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Introduction and summary

It is impossible to understand the flow of refugees emanating from Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador—collectively, known as the Northern Triangle of Central 
America—without understanding the security and economic conditions in each 
of the three countries. Despite important differences, the three Northern Triangle 
countries are among the poorest in the Americas and the most violent in the world.

Based on statistics from the U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime, or UNODC, 
Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador were three of the five most dangerous 
countries in the world in 2013—the last year for which U.N. statistics are avail-
able.1 That year, Honduras had the world’s highest per capita homicide rate, at 
90.4 homicides per 100,000 people; El Salvador ranked fourth, with a rate of 
41.2 homicides per 100,000 people; and Guatemala was fifth, with a rate of 39.9 
homicides per 100,000 people.2

Since then, the situation in El Salvador has dramatically worsened following the 
2014 breakdown of a 2012 truce between two of its largest and most power-
ful street gangs: MS-13 and Barrio 18.3 In 2015, El Salvador became the most 
dangerous country in the Western Hemisphere, with a homicide rate of 108.5 per 
100,000. This made it 24 times more dangerous than the United States, which 
had a homicide rate of 4.5 per 100,000 in 2014.4 The violence in some of these 
countries’ cities is even worse. For example, San Salvador, the capital city of El 
Salvador, averaged one murder every hour in August 2015—the highest number 
of murders since the end of the country’s horrific civil war in 1992.5 The 2015 
homicide rates in both Honduras and Guatemala improved to 62.5 and 29.2 
homicides per 100,000 people, respectively.6 

To put these numbers into context, other countries in Central America—such 
as Costa Rica, at 8.5 homicides per 100,000 people; Nicaragua, at 11.3 homi-
cides per 100,000 people; and Panama, at 17.2 homicides per 100,000 people—
all had significantly lower homicide rates in 2013.7 Nicaragua, for example, is 
the second poorest country in the Western Hemisphere,8 yet it is far safer than 
all of the Northern Triangle countries.
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These safety differentials help explain why some from the Northern Triangle coun-
tries are fleeing not only to the United States but also to neighboring countries.9 
From 2008 to 2014, the United Nations documented a 1,179 percent increase in 
Salvadoran, Guatemalan, and Honduran asylum applications in Mexico, Panama, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Belize.10 From the beginning of fiscal year 2014, more 
than 120,000 unaccompanied children and an additional 120,000 people in family 
units—generally mothers with children—have come to the United States.11

El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala also rank among the top four in terms of 
femicide rates—the killing of women and girls—globally. Last year, the U.N. High 
Commissioner for Refugees, or UNHCR, released a report revealing that women 
who fled the Northern Triangle and Mexico for the United States described 
“being raped, assaulted, extorted, and threatened by members of criminal armed 
groups, including gangs and drug cartels.”12

High homicide and femicide rates are not the only indicator of rampant crime 
and violence in the Northern Triangle. Extortion, for example, is endemic. It is 
estimated that residents of these three countries pay a total of at least $641 million 
in extortion annually.13 The latest available statistics also show a sevenfold increase 
in kidnapping in El Salvador between 2012 and 2013.14

FIGURE 1

Homicide rate by country, Northern Triangle and United States

Homicides per 100,000 people*

*Note: The most recent data available for the United States are from 2014. Data for the Northern Triangle countries are from 2015.

Source: David Gagne, "InSight Crime's 2015 Latin America Homicide Round-up," Insight Crime, January 14, 2016, available at 
http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/insight-crime-homicide-round-up-2015-latin-america-caribbean; Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, "2014 Crime in the United States," available at https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/
2014/crime-in-the-u.s.-2014/tables/table-1 (last accessed February 2016); World Bank Group, "Health Nutrition and Population Statistics: 
Population estimates and projections," available at http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspxsource=
Health-Nutrition-and-Population-Statistics:-Population-estimates-and-projections (last accessed February 2016).
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These levels of crime and violence across the Northern Triangle did not arise in a 
vacuum: They are fueled by profound economic insecurity. More than 40 percent 
of Salvadorans live in poverty—and more than 12.5 percent live in extreme poverty. 
The economic situation is even worse in Guatemala and Honduras. In Guatemala, 
54.8 percent of people live in poverty and 29.1 percent live in extreme poverty, 
whereas, in Honduras, those figures are 69.2 percent and 45.6 percent, respectively.15

Poverty, however, is not the region’s only economic challenge. Inequality—a long-
standing feature of Central American economies—remains staggering across the 
Northern Triangle. Based on the latest available comprehensive data from 2011, 
Honduras and Guatemala rank among the bottom 12 countries in the world in 
terms of their Gini coefficients—a figure used to measure income and consump-
tion disparity—while El Salvador ranks 30th.16 The rankings place the Northern 
Triangle nations among countries throughout sub-Saharan Africa, as well as the 
poorest in Latin America and the Caribbean, such as Angola, the Central African 
Republic, South Africa, Haiti, and Zambia.17

The region’s economic challenges are exacerbated by a relative lack of global compet-
itiveness. Guatemala, at 78; Honduras, at 88; and El Salvador, at 95, all rank in the 
bottom half of the 140 countries examined in the 2015 World Economic Forum’s 
“Global Competitiveness Index.” Each ranking is weighed down significantly by 
the business cost of crime and violence, where the countries rank near dead last: 
Honduras, at 133; El Salvador, at 137; and Guatemala, at 138.18 Although Central 
America launched a regional economic integration system in 1993 with the creation 
of the Central American Economic Integration System, or SICA, effective integra-
tion has been hampered by—among other factors—a lack of critical cross-border 
infrastructure that has held back the region’s global competitiveness.

Deeply dysfunctional judiciaries across the Northern Triangle also contribute to 
the region’s run-away levels of crime and violence, as well as its lack of economic 
development and competitiveness. Impunity is a fact of life in the region: The vast 
majority of serious crimes go unpunished by judiciaries that are either corrupt, 
institutionally incapable of effective prosecution, or both.19 The inability of courts 
to administer justice and protect basic rights serves as an enormous deterrent to 
investment in the region, which could drive expanded economic development.20

All of these factors—extreme poverty; a lack of opportunity; a dysfunctional 
justice system; and astonishingly high rates of violence and crime—combine to 
push children and families out of the region. This report, along with a compan-
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ion report focusing on short-term recommendations, lay out a comprehensive 
approach to the Northern Triangle refugee issue. Given the deep roots of the chal-
lenges facing the Northern Triangle countries, there is no simple solution—this 
crisis will not be solved overnight.

Thus, this report provides two sets of proposals: medium and long term. The 
medium-term recommendations focus on refugee processing solutions both in 
the countries of origin and across the region, giving children and families a place 
to flee in the region without having to make the dangerous journey to the United 
States. The long-term recommendations, meanwhile, aim to tackle the root causes 
of violence, poverty, and insecurity facing the Northern Triangle. These focus on 
integrating U.S. efforts—within the U.S. bureaucracy and across the Northern 
Triangle—as well as efforts by the United States and Central America to enhance 
economic development, promote the rule of law, and target illicit networks.

Recommendations for the medium term

Regional solutions

•	 The United States should improve the interview and review process under the 
Central American Minors, or CAM, program21 to effectively process and resettle 
children fleeing the Northern Triangle countries. The United States should con-
duct emergency evacuations for children at risk of immediate harm and should 
adjudicate their claims for refugee status and/or parole as quickly as possible.

•	 The United States should continue to fund and work with the UNHCR to 
assist Mexico and Central American countries in strengthening their capac-
ity to efficiently and fairly register refugees, as well as improve Refugee Status 
Determination, or RSD, procedures.

•	 Latin American countries should also partner with the UNHCR to create addi-
tional processing centers to assess populations of concern so that more children 
and families can make it through the system properly and be identified as refugees.

•	 The United States should also work with governments and nongovernmental 
organizations, or NGOs, in Latin America to raise awareness among those 
apprehended about their right to apply for asylum, as well as strengthen the 
Latin American countries’ asylum systems. 
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•	 The United States and other countries in the region should provide resources 
to countries of first asylum—typically, the country where an individual is 
recognized as a refugee and is protected, yet one that may not always provide 
a durable solution for resettlement—to promote permanent resettlement and 
successful integration.22

•	 The United States should also increase its resettlement quota for Central 
America and urge other countries, such as Canada, to do the same. 

•	 The United States and other countries, in partnership with local and interna-
tional organizations, must support reception and integration efforts for children 
and families returning to the Northern Triangle. They should also build the 
capacity of the Salvadoran, Honduran, and Guatemalan governments so that 
they can effectively provide reintegration support for repatriated individuals.23

Recommendations for the long term: Promote citizen security 
rooted in regional change

The United States must recognize that fundamental change across the Northern 
Triangle requires buy-in from regional governments, elites, and societies and 
should use all available policy and diplomatic tools in order to encourage these 
groups to focus on meaningful change that promotes citizen security and sustain-
able economic development.

Integrate efforts in Central America and in the United States

•	 The United States must ensure that all departments and agencies supporting 
citizen security efforts in the Northern Triangle do so in an integrated fashion. 
Adopting an enhanced version of the Partnership for Growth, or PFG, launched 
with El Salvador in March 2011 would facilitate such integration.24

•	 In addition to bridging bureaucratic divisions, U.S. efforts across the three 
Northern Triangle countries require greater coordination. The president 
should formally designate a senior-level special presidential coordinator for the 
Northern Triangle to accomplish this coordination.
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•	 The U.S. should also sustain balanced investment in regional efforts to enhance 
citizen security through the development of robust rule-of-law institutions and 
equitable economic development.

Bolster effective rule-of-law institutions

•	 International actors, including the United States, can and should assist in creat-
ing and fortifying the professional police forces, credible judiciaries, and effec-
tive penal institutions needed to establish accountability and the rule of law in 
the Northern Triangle countries. To that end:

–– Northern Triangle countries need to ensure that sufficient resources are avail-
able for rule-of-law institutions by first redirecting resources currently diverted 
to private security to the state.

–– Police reform efforts must focus on building police forces rooted in communi-
ties from the bottom up.

–– Judiciaries should outsource their most vexing prosecutions through extradi-
tion and supranational support for national rule-of-law institutions, at least in 
the short term.

–– With prisons across the region filled beyond capacity, the United States must 
work with other international actors—particularly the European Union and 
the United Nations—that have the resources and capacity to engage on prison 
reform and management issues in the region.

•	 Too often, femicides and domestic violence go unpunished in the Northern 
Triangle countries. These nations must prioritize the prosecution of these 
crimes in order to make the countries safe for women and girls. 

•	 The United States and other nations should help to strengthen civil-society 
oversight capacity as a means to monitor and hold accountable security, justice, 
and penal systems.

Target illicit networks

•	 The time has come for the United States to designate for sanctions additional 
criminal organizations that are responsible for the crime and violence across 
the region, as well as the wide-scale human trafficking they engage in across the 
region and into the United States.



7  Center for American Progress  |  A Medium- and Long-Term Plan to Address the Central American Refugee Situation

•	 The United States must also target bulk cash—the life blood of many transna-
tional criminal organizations, or TCOs. The U.S. government should, at a mini-
mum, radically reduce—if not altogether eliminate—high-denomination bills.

Leverage partnerships

•	 The Obama administration should continue to leverage security cooperation 
with Colombia and Mexico to benefit countries in the Northern Triangle.

•	 Given the importance of the economic development component to a compre-
hensive approach to enhancing citizen security, the United States must also 
continue to leverage the Inter-American Development Bank—where it is the 
largest shareholder—as a source of funding for development projects.

Tackling the root causes of violence and structural poverty throughout the 
Northern Triangle cannot happen overnight. Creating a viable refugee process-
ing solution in the countries of origin and in the region; bolstering the rule of law 
and citizen security in the Northern Triangle; and targeting TCOs, however, are 
important places to start. With time—and with a sustained commitment from the 
Northern Triangle countries, as well as from the United States and other partners 
throughout the Western Hemisphere—these root causes can be ameliorated. 
Doing so would give children and families the safety and security needed to avoid 
attempting the dangerous journey to the United States.

With time ... these 

root causes can  

be ameliorated. 
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The U.S. response to asylum 
seekers from Central America

The U.S. government’s initial international response to the increased flows of 
migrants from the Northern Triangle countries was threefold. First, the United 
States launched an aggressive public information campaign in the summer and 
fall of 2014 across the countries of the Northern Triangle to underscore the dan-
gers and unpredictability associated with the perilous journey through Mexico 
to the United States.25 Second, it encouraged Mexico to take a number of steps to 
stem the tide of individuals transiting the country en route to the United States. 
For example, it successfully urged Mexico to temporarily halt “La Bestia”—a 
freight rail train that traversed Mexico from south to north and served as a par-
ticularly dangerous means of transportation for northbound migrants and asylum 
seekers who rode on top of it—and to increase enforcement along the route to 
stop people from riding on it once it resumed.26 Finally, the Obama administra-
tion also ramped up existing efforts to support Mexico’s border enforcement on 
its southern border with Guatemala.27

In addition, the United States sought to significantly expand existing programs 
under the Central American Regional Security Initiative, or CARSI—a U.S. 
assistance program launched in 2008 to improve citizen security across Northern 
Triangle. The Obama administration also pushed El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras to develop a joint plan to address the root causes of insecurity wracking 
their countries. The resulting “Alliance for Prosperity in the Northern Triangle” 
laid out in broad terms a region-wide integrated plan to address the crisis’s root 
causes. It identified four strategic lines of action—stimulating economic produc-
tion; enhancing human capital and its utilization; improving public safety and 
access to justice; and strengthening institutions to enhance people’s trust in gov-
ernment—as well as initial steps toward implementation.28

After Congress rejected an initial Obama administration request for an emergency 
$1 billion supplemental appropriation to support its efforts relating to the 2014 
influx of Northern Triangle migrants in FY 2015, the administration sought $1 
billion in its FY 2016 budget to support the “Alliance for Prosperity.”29 Congress 
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appropriated 75 percent of the administration’s FY 2016 request, or $750 million. 
While this funding is intended to tackle the root causes of violence and poverty, 
Congress attached some important conditions to the release of these funds, 
requiring certain actions by the governments of the Northern Triangle countries.

Twenty-five percent of the funds appropriated, for example, cannot be spent until 
the U.S. secretary of state certifies and reports to Congress that those governments:

•	 Inform their citizens of the dangers of the journey to the southwest border of 
the United States

•	 Combat human smuggling and trafficking

•	 Improve border security

•	 Facilitate the safe return, repatriation, and reintegration of  
unauthorized migrants30

An additional 50 percent of the funding cannot be spent until the Northern 
Triangle countries:

•	 Combat corruption and strengthen public institutions

•	 Improve civilian jurisdiction and counter activities of criminal organizations

•	 Protect human rights

•	 Support programs to promote equitable growth

•	 Implement effective civil society consultations

•	 Increase government revenues31

In its FY 2017 budget, the administration is seeking an additional $750 million 
for the region.

Ultimately, lasting solutions to the Central American refugee situation will arise 
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Medium term: Create a viable 
regional refugee system

through tackling the root causes of violence and structural poverty in the region. 
But in the interim, the United States and other countries in the region can work 
to build up a viable refugee-processing program in Mexico and Central America. 
This should include strengthening the existing Central American Minors program 
in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, as well as bolstering the capacity of 
other countries in the region to house, integrate, and process prospective refugees.

Regional solutions 

Refugee processing in countries-of-origin 

In the fall of 2014, the Obama administration announced a new “in-country” refu-
gee processing program called the CAM program.32 While people usually have to 
be outside of their country of origin to qualify for refugee protections, this initia-
tive allows certain vulnerable children in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras to 
apply for asylum without having to first leave their home country, giving children 
a legal pathway to obtain protection without being forced to expose themselves 
to additional danger on the journey north. While CAM recipients are gener-
ally eligible to enter the United States as refugees, the program also allows some 
children who do not meet the strict requirements for refugee status to nonetheless 
enter the United States temporarily through a grant of humanitarian or significant 
public benefit parole from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, or USCIS.33 
Such a grant is permitted by statute and would allow children, on a case-by-case 
basis, to come to the United States if they would otherwise be in danger in their 
home country and meet a number of other criteria.34
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Under the terms of the program, only children who have a lawfully present parent 
in the United States are eligible to apply for CAM. As a result, there are close to 
1.5 million unauthorized immigrants from Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador 
living in the United States today whose children would not be eligible for CAM.35 
One additional limitation on the ability of Guatemalan children to access the 
program in particular is that, while 212,000 people from El Salvador and 64,000 
people from Honduras living in the United States have received Temporary 
Protected Status, or TPS, and could, as such, qualify as eligible parents under 
CAM, Guatemala has never had a TPS designation.36

The CAM program opened for applications on December 1, 2014, and in just over 
a year, close to 6,500 people applied, the vast majority of them from El Salvador.37 
Nonetheless, given the lengthy requirements—including interviews first with 
the International Organization for Migration, DNA testing to confirm the child’s 
relationship to their parent, background and security checks, interviews with the 
Department of Homeland Security, or DHS, refugee corps, and medical screen-
ings, all before being allowed to come to the United States—only six children had 
made it through the program in roughly its first year of operation, and merely 90 
had even been interviewed by the DHS.38 Although the U.S. State Department 
cautioned from the beginning that only “a relatively small number of children” 
would make it through the process in the first year, advocates have expressed con-
cern at just how slowly the program is operating.39 Indeed, the Los Angeles Times 
reported in April that some parents, stymied by the glacial pace of the program, 
have instead sent their children with smugglers—among the outcomes CAM was 
supposed to protect against.40 

The strained capacity of Latin American countries’ asylum systems

Neighboring countries—Mexico, Belize, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Panama—
have received unprecedented numbers of asylum seekers from the Northern 
Triangle countries over the past few years. From 2008 to 2014, these countries 
collectively witnessed a 1,179 percent increase in asylum seekers fleeing from El 
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.41 This increase has overwhelmed the coun-
tries’ asylum systems, which have neither the infrastructure nor the resources to 
respond to refugees and asylum seekers of this magnitude.
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Mexico, in particular, has become a major corridor for people fleeing violence in 
the Northern Triangle countries. Many people either come to Mexico seeking pro-
tection or to pass through on their way to the United States.42 In 2014, Mexico and 
Central American countries recognized only 8.5 percent of the applicants from 
the Northern Triangle as refugees.43 While there have been efforts to address this 
humanitarian crisis by the UNHCR, governments in the region, and NGOs, there 
is no organized regional plan to clearly guide the response of the United States and 
other countries in the region.

In Mexico, for example, the UNHCR points out that the surge of children and 
families entering the country has put significant logistical and financial pressure on 
their asylum system.44 The Mexican government’s current policy, in part adopted 
due to pressure from the United States to control the flow of Central Americans, 
has been focused more on interdiction—stopping asylum seekers who are tran-
siting through Mexico as a means to reach the United States—and enforcement 
rather than responding to the surge as a refugee crisis.45 As a result, Mexico has 
been spending its resources on detaining and deporting large numbers of individu-
als instead of investing in its refugee screening and integration programs.46

In 2015, Mexico deported 150,170 individuals to the Northern Triangle—an 
increase of 44 percent from 2014.47 A 2015 study by the Washington Office on 
Latin America reported that the Mexican Commission for Aid to Refugees, or 
COMAR—which adjudicates refugee protection claims and manages the refu-
gee assistance and integration programs—lacked the staff and funding necessary 
to handle the increasing number of refugees. In fact, COMAR only had 15 staff 
members in the entirety of Mexico qualified to conduct interviews with asylum 
seekers.48 The increase in asylum seekers, coupled with a lack of resources to 
process them, leaves at-risk children and families fleeing violence in the Northern 
Triangle without a chance to obtain refugee status.

Even countries such as Costa Rica, which previously welcomed refugees, tem-
porarily stopped taking asylum applications around October 2014. This halt was 
largely in response to the changing demography of the asylum population, which 
stemmed from significant jumps in applications from people fleeing violence in 
Central America.49 While Colombians and Cubans are the largest refugee groups 
in Costa Rica, applications from El Salvador increased by nearly 500 percent from 
2010 to 2014, leading to a need to recalibrate its asylum systems.50 
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Asylum seekers often do not know their rights

Although the number of people seeking asylum in Mexico and other countries is 
skyrocketing, many individuals who are apprehended may not apply for asylum 
for a variety of reasons. Sin Fronteras, a nonprofit organization, visited several 
detention centers in Mexico and found that many detainees did not know about 
their right to request asylum; they also discovered instances in which COMAR 
officials failed to provide detainees with adequate information about asylum pro-
cedures.51 And even in cases when detainees were aware of their rights, many did 
not want to apply for asylum because that would mean staying in the detention 
centers until their case was resolved. Mexico’s requirement that asylum seekers 
apply for asylum within 30 working days of entering the country poses an addi-
tional barrier to accessing the system due to the tight deadline.52

In 2015, Mexico apprehended an estimated 170,323 immigrants from the 
Northern Triangle region and deported most of them.53 In the same year, only 
3,423 migrants applied for asylum in Mexico, 929 of which were recognized as 
refugees.54 Concerted efforts in Central American countries to inform asylum 
seekers about their rights, options, and the processes involved will increase access 
to the asylum system and the protection it provides.

A limited number of regional refugee settlement allotments and locations

While resettlement is the most durable solution for refugees, the UNHCR reports 
that less than 1 percent of the global refugee population were resettled in a third 
country in 2014, and only 26 countries participated in the UNHCR’s refugee 
program.55 In FY 2016, out of the 85,000 refugees from around the world that the 
United States plans on resettling, only 3,000 slots have been allocated for refugees 
from Latin America and the Caribbean.56 Refugee admissions data shows that, in 
FY 2015, the United States admitted only 2,050 refugees from Latin American 
and the Caribbean, falling slightly short of its even more modest target of 2,300 
admissions for the year.57 The relatively small number of refugee slots allotted 
for Latin America and the Caribbean does not reflect the violent reality in the 
Northern Triangle and the increasing number of people fleeing the region.
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Despite these limitations, the United States has historically resettled the largest 
number of refugees from around the world each year—and more than all other 
resettlement nations combined.58 From 2013 to 2015, for example, the United 
States admitted nearly 70,000 refugees annually from more than 60 countries.59 
Canada took in about 24,000 refugees on average from 2010 to 2014.60

The global challenge presented by the enormous number of Syrian refugees 
now in need of resettlement introduces a new dimension to the conversation 
of refugee resettlement. While the United States has pledged to resettle at least 
10,000 Syrian refugees in FY 2016, the country is on pace to fall short of that 
goal. In fact, only 1,300 Syrian refugees were resettled in the United States in the 
first half of FY 2016.61

Notably, Canada’s new government welcomed 25,000 Syrian refugees in just 
under four months—a monumental signal to the rest of the world to do more.62 
Since 2013, other countries—such as Germany, the United Kingdom, and 
Norway—have also stepped up and pledged to resettle more Syrian refugees.63 

Given the scale of the Central American refugee situation, current levels of 
regional participation and allotments appear to be insufficient. Both the United 
States and Canada, along with other resettlement countries, should increase their 
yearly allotments for Central American refugees. 

Protection for repatriated children in the Northern Triangle

The shift in U.S. and Mexican immigration policy toward stricter enforcement 
and deterrence resulted in the countries deporting a combined 226,244 people 
from the Northern Triangle in 2014, 19,898 of whom were children and adoles-
cents.64 Children and adolescents who are repatriated to their home countries 
need support, counseling, protection, access to health and psychological services, 
as well as other post-deportation services in order to ensure safety.65 The Center 
for Gender and Refugee Studies published a report in 2015 revealing that children 
and adolescents who are repatriated to the Northern Triangle—in El Salvador, for 
example—often face the same violence and deprivation that they escaped.66 In 
Honduras, the Institute for Children and the Family—the national agency respon-
sible for children’s welfare—is weak and underfunded. The agency is unable to 
protect many repatriated Honduran children, a number of whom are approached 
by smugglers and traffickers at bus stations as soon as they arrive.67

Both the United 

States and Canada, 

along with other 

resettlement 

countries, should 

increase their yearly 

allotments for Central 

American refugees. 
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When officials are able to return repatriated children to their families in the 
Northern Triangle, many times there are no follow-up visits for the child or their 
families in order to ensure their continued health and safety.68 When children and 
adolescents are not claimed by their families in Guatemala, they are often placed in 
overcrowded state-run shelters that lack medical and other supportive services.69 In 
2013, a delegation from the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops visited 
the Northern Triangle and found that, although there are a patchwork of programs 
to support children, there are no comprehensive programs to provide reintegration 
services tailored to the needs of repatriated children and adolescents.70

The Cartagena Declaration on Refugees and 
other regional efforts to support refugees

The Cartagena Declaration on Refugees of 1984 is a nonbinding landmark agreement that has been adopted by 15 Latin 

American countries, including Mexico, Honduras, Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.71 The fundamental objectives 

of the Cartagena Declaration are to provide a common regional framework to reflect the changes in the refugee flows from 

Central America in the 1980s and to lay the groundwork to establish a harmonized national legislation on refugees among 

the countries and create programs that view refugees as the responsibility of the entire region.72 The declaration broadens 

the definition of refugee beyond the standard set out in the 1951 U.N. Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 

United Nations’ 1967 protocol.73 The declaration expanded the definition of refugee to include persons fleeing from “general-

ized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violations of human rights and other circumstances which have 

seriously disturbed public order.”74 The declaration also features other objectives, such as reiterating a person’s right to asylum; 

nonrefoulement, or protecting refugees against return to a country where they fear persecution; family reunification; volun-

tary repatriation; and integration of refugees into countries of asylum.75

Adopted in 2004, the Mexico Declaration and Plan of Action, or MPA, was a significant regional effort based on the Cartagena 

Declaration on Refugees and was adopted by 20 states, including Costa Rica and Panama.76 Created in response to the rising 

refugee flows from Colombia, the MPA has three main programs for durable solutions: Borders of Solidarity, Solidarity Cities, 

and Solidarity Resettlement.77 While the first pillar focuses on improving the capacity of border areas so that they can handle 

refugees, the second promotes integration programs that increase self-sufficiency among refugees, who predominantly settle 

in urban areas. The third pillar follows the framework of responsibility-sharing and invites other Latin American countries to 

open their doors to refugees.

The Cartagena Declaration provides guidance for Latin American countries on ways to correctly identify refugees among the 

current flow of migrants in the region. The MPA highlights the importance of regional solidarity and provides a framework for 

establishing a strong hemispheric response to the current refugee crisis.



16  Center for American Progress  |  A Medium- and Long-Term Plan to Address the Central American Refugee Situation

Recommendations

Improve the CAM program 

Given that children qualifying for CAM are, by definition, ones who have a fear 
of persecution, harm, or even death in their home countries, the United States 
should improve the interview and review process so that children are processed and 
resettled in an efficient and effective manner. And since children have to stay in the 
same dangerous conditions in their home countries while they wait for their cases 
to be adjudicated, the DHS and the State Department should create a mechanism to 
expedite the parole and/or refugee process for children in imminent danger.

Such a mechanism would not mean that any of the security or background 
checks would be waived. Instead, it would take into account the individual 
circumstances of the child in question. And for children who would otherwise 
qualify for CAM and who are in explicit danger, the Obama administration 
should consider evacuating them from their countries of origin while they await 
their paperwork to be processed.

Strengthen regional refugee processing capacity

The United States and other countries should continue to work with the UNHCR 
to strengthen the capacity of Mexico and the Central American nations to effi-
ciently and fairly carry out refugee screenings, as well as to ensure that potential 
asylum seekers are referred to the asylum system and not deported before making 
their claim.78 The UNHCR is currently working with COMAR to improve the 
Refugee Status Determination, or RSD, decision-making processes in Mexico, as 
well as supporting NGOs that provide legal representation to asylum seekers dur-
ing refugee status determination procedures.79

The United States can play an important role in ensuring that Mexico and Central 
American countries such as Belize, Costa Rica, Panama, and Nicaragua—which 
receive large numbers of asylum applications—have ample resources to process 
these applicants. Furthermore, the UNHCR is providing personnel and other 
resources to reduce RSD backlogs reported in countries such as Costa Rica.80 The 
UNHCR itself reported backlogs in processing RSD applications, which reached 
an all-time high of 252,800 in 2013.81 Large backlogs create longer wait periods for 
people who may be in extremely vulnerable circumstances.
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In order to increase capacity, Central American countries should work with the 
UNHCR to create additional processing centers to assess populations of concern, 
allowing more of them to make it through the system properly and be identified 
as refugees. In Mexico, in addition to the COMAR’s three offices, the UNHCR 
has offices in Tapachula, Mexico City, and Tenosique, Tabasco.82 And according 
to the UNHCR, 40 percent of the asylum applications filed in Mexico come from 
the UNHCR’s Tapachula office.83 The UNHCR’s recently opened an office in 
Tenosique—which is an important corridor for people fleeing Honduras—and bet-
ter serves the increased flow of Central American asylum seekers, as well as increases 
the capacity of Mexican officials to process refugees.84 The UNHCR, in partnership 
with the Central American countries, should open additional processing centers in 
other strategic locations in both Mexico and other front-line countries such as Belize 
and Costa Rica as a means to help them efficiently process the asylum seekers. 

Raise awareness of the right to apply for asylum

In addition to helping the Central American countries to increase their capacities 
and streamline their methods of recognizing individuals as refugees, the United 
States should work with governments and NGOs to inform migrants of their right 
to apply for asylum. The United States and national governments should partner 
with local NGOs and the UNHCR to give regular “know your rights” presentations 
at detention centers to inform apprehended individuals about their legal rights; 
the availability of pro bono legal representation where available; and procedures to 
seek asylum or appeal a decision.85 Increased information among individuals who 
are fleeing violence will give them a fair chance to advocate their case.

U.S. support in expanding access to existing asylum systems in the region, break-
ing down the information barrier, and increasing the capacity of responsible 
institutions to process refugees would likely result in the deportation of fewer 
individuals who qualify for international protection, lessening the chance of 
returning them to dangerous places where they fear persecution.86

Strengthen countries of first asylum

The United States and the international community—particularly, more capable 
partners in the Western Hemisphere such as Canada, Chile, Uruguay, Argentina, 
and Brazil—need to provide resources to countries of first asylum in order to 
permanently resettle and integrate larger numbers of asylum seekers. For asylum 
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applicants, the country that recognizes them as a refugee and provides them pro-
tection is typically their country of first asylum.87 But many times, these refugees 
end up moving to a third country due to the absence of durable resettlement solu-
tions, resources, and protection in that country—which is why supporting these 
countries to integrate refugees is necessary.

Integrating refugees means giving them rights—starting with a status that permits 
them to eventually seek permanent residency—and allowing them to work legally, 
which would provide them an opportunity to use their skills to flourish in their 
new country.88 Besides removing the legal barriers to live and work freely, refugee 
programs in the first country of asylum should also incorporate services tailored 
to the needs of their refugee population, such as special health services, housing, 
employment, and training services, as well as income or in-kind support.

Countries across the Americas, including the United States, have a regional 
interest in making sure that these refugee programs in first-asylum countries are 
durable and that refugees integrate successfully into their communities. Because 
countries of first asylum are already stretched thin from the arrival of thousands of 
asylum seekers, the United States and others should enhance those nations’ capac-
ity to support additional arrivals.

Recently, U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry announced that the United States 
will bolster its Central American refugee program. The State Department plans 
to work with the UNHCR to screen individuals from the Northern Triangle in 
order to identify refugees and will also rely on local organizations for referrals. 
These new efforts give the United States an opportunity to partner with local 
NGOs who are already working closely with at-risk populations, such as internally 
displaced persons, LGBT individuals, children, and sexual- and gender-based 
violence survivors. NGOs will be valuable in identifying and referring individuals 
who may be in the most urgent need of resettlement.89

The details of the program are not yet public, but this program should also be 
available to, among others, unaccompanied children—regardless of family ties in 
the United States. Local organizations could identify and refer vulnerable children 
for resettlement and thus create an additional orderly process for their resettle-
ment. This is consistent with the administration’s increased commitment to 
prevent at-risk individuals from making the arduous journey. 
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Increase resettlement from the region

To facilitate the success of the newly announced expansion of the Central 
American refugee program, the United States, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, 
and others in the Americas must increase the number of refugee they resettle 
from the Northern Triangle. In FY 2016, the United States raised the cap for Latin 
America and Caribbean from 2,300 to 3,000.90 To meaningfully address the cur-
rent Central American refugee crisis, the United States should not only meet this 
allocation but also work toward increasing it.

In addition to the 3,000 slots allocated for refugees from Latin America and 
the Caribbean, there are currently 6,000 unallocated slots held in reserve in 
accordance with section 207 of the Immigration and Nationality Act, or INA.91 
Increasing refugee admissions from the Northern Triangle in FY 2016 by utiliz-
ing some of those unallocated slots would, of course, limit U.S. capacity to use 
those slots to admit larger numbers of refugees from other locations—includ-
ing those from Syria. Instead, the president could recognize that the unabated 
increase in refugees fleeing the Northern Triangle countries constitutes an emer-
gency refugee situation of grave humanitarian concern under section 207(b) of 
the INA. This would allow the Obama administration to add to the number of 
refugees admitted without taking them from elsewhere or from the unallocated 
reserve.92 The presidential determination that sets the levels of refugee admis-
sions for FY 2017 should also take into account these needs and increase both 
the total number of refugees to be resettled in the next FY and the number to be 
resettled from Latin American countries.

Support reception and reintegration of children and  
families who are returned to the Northern Triangle

Finally, Northern Triangle countries must respond to the needs of children and 
families who are returned to their home countries in the Northern Triangle and 
support reception and reintegration efforts in order to ensure that children have 
a safe place to return to and easily reintegrate.93 The United States should provide 
resources and support local and international nonprofit organizations working on 
the ground to receive deported children and families, keep track of their welfare, 
and establish targeted integration programs. The UNHCR has, for example, 
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partnered with other international and local organizations in El Edén, Honduras, 
to establish and operate a temporary reception center for deported Honduran 
children and is in the process of identifying the needs of deported Salvadoran 
children in partnership with local NGOs.

These reception centers, while necessary, are only temporary measures. Returned 
individuals need a more permanent solution for reintegration into the community. 
Kids in Need of Defense—a nonprofit based in the United States—launched a 
pilot project in Guatemala in 2010 that helps children who are returning from the 
United States through deportation or voluntary departure return and reintegrate 
safely and sustainably. This replicable model provides services, including family 
reunification, educational support, and skills training.94

Both temporary and permanent solutions are needed to provide children and 
adolescents with adequate protection, care, and other services upon return to 
their country of origin. The United States and the Northern Triangle countries 
should support the efforts of the UNHCR and nonprofit organizations working to 
establish proper reception centers and reintegration programs for the repatriated 
children while building over time the capacity of Northern Triangle countries to 
assume responsibility for reintegration.
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Long term: Prioritize citizen 
security rooted in regional change

Although the insecurity ravaging the Northern Triangle appears insurmountable, 
recent experience in the Americas suggests there is a path—albeit a long and 
complex one—to reverse the dynamics fueling the region’s refugee and migration 
crisis. The United States, working with other interested countries and interna-
tional stakeholders, must play a key role.

Colombia and its recent history provide important lessons for efforts to build secu-
rity and promote economic opportunity in the Northern Triangle. Over the past 15 
years, Colombia has transformed from a state teetering on collapse—with record 
levels of violence comparable to those now found in the Northern Triangle—to a 
country that is both a key regional security exporter and Latin America’s third largest 
economy. Colombia’s experience demonstrates that countries can come back from 
the brink and that U.S. assistance—in the case of Colombia, approximately $10 bil-
lion over 15 years—can play a catalytic role in such a process. But properly under-
stood, Colombia’s efforts also show that solutions take time and that sustainable 
solutions stem not from plans derived in Washington but instead from a national 
commitment to promote lasting security and development.95

The Northern Triangle countries can learn key lessons from Colombia’s expe-
rience. Economic elites, for example, must invest in state capacity across the 
Northern Triangle and abandon their attempts to go it alone when it comes to 
security. In large measure, Colombia’s advances in security and economic develop-
ment came only after Colombia’s private sector largely abandoned a go-it-alone 
security approach in favor of supporting robust state security institutions by pay-
ing what was known as a “war tax.”96 That is, Colombia’s elites agreed to pay more 
in taxes to the central government to fund the state’s security efforts.

Political leaders across the Northern Triangle, for their part, also need to set aside 
national rivalries and distrust and instead focus on cross-border cooperation 
against threats that do not respect national borders. Too often, Central American 
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governments pay lip service to regional cooperation while privately championing 
bilateral assistance flows—over which they can exercise more individual con-
trol—from the United States and other donors. That needs to stop.

Recent years have seen incremental progress on these fronts across the Northern 
Triangle, especially as generational change occurs among elites, but these govern-
ments must expand their efforts.

While the United States has attempted—most notably in El Salvador—to play 
an informal mediating role in bridging historic divides, real change can only 
come from within. Governments and private sector leaders, regardless of ideol-
ogy, need to stop viewing one another with suspicion and start working to right 
what ails their countries.

A comprehensive approach to citizen security

While no level of U.S. assistance can guarantee success absent a society-wide 
commitment to address the fundamental causes of insecurity across the Northern 
Triangle, enhancing citizen security and economic development across the 
Northern Triangle region must be a bedrock of the U.S. approach in the Americas.

Achieving greater security requires a recognition that individuals cannot be secure 
in their communities without meaningful economic opportunities. U.S. security 
policy in the Americas has historically not adopted such a view. Instead, it has 
focused on combatting illicit flows, particularly drug trafficking. Under President 
Barack Obama’s leadership, however, U.S. policy has shifted toward an integrated 
approach to citizen security in the Northern Triangle countries. That integrated 
approach must be sustained.

Recommendations

In addition to recognizing the inextricable tie between economic development 
and security, implementing a comprehensive approach to citizen security requires 
integrating efforts, both across the Northern Triangle and across the U.S. gov-
ernment; sustaining balanced U.S. investment that is outweighed by significant 
investment from the Northern Triangle countries themselves; bolstering key 
rule-of-law institutions; targeting the illicit networks behind much of the region’s 
violence and instability; and leveraging partnerships.
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Integrate efforts in Central America and the United States

The security and development challenges in the Northern Triangle stretch across 
multiple national borders, various social and class lines, and numerous divisions 
within U.S. bureaucracy. To succeed, a comprehensive approach to citizen security 
and economic development will require an explicit focus on integration.

Absent regional cooperation, none of the Northern Triangle countries can solve 
their considerable challenges. In its programs, policies, and diplomacy, the United 
States must continue to encourage these nations to work together to formulate 
and execute regional approaches to regional problems. The Alliance for Prosperity 
in the Northern Triangle represents a positive step toward establishing a regional 
approach to the challenge. As political administrations change across the 
Northern Triangle and in Washington, the United States must remain steadfast in 
urging a cooperative, regional approach—both through its rhetoric and through 
its program funding decisions.

The formulation and implementation of effective U.S. policy in Central America 
has also been hampered by two divides rooted in U.S. bureaucratic structures. 
First, because no single U.S. department or agency has access to all the policy 
tools needed to implement a comprehensive citizen security and economic 
development strategy, there is a lack of coordination across the U.S. govern-
ment. To succeed, policymakers focused on security must work hand in hand 
with their counterparts focused on development; matters of trade and invest-
ment; and domestic policy, such as immigration enforcement. Second, a com-
prehensive approach that needs to be implemented across three countries—and 
through three U.S. embassies and their respective country teams—requires an 
effective, empowered, coordinator.

A basic blueprint exists for the integration of effort, on a per country basis, in 
the form of the Partnership for Growth, launched with El Salvador in March 
2011.97 Although imperfect, the PFG model forced greater coordination and 
cooperation among U.S. government departments and agencies engaged in 
development-related activities in El Salvador. It also centered on working in true 
partnership with El Salvador by establishing a joint mechanism between the two 
governments to identify the key impediments to economic growth and devise 
joint strategies to address them.
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Going forward, the PFG model should be enhanced in two ways. First, a PFG-like 
approach should be extended to the other countries of the Northern Triangle. 
Second, it should coordinate the efforts of all U.S. departments and agencies 
whose actions affect citizen security and economic development in the Northern 
Triangle—even those who do so indirectly. For example, the U.S. Department 
of Defense and U.S. Southern Command need to be part of an enhanced-PFG 
approach. So, too, does the DHS, whose immigration enforcement policies affect 
Northern Triangle countries.

The “U.S. Strategy for Engagement in Central America”98 provides high-level 
guidance for such an approach, but such coordination must be more effectively 
hard-wired into the bureaucracy. Integration across departments and agencies, as 
well as across the Northern Triangle countries, requires central coordination of 
the enhanced PFG efforts. To that end, the president should formally designate 
a senior-level special presidential coordinator for the Northern Triangle. For the 
past two years, Vice President Joe Biden has provided invaluable political leader-
ship for the U.S. efforts in support of the Northern Triangle countries. However, 
there needs to be an empowered individual to guide the day-to-day implemen-
tation of U.S. support for the Northern Triangle who can balance regional and 
bilateral considerations, as well as competing department and agency interests 
on a continual basis. Neither a U.S. ambassador in any given country nor those 
officials with hemisphere-wide portfolios in the U.S. government have the time or 
institutional capacity to do so.

Sustain balanced U.S. investment

As noted, the FY 2016 funds appropriated by Congress provide balanced support 
for citizen security efforts across the Northern Triangle. They do not fall into the 
traditional pattern of overemphasizing traditional security assistance while under-
resourcing economic development efforts.99 Of the 2016 funding, 40 percent will 
be dedicated to development assistance, 24 percent to economic support funds, 
and 30 percent to security initiatives.100

By contrast, more than 70 percent of funding was reserved for security assis-
tance in the early years of Plan Colombia—a joint U.S.-Colombia initiative that 
was key to bringing Colombia back from the brink of being a failed state.101 This 
balanced approach, with at least the additional $750 million of U.S. support that 
was requested by the Obama administration in FY 2017, must continue. Future 
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administrations must sustain the U.S. commitment to support a comprehensive 
approach to citizen security—that is, ensuring that individuals are safe in their 
communities and in their daily lives—across the Northern Triangle while ensur-
ing that U.S. investment evolves to meet changing realities on the ground.

As was the case in Colombia—where Colombia has provided 95 percent of the 
funds used to implement Plan Colombia—sustained U.S. investment is necessary 
but by no means sufficient to bring lasting change to the Northern Triangle coun-
tries. The countries themselves must continue down a path of fiscal reforms that 
increases their ability to levy and collect taxes and use additional funds for invest-
ments in citizen security and economic development. Both U.S. funds and those 
of its Central American partners should target, in particular, young people across 
the Northern Triangle by bolstering child welfare systems and by focusing on edu-
cation, skills training, and empowerment programs. A wide range of religious and 
civil society organizations in the region have demonstrated success through these 
programs; U.S. assistance could help bring them to scale.102

Bolster effective rule-of-law institutions

Residents of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras rank last among Latin 
American populaces when it comes to believing their respective governments 
can both adequately address crime and solve the problem of corruption.103 Their 
skepticism is entirely justified.

Simply stated, the countries of the Northern Triangle lack the professional police 
forces, credible judiciaries, and effective penal institutions needed to establish and 
preserve citizen security. International actors, including the United States, can 
and should assist in creating and fortifying these institutions. Sexual- and gender-
based violence often go unpunished in the region. In fact, in Guatemala, only 1 
percent to 2 percent of perpetrators of femicides are convicted.104 The Northern 
Triangle countries must do more to protect women and girls, as well as to prevent 
such violence from occurring in the first place.105

There is, however, a condition precedent for establishing meaningful rule-of-law 
institutions—a commitment across society to building and maintaining such 
institutions. To date, the region’s elites have failed to make such a commitment. 
Instead, they have long taken on a go-it-alone approach to security. In Guatemala, 
for example, private security forces outnumber public security forces by at least 
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4-to-1.106 At the same time, Guatemala spent an abysmal $179 per capita on social 
programs and $48 per capita on security in 2013. These public investments are 
far below regional norms: Latin American countries spent an average of $777 per 
capita on social programs, while Central American countries spent $101 per capita 
on security.107 Meaningful citizen security will not reach street corners in the most 
violent parts of the Northern Triangle until more resources are devoted to the task, 
beginning with redirecting those resources diverted to private security to the state.

Additional resources, however, also need to be effectively targeted. Fortunately, 
recent experiences provide guideposts for building effective police forces across 
the Northern Triangle. Although efforts need to be sustained by Northern 
Triangle countries—with U.S. support—to keep the top echelons of police leader-
ship free from corruption through regular vetting, effective police forces, for the 
most part, need to be built from the bottom up. Across the Northern Triangle, the 
U.S. Agency for International Development, or USAID, and the State Department 
have used a combination of community-based prevention and policing and model 
precincts to drive police reform efforts at the municipal level. The approach seeks 
to build out a local police force that members of the community trust. These 
police forces then serve their communities by emphasizing community engage-
ment and crime prevention through the use of intelligence gathering, targeted 
investigations, and community involvement.

This approach has been met with success—albeit success that has not yet reached a 
sufficient number of communities across the Northern Triangle.108 With U.S. sup-
port, Northern Triangle countries need to expand these efforts to additional com-
munities, placing a premium on targeting the most violent communities and those 
that are generating the highest number of individuals fleeing the Northern Triangle.

Effective police forces, however, can only operate as a part of broader rule-of-law 
institutions. Police will only be as incorruptible or effective as the courts and 
penal systems into which they convey law breakers.

In the Americas and around the world, effective judicial reform has proven more 
difficult than police reform for myriad reasons. Entrenched economic interests, 
for example, often resist judicial reform, viewing courts that protect a full host of 
rights—consumer, property, intellectual, and commercial—as a threat to their privi-
leged status. This short-sighted calculus restrains the economic potential of many 
countries and poses a major hurdle to equitable development. Judicial reform is also 
hampered by the ability of transnational criminal organizations, as well as national 
gangs or cartels, to bribe, threaten, or otherwise influence judiciaries.
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A key tool in facilitating judicial reform may be what amounts to the short-term 
outsourcing of a country’s most vexing prosecutions. This can happen in at least one 
of two ways: extradition and supranational support for national rule-of-law institu-
tions. Each allows governments to send a message to their populace that even the 
most powerful figures are not above the law and relieves pressure on local judiciaries, 
allowing them to focus on lower-level crime where the possibility of corruption and 
intimidation is somewhat lessened. The United States and its international partners 
should facilitate the use of both approaches in addressing the insecurity crisis across 
the Northern Triangle while also ensuring that these mechanisms do not become 
long-term substitutes for effective national judicial institutions.

In recent years, the countries of the Northern Triangle have opened the way to 
extraditions of their nationals to the United States. The extradition of high-profile 
criminals to the United States can be an important tool to indirectly support rule-
of-law reform, particularly to the extent that it disrupts historic patterns of impu-
nity. The United States should also use its criminal laws and immigration authority 
to vigorously pursue prominent private-sector actors who have aligned themselves 
with criminal enterprises and remained beyond the reach of local authorities. For 
example, the U.S. criminal charges against Jaime Rosenthal—a former vice presi-
dent of Honduras and a prominent business man—as well as his two of his sons 
for money laundering charges are a welcome step in the right direction.109 The U.S. 
Department of Justice should intensify such efforts across the region.

International efforts, such as the International Commission Against Impunity in 
Guatemala, or CICIG, are also important tools for both rooting out systemic cor-
ruption and empowering rule-of-law reform efforts. The CICIG’s investigations 
and prosecutions, coupled with massive civil society protests, have sent an unmis-
takable message that a culture of corruption at the highest-levels of the Guatemalan 
government is no longer acceptable. In so doing, it has become Guatemala’s most 
trusted institution, edging out both the Catholic and evangelical churches.110 

The challenge for the CICIG is to ensure that its work can continue even after it 
is disbanded—that is, to facilitate the strengthening of Guatemalan institutions 
rather than act as a substitute for them. That the CICIG works within the context 
of the Guatemalan judicial system is vital, but in that regard, much work remains 
to be done—both at a technical level and a reputational one—as CICIG’s favor-
ability, at 66 percent, far outpaces that of Guatemala’s judiciary, at 25 percent.111
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Honduras, with support from the Organization of American States, is embark-
ing on a similar effort to bolster anti-impunity efforts with help from the inter-
national community.112 Because the Support Mission Against Corruption and 
Impunity in Honduras, or MACCIH, does not exactly mirror CICIG—it is a 
technical support mission for Honduran anti-corruption institutions and not an 
independent or quasi-independent investigative body—some have questioned 
its independence and potential effectiveness.113 If MACCIH is aggressive in 
exercising its mandate, it could provide the kind of supranational support neces-
sary in confronting entrenched interests.

Although it has been more reluctant to establish a CICIG—or even MACCIH-like 
structure—El Salvador recently announced a U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime, or 
UNODC, initiative with U.S. and U.N. backing that seeks to root out corruption 
and impunity.114 Bolstered by congressional conditions that require the existence of 
such an effort before a country can receive much of the recently appropriated $750 
million for the Northern Triangle countries, the Obama administration should 
continue to encourage El Salvador to create a meaningful internationally bolstered 
anti-impunity and anti-corruption mechanism akin to CICIG.

The United States and other nations should also help to strengthen civil society 
oversight in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, as well as to increase their 
capacity to monitor, oversee, and hold the justice and security systems accountable.

Finally, prison systems across the Northern Triangle are overwhelmed with occu-
pancy rates that exceed 189 percent of official capacity in Honduras; 270 percent in 
Guatemala; and 325 percent in El Salvador.115 As the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights observed in the case of Honduras’ overcrowded jails, “the State 
has de facto ceded basic aspects of prison administration to the prisoners them-
selves.”116 Prison reform is, however, an area that the United States probably has 
little to offer its Central American partners, given systemic shortcomings in the 
U.S. penal system. Instead, the United States must work with other international 
actors—particularly the European Union and the United Nations—who have the 
resources and capacity to engage on prison reform and management issues.
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Target illicit networks

The Obama administration wields a broad range of tools that it should continue 
to use to dismantle the TCOs behind much of the most egregious crime and 
violence in the Northern Triangle. In July 2011, the Obama administration issued 
a national strategy supported by an executive order for countering transnational 
organized crime.117 That strategy authorizes the use of financial sanctions, among 
other measures, against TCOs that adversely affect the national security interests 
of the United States. At the time the strategy was issued, a handful of TCOs were 
designated for targeted financial sanctions.

Initially, in the Western Hemisphere, only Los Zetas—Mexico’s most violent and 
notorious drug cartel—was designated by the U.S. Treasury Department for finan-
cial sanctions.118 The Central American gang Mara Salvatrucha, or MS-13, was 
subsequently added,119 as were a handful of individuals.120 The time has come to 
designate for financial sanctions additional criminal organizations responsible for 
the crime and violence across the region, as well as the wide-scale human traffick-
ing they engage in across the region and into the United States.

Turning designations into realities, of course, requires resources. A linchpin in 
such targeting efforts is the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign 
Assets Control, or OFAC. Given the sheer amount of sanctions work spanning 
a wide range of global flashpoints, OFAC is overburdened and needs additional 
funding from Congress. Absent additional resources, however, steps should be 
taken—at least temporarily—to redirect OFAC’s Western Hemisphere resources 
toward cracking down on human traffickers who prey on despair in the Northern 
Triangle. No other potential target more directly affects U.S. security interests: 
These traffickers should be a top priority.

Designations and other efforts to isolate TCOs and freeze their finances are only as 
effective as the ability of the United States to work with affected partners. U.S. desig-
nations of Colombian TCO-related figures, for example, became far more effective 
when Colombian authorities gained the know-how and political will to simultane-
ously target TCO assets in Colombia’s financial system.121 The same needs to happen 
across the Northern Triangle, as well as with authorities in neighboring countries, 
such as Mexico and Panama, whose financial systems may be implicated.

It is also vital to target bulk cash—the life blood of many TCOs. To do so, the 
U.S. government should, at a minimum radically reduce—if not altogether 
eliminate—high-denomination bills. Peter Sands of Harvard’s Kennedy School of 

The Obama 

administration wields 

a broad range of 

tools that it should 

continue to use to 

dismantle the TCOs 

behind much of the 

most egregious crime 

and violence in the 

Northern Triangle.



30  Center for American Progress  |  A Medium- and Long-Term Plan to Address the Central American Refugee Situation

Business has argued, “[w]ithout being able to use high denomination notes, those 
engaged in illicit activities … would face higher costs and greater risk of detection. 
Eliminating high denomination notes would disrupt their ‘business model.’”122 
Having fewer high-denomination bills in circulation would force TCOs to use 
more bills to move the same value of currency as bulk cash, making it harder to do 
business, as more bills weigh more and are harder to conceal. As Sands notes:

To get a sense of why this might matter to criminals, tax evaders or terror-
ists, consider what it would take to transport US$1m in cash. In US$20 bills, 
US$1m in cash weighs roughly 110lbs and would fill 4 normal briefcases. 
One courier could not do this. In US$100 bills, the same amount would weigh 
roughly 22lbs and take only one briefcase. A single person could certainly do this, 
but it would not be that discrete.123

Leverage partnerships

In addition to working in partnership with the Northern Triangle countries, the 
United States must remain focused on leveraging partnerships with other coun-
tries and multilateral institutions to help address the refugee and migration crisis 
emanating from the Northern Triangle.

During the past 15 and seven years, respectively, the United States has invested 
significantly in bolstering security institutions in Colombia and Mexico. The 
United States should continue leveraging those investments for the benefit of 
Northern Triangle countries. For example, Colombia’s National Police have train-
ing facilities and programs originally created with U.S. funds that can be used to 
train Central American police forces at a lower cost than creating new programs 
and facilities in the region.

To a lesser extent, U.S. investments in bolstering the operational capability of elite 
Mexican security forces have created relationships and capabilities that can be 
used to confront the TCOs at the heart of the current dynamics. Deeper trans-
national law enforcement cooperation is an important element in targeting and 
dismantling TCOs. Canada’s renewed interest in playing an active role in Latin 
America and the Caribbean under the leadership of its new prime minister, Justin 
Trudeau, also provides an opportunity to encourage greater Canadian support for 
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.
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Given the importance of economic development to enhancing citizen security, 
the United States must also continue to leverage the Inter-American Development 
Bank—of which it is the largest shareholder—as a source of funding for develop-
ment projects. It should also encourage the Northern Triangle countries to turn to 
other multilateral lending institutions, such as CAF—The Development Bank of 
Latin America, where the United States is not a member. Although it should be as 
broad-based as possible, multilateral lending can be particularly useful in financ-
ing large-scale regional infrastructure integration, which is a key to unlocking the 
economic potential of the Northern Triangle.
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Conclusion

Children and families are fleeing the Northern Triangle of Central America to 
escape extreme violence and crushing poverty. Changing those realities requires 
a long-term commitment from political and economic elites in El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras to build robust rule-of-law institutions and promote 
equitable economic growth. Such a commitment can and should be supported 
by balanced and sustained U.S. investment, which recognizes that in order to be 
secure in their communities, people across the Northern Triangle need meaning-
ful economic opportunities coupled with institutions they can trust.

Changing the underlying dynamics across the Northern Triangle, however, will 
take time. In the interim, the Northern Triangle countries, their immediate neigh-
bors, and the United States should take measures to properly identify and protect 
refugees in the region. Managing the immediate consequences of this crisis also 
means the United States must improve how it handles those asylum seekers that 
do make the perilous journey to the United States.

In a companion report, the Center for American Progress lays out a set of 
recommendations for ensuring due process protections for asylum seekers in 
the United States. These include, among other provisions, providing additional 
information about the asylum and immigration court process to children and 
families upon arrival and ensuring that all children and other vulnerable immi-
grants receive counsel in their immigration proceedings. They also require fully 
resourcing the immigration courts so that each individual can have a fair shot at 
making a claim for protection.

Taken together, not only would the recommendations in these two reports help 
manage the short-term aspects of the crisis facing the Northern Triangle, but 
they would also alleviate the violence and poverty that lead individuals to flee the 
region, as well as enhance U.S. economic and security interests.
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