aftermath of the civil conflicts, hundreds of
thousands of Central Americans fled to the United States. A
small percentage, particularly of youth, were initially recrui‐
ted by local gangs in Los Angeles and elsewhere, and then re‐
turned home voluntarily or by deportation. Over time they
established their own local gangs, which from 2000 to 2010
had morphed into serious criminal organizations whose desi‐
re to control their neighborhoods placed communities, local
police, and society at large at great risk.¹³ The major gangs, the
“18th Street” gang known as M-18, and the Mara Salvatru‐
cha, MS-13, have continued to battle for territory, with mem‐
bers in the NTC estimated at some 85,000. While the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has its own
gang membership numbers totaling 54,000, the breakdown
has remained about the same, with 40 percent each in El Sal‐
vador and Guatemala and 20 percent in Honduras.¹⁴ Howe‐
ver, given the different populations in the three countries,
their concentration is far greater in El Salvador.

Finally, poverty, corruption, and extortion by local criminal
networks cause levels of fear and insecurity that frighten enti‐
re communities.¹⁵ Families whose children are threatened
with rape, kidnapping, or death by gangs or by criminal
groups wind up without any place to hide.
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nity.²⁴ While they acknowledge their numbers are seriously
underestimated because they derive only from cases publicly
reported, the cost of corruption is staggering.

In Honduras, the ICEFI study found that fraud in public
procurement and corruption in social security institutions
and pensions alone were equal to 4.3 percent of GDP, consti‐
tuting more than twice the budget of the Secretary of Infra‐
structure and Public Services and 70 percent of the budget of
the Secretary of Health.²⁵

In El Salvador, again focusing only on cases with convictions
or pending trials, they estimated that public procurement
fraud and contracting alone cost the equivalent of 2.1 percent
of GDP each year from 2009 to 2014.²⁶

In Guatemala, in just one case, known as “La Linea”—the te‐
lephone line in the offices of the vice president and president
allegedly used to authorize evasion of customs duties—the
tax revenue loss was USD 87 million in 2013 alone. The La
Linea network took in an estimated USD 16 million. This
case brought the resignation and trial of the country’s presi‐
dent, vice president, their chiefs of staff, and dozens of offi‐
cials.²⁷,²⁸

A third driver of migration relates to the economic and social
situation of families. In each country, there has been little im‐
provement in economic life over the last decade. In the first
decade of the twenty-first century, El Salvador, Guatemala,
and Honduras essentially had no improvement in the num‐
bers of people living in poverty. According to the UN Econo‐
mic Commission for Latin America (CEPAL), they also are
among the countries with high levels of income disparity.

Over the course of the past year, Guatemala family migrations
north have eclipsed both Salvadorans and Hondurans. Many
of these Guatemalan families are indigenous, coming from
the country’s northern highlands. Recently, drought has
made subsistence farming almost impossible in these areas,

Honduras: “Violent crime, such as homicide and armed rob‐
bery, is common. Violent gang activity, such as extortion, vio‐
lent street crime, rape, and narcotics and human trafficking, is
widespread. Local police and emergency services lack the re‐
sources to respond effectively to serious crime.”²²

Guatemala: “Violent crime, such as armed robbery and mur‐
der, is common. Gang activity, such as extortion, violent
street crime, and narcotics trafficking, is widespread. Local
police may lack the resources to respond effectively to serious
criminal incidents.”²³

In addition to security concerns, two other factors are also
dominant drivers of migration. The first is corruption and
the population’s sense that their governments are less concer‐
ned with the well-being of the population than their own per‐
sonal or political interests. Recent polling has shown that:

Recently, The Central American Institute for Fiscal Studies
(ICEFI) published an exceptional study entitled, “Corruptio‐
n: its Paths and Impact on Society and an Agenda to Combat
it in the Central American Northern Triangle” that traces the
linkages between transnational organized crime, local gangs,
and corrupt officials—particularly among the police—under‐
mining citizen security, governance, and economic opportu‐
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