11/18/2016 Easy Prey: Criminal Violence and Central American Migration | Crisis Group

9

REPORT N° 57 / LATIN AMERICA & CARIBBEAN 28 JULY 2016

Easy Prey: Criminal Violence and Central
American Migration

Massive deportations from Mexico and the U.S. have not stopped Central Americans fleeing endemic
poverty and epidemic violence. Erecting more barriers and forcing migrants and refugees
underground deepens the humanitarian crisis - and strengthens the illegal networks turning much of
Central America into a criminal battleground.

Related Tags Executive Summary

HUMANITARIAN FALLOUT OF ) ) .

CONFLICT Massive deportations from Mexico and the U.S. have
failed to stem the tide of Central Americans fleeing

CENTRAL AMERICA endemic poverty combined with epidemic violence.

Stepped up enforcement has diverted undocumented
migration into more costly, circuitous and dangerous
channels. Criminal gangs and the corrupt officials
who enable them are the beneficiaries of a policy that
forces desperate people to pay increasing sums to
avoid detention, extortion or kidnapping. Beefed-up
border control inadvertently fuels human smuggling
and fortifies criminal gangs that increasingly control
that industry. Governments must guarantee those
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fleeing violence the opportunity to seek asylum
through fair, efficient procedures, while launching a
major regional effort to provide security and
economic opportunity in home countries. Central
American leaders, especially in the northern triangle
of El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, must in
turn address chronic insecurity more effectively while
monitoring and assisting those deported, especially
children and adolescents, so they have an option
other than fleeing again.

The humanitarian crisis of 2014, when the U.S. struggled to cope with a
surge of undocumented migrants, especially unaccompanied children, was
never resolved. It was just pushed southwards. In fiscal year 2015, Mexico
returned 166,000 Central Americans, including some 30,000 children and
adolescents, while the U.S. deported over 75,000. But the Mexican
government’s capacity to control the flow of migrants and refugees is
reaching its limit. Many see Mexico as their destination, not just the
country they cross in transit to the U.S. Asylum petitions have more than
doubled, straining capacity to process them fairly and efficiently. Though
the acceptance rate has increased in 2016, it remains inadequate to protect
the men, women and children whose lives and livelihoods are threatened
by the criminals who dominate many impoverished communities.

“ Beefed-up border Migrants from both Mexico and the northern triangle
control inadvertently of Central America (NTCA) region have long fled
fuels human poverty to seek a better life abroad, sending home
smuggling and remittances that are a major source of foreign
fortifies criminal exchange and a crucial prop for their home countries’
gangs that economies. However, Mexico and the U.S. treat what
increasingly control is now in large part a violence-driven refugee crisis as
that industry. ” if it were still solely an economic migration problem.

Many victimised today by economic deprivation and

social exclusion also face persecution by organised
criminal groups, from neighbourhood gangs to transnational drug
traffickers. Forced displacement is increasingly widespread, as violence
reaches civil-war levels. About 150,000 people have been killed in the
NTCA since 2006, an average of more than 50 homicides per 100,000,
more than triple the rate in Mexico (where killings have soared since 2007)
and more than ten times the U.S. average.

El Salvador became the most violent country in the western hemisphere in
2015 with a staggering murder rate of 103 per 100,000 people, while
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Honduras suffered 57 per 100,000 and Guatemala 30 per 100,000. Young
people are the most vulnerable to violence, as both perpetrators and
victims. The proportion of homicide victims under age twenty in El
Salvador and Guatemala is higher than anywhere else in the world. No
wonder that 35,000 children and adolescent migrants were detained in
Mexico in 2015, nine times more than in 2011.

Those escaping violence at home are targeted again as they flee. Ideal
victims, many have relatives who can be stung for ransom payments;
lacking legal status, they are less likely than locals to report serious crimes
like assault, extortion or kidnapping. They are also vulnerable to
trafficking: the sex industry along the Mexican/Guatemalan border is
largely driven by supply of migrants, especially adolescents, some of whom
are held in virtual debt bondage to traffickers. A recent study, estimating
that for every reported case there were 30 hidden victims, put sexually-
exploited victims in Guatemala alone at nearly 50,000.

Guatemala has acted against human trafficking,

including creating a special prosecutorial unit that,

however, lacks staff and resources to be effective ‘ The Dialo_gue
beyond the capital. Mexico has specialised units to @The_Dialogue
investigate crimes against migrants, including a new Past 3 yrs: some 50k
one in the federal prosecutor’s office, but lack of murdered in Northern

information and resources again hampers efforts. Triangle. More homicides

. . than #US, which has more
Prosecutors should work with migrant shelters and than 10 times pop. -
other NGOs to encourage violent crime and official @MarkLSchneider
abuse victims to come forward, with guarantees of #ICGReport

humanitarian protection and financial aid.
https://twitter.com/The_Dialogue/
status/755761083655348225

The region already has relatively robust legal

frameworks to protect refugees: the countries of

Central and North America either signed the 1951

convention on refugees or its 1967 protocol and have asylum systems in
place. Mexico has been at the forefront of international efforts to protect
refugees: its diplomats promoted the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on
Refugees, which expands the definition to those fleeing “generalised
violence”. To offer effective protection, however, capacity must be
expanded to process asylum requests quickly and fairly. The countries
should also refrain when possible from holding asylum-seekers in
detention, which can deter those most in need — families and
unaccompanied children — from seeking help.
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“Undocumented migrants make perfect
victims. Fearful of authorities, they are
highly unlikely to report even violent
crimes, such as robbery or rape. ”

Los Angeles Times [Z

Mary Speck

Former Senior Analyst, Mexico

Mexico cannot shoulder the refugee problem alone; genuine regional
sharing of responsibility is essential. Guatemala must also provide better
safety and shelter to those in transit and combat human trafficking. The
U.S. should step up legal, economic, medical and psychosocial support for
international agencies, government institutions and local NGOs that work
with refugees. Despite unabashed hostility from some political sectors to
migration from Central America and Mexico, it should explore bringing
more refugees, especially children, directly to the U.S., so they avoid a
dangerous journey, and consider temporarily halting deportations of
youths who risk becoming victims or members of gangs. Erecting more
barriers and forcing migrants and refugees further underground has
exacerbated the humanitarian crisis, strengthening the illegal networks
that have turned much of Central America into a criminal battleground.

Recommendations
To protect the lives and rights of Central American migrants

To the government of Mexico:

1. Recognise that migrants, especially children and families,
must not be returned to Central American communities
where their lives and freedom could be in danger; so
expand the capacity of the Commission for Refugee
Assistance (COMAR) to evaluate asylum petitions, based
on the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1984 Cartagena
Declaration, as incorporated in Mexican law.

2. Work with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) to implement protocols allowing migration
agents and other government officials to seek out those
needing protection, especially in border areas and migrant
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detention centres.

3. Provide alternatives to detention in consultation with civil
society and community leaders, so families seeking refugee
status can remain together and vulnerable groups — such as
unaccompanied minors, women and lesbian, gay, bi- trans-
or inter-sexual (LGBTI) individuals — receive adequate
assistance and protection.

4. Offer “Visitor for Humanitarian Reasons” status,
commonly known as humanitarian visas, to applicants for
asylum, allowing them to accept formal employment and
move freely within the country.

5. End the impunity of criminals and corrupt officials who
target migrants by:

a. working with humanitarian agencies, shelters, and other
NGOs to protect migrants who have been victims of or
witnesses to violent crime, abuse or corruption,
encouraging them to report crimes and serve as
witnesses and informing them of their right to
humanitarian parole and protection; and

b. expanding special state and federal prosecutorial units to
investigate crimes against migrants, and working with
shelters and human rights groups to identify victims of
violent crime or official abuse; such units should also
work closely with state special prosecutors for migrants
and the federal organised crime unit, prioritising and
monitoring the investigation of official corruption and
violent crime, such as kidnapping.

To the governments of Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador:

6. Provide adequate support for and monitoring of deported
migrants, especially children, including security and
enhanced screening to identify and provide follow-up aid to
those needing particularly education and job opportunities.

7. Work with the UNHCR to establish in-country centres in

Mexico and other transit and destination countries, where
those fleeing violence can petition for refugee recognition
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and be screened for third-country resettlement.

8. Expand prosecutorial capacity in Guatemala to investigate
human trafficking for sexual exploitation, especially in
border areas; and work with shelters and human rights
groups to encourage Central American victims of
trafficking networks to report abuse.

9. Protect trafficking victims from involuntary deportation,
providing resettlement assistance and counselling when
necessary; and reunite children and adolescents with their
families, if feasible, or refer them to specialised institutions
able to provide the required medical and psychosocial care.

To the government of the U.S.:

10. Step up and expand in-country processing for refugee
status or humanitarian parole of Central Americans with
protection needs, particularly minors; explore accelerating
the asylum process; and give adequate shelter to those
awaiting decisions.

11. Work with the UNHCR to establish processing centres in
Mexico and Central America so that those forcibly
displaced can seek U.S. refugee recognition from the safety
of neighbouring countries.

12. Give COMAR financial help and training, especially to
expand regional offices; and set up mobile units along the
border and migration routes.

13. Assist Mexican authorities and NGOs with programs to
help integrate refugees, including initiatives to help them
find health care, training, employment and psychosocial
support, when necessary.

14. Address the push factors that impel Central Americans to
leave the northern triangle by extending support for the
Alliance for Prosperity for five years, with targeted
programs to address community violence prevention,
institutional reform and poverty.

15. Help regional governments replicate effective community-
based violence prevention programs, partner with the
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private sector to create jobs and undertake police and
justice sector reforms like those exemplified by the
International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala.

16. Halt deportation of undocumented youths by offering
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) until countries of origin
have effective education and job training programs; and
provide resources to that end, so as to avoid sending them
back to violent neighbourhoods where they risk forced gang
recruitment.

Mexico City/Guatemala City/Bogota/Brussels, 28 July 2016

In fiscal year 2015, Mexico returned 166,000 Central Americans, including
some 30,000 children and adolescents, while the U.S. deported over
75,000. PIXABAY/tmeier1964

. Introduction

One of the world’s busiest migration corridors runs from Central America
through Mexico to the U.S. Some twelve million Mexicans live abroad — the
largest diaspora in the world after India’s — alongside 1.5 million migrants
from the countries of the northern triangle of Central America (NTCA):
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. 1 Most of these expatriates
reside in the U.S., sending home remittances that provide much of the
region’s foreign exchange. While Mexican migration has slowed in recent
years (with more returning than leaving), Central American migration into
Mexico has surged. Many are in transit, pulled toward the U.S. by the lure
of family reunification and the hope of better-paying jobs. Increasing
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numbers, however, say they are running from soaring criminal violence
that has turned much of Central America’s northern tier into a virtual war
zone in which traffickers compete to control drug smuggling routes, and
street gangs fight to dominate the retail drug trade and extortion rackets.

Over the past decade, about 150,000 people have been killed in the NTCA,
making the region one of the world’s most violent. El Salvador had the
highest murder rate in 2015: 103 per 100,000 people. 2 After a truce
between major gangs started to collapse in 2013, the numbers shot up,
doubling in two years, although violence has declined in 2016. 3
Honduras faces a combination of street gangs in urban areas and drug
traffickers along the Atlantic coast and northern border who transport
South American cocaine en route to the U.S. Though murders have
declined over the past two years, they remain among the world’s highest at
57 per 100,000. Youths are the most vulnerable to violence. El Salvador
and Guatemala, according to a 2014 study, have the world’s highest
homicide rates among children and adolescents. 4

Guatemala has seen sustained progress, with a rate that has declined by
one-third since 2009. Even so, it has 30 homicides per 100,000. On
average, the three countries suffer over 50 homicides per 100,000, more
than triple the rate in Mexico (where killings have soared since 2007) and
more than ten times the U.S. average. 5 Violence is combined with
pervasive poverty: more than half the population in Guatemala (62 per
cent) and Honduras (59 per cent) and about a third (31 per cent) in El
Salvador live on less than $4 a day. ©

This report examines one of the most tragic human consequences of the
NTCA’s social, institutional and economic failures: the massive emigration
of citizens who leave not just seeking a better life, but in many cases to save
their lives. It is based on dozens of interviews with officials and experts in
Mexico and Guatemala, including with aid workers, activists and local
officials along the common border. It is also based on testimony of
migrants themselves about the dangers in their countries of origin and on
their journeys. The first section explores conditions along a historically
porous border, the estimated dimensions of the flow of irregular migrants
and refugees and the push/pull factors behind Central American
migration, including how organised crime generates forced displacement.
Then it looks at how criminal groups, including human trafficking
networks, exploit migrants and refugees on their way through Guatemala
and Mexico. The final sections analyse the region’s response to the
humanitarian crisis, whether through inadequate asylum systems or
meagre protection for deported migrants. 7
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ll. The Open Border

Central America and Mexico share a 1,149km frontier that stretches from
the Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean Sea, through some of the region’s most
impoverished territory, where there is little infrastructure or formal
employment. Part of the 956km Mexico/Guatemala border winds along
two narrow rivers, the Suchiate to the south west and the Usumacinta
further north. The remaining 193km follow the Rio Hondo River, which
divides Mexico from Belize. 8 Mexico has four states along its southern
border, of which Chiapas is the largest and the country’s poorest:
approximately half its population survives on daily income of less than
$2.60. 9 The departments on the Guatemalan side (San Marcos,
Huehuetenango, Quiché, Alta Verapaz and Petén) are also predominantly
poor, suffering from high rates of extreme poverty and malnutrition. 10
In both countries, poverty is most prevalent in rural, indigenous areas. The
border region is largely Maya, with residents on both sides sharing
common native languages, especially Mam.

A. Documenting the Undocumented

Up to 400,000 irregular migrants cross from Central America into
southern Mexico each year. 11 Exact numbers are difficult to determine.
A network of shelters, largely funded by religious and other civil society
organisations that operate along migrant routes, provide some monthly
data, but only a portion of those traveling north stay in shelters. Another
source are the monthly numbers provided by Mexico’s National Migration
Institute (INM in Spanish), which registers all those detained and
deported. In theory, massive deportations from Mexico and the U.S. —
along with information campaigns in Central America aimed at dissuading
would-be migrants from a long, costly and dangerous trek north — should
be reducing the numbers entering Mexico. 12

The number of undocumented migrants detained in
Mexico has soared over the past four years, however,
rising to 190,366 in 2015 from 66,583 in 2011. Nearly
90 per cent of those detained in 2015 were from the
NTCA. Increasingly they are women: 14 per cent of
the total in 2011 and 24 per cent in 2015. Most

"La Bestia" .

A campaign by the U.S. Customs alarming are the large numbers of undocumented

and Border Protection included NTCA migrants younger than eighteen. In 2011

producing a hit ‘corrido’ (ballad) . 8 Y & & ) ’

about the dangers faced by Mexico apprehended some 4,000 adolescents and

;nlg#m;t& children from northern Central America. That rose to
oulupbe

about 23,000 in 2014 and nearly 35,000 in 2015. An

https://lwww.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/easy-prey-criminal-violence-and-central-american-migration

9/34



11/18/2016 Easy Prey: Criminal Violence and Central American Migration | Crisis Group

increasing proportion are girls: 24 per cent in 2011
and 35 per cent in 2014. About half these children were registered as
travelling through Mexico unaccompanied, ie, without an adult relative or
other guardian. 13

Some of these numbers may represent migrants who have made multiple
attempts to enter Mexico. However, massive deportations — justified by the
U.S. and Mexican governments as necessary to prevent uncontrolled
population movements and deter future clandestine migration — are not
significantly stemming the flow. More than 80 per cent of those detained
by Mexico’s INM since 2011 have been returned to countries of origin. In
2015, such deportations of Guatemalans, Hondurans and Salvadorans
exceeded 165,000, more than twice the number the U.S. deported to the
NTCA that year. 14

Nonetheless, the flows continue. Shelters in both Tabasco and Chiapas
reported that the number of migrants by mid-2016 was approaching or
exceeding levels seen during 2014. 15 The flood strains Mexican
authorities’ capacity. Their largest migrant detention centre, Siglo 21 in
Tapachula, is built for about 960 but often houses more than 1,000,
according to human rights activists. 16 Mexico detained tens of
thousands of migrants in the first four months of 2016, including about
54,000 adults and 9,900 children. That is down 14 per cent from the same
months in 2015 but well above the 34,000 detained in the same period of
2014. 17 Unaccompanied minors and families declined sharply on the
U.S. border in late 2014 and early 2015 but began to rise again in 2016. As
of June, U.S. agents had apprehended 196,000 irregular migrants on the
south-west border, including nearly 56,000 unaccompanied children and
family members, considerably more than the 166,000 undocumented
persons detained in 2015’s first semester, but lower than the 285,000 in the
same 2014 period when the surge was peaking. 18

B. Everyday Contraband

Contraband is a way of life on the border, which in addition to eight official
posts has more than 50 unofficial vehicular crossings and uncounted
pedestrian pathways. 19 Depending on variations in the Mexican peso’s
value and the Guatemalan quetzal’s, residents smuggle a variety of basic
goods. Inner-tube rafts shuttle all day through the busiest crossing, Ciudad
Hidalgo/Tecin Uman. From Mexico, they are loaded with beer and soft
drinks, sacks of rice, cartons of toilet paper and disposable diapers. From
Guatemala, they carry passengers, including shoppers, informal day-
labourers and street vendors, who pay fifteen pesos (about $0.80) to cross
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illegally. On a June 2016 morning, more than two dozen rafts poled across
the shallow river, while sparse traffic used the nearby pedestrian and
vehicular bridge that was the official crossing. 20

To the north east, at El Ceibo, a station between Mexico’s Tabasco state
and Guatemala's Petén department, it was similarly easy to bypass official
procedures on a May afternoon. Offices on the Guatemalan side were in a
trailer, powered by a sputtering generator. On the Mexican side, newly
built immigration and customs offices were nearly empty. Two migration
agents watched as people crossed a field below the station and through
some jungle into Mexico. “They’re Guatemalans walking to Mexico to buy
something or visit family”, one shrugged. “They could get a visitor’s pass,
but they don’t bother”. 21

For residents on both sides, “the border doesn’t exist”. 22 Migration and
customs officials seem to turn a blind eye to the bustling traffic and
undocumented migrants who slip across among the smugglers and day-
labourers. Instead of policing the frontier, Mexican enforcement tightens
further inside Tabasco and Chiapas states, where the federal government is
building five customs, migration and security check-points. 23 For
migrants, the greatest threats are the INM mobile units, paddy wagons
known as “volantas”. By law, only unarmed migration agents, not police,
are allowed to detain undocumented migrants, unless they are caught or
suspected of committing a crime. Police can also be called in for backup, if
migrants resist detention. 24

Tecun Uman, Guatemala's Busiest Border
Crossing
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In this video, Crisis Group Guatemala Analyst Arturo Matute shows how
the inner-tube rafts shuttle all day through Guatemala's busiest border
crossing, Tecin Uméan. CRISIS GROUP

In contrast to Mexico’s northern border, where traffickers have engaged in
brutal turf wars, the southern border is relatively peaceful. 25 Because it
is easy to move drugs through sparsely populated, heavily forested areas,
there is little need for traffickers to defend their clandestine routes. Nor is
there a large retail market for drugs, defended by well-armed, local street
gangs. 26 The ingredients that have led to criminal explosions in certain
regions of Mexico and Central America — sudden supply or demand
changes, a competitive retail market, increased military or police
enforcement — are largely absent in south-eastern Mexico/north-western
Guatemala. There is no need to fight for control of a porous border, said a
former Mexican intelligence official, where there is ample space for
competing smugglers to operate quietly without drawing unnecessary
attention. 27

That translates into homicide rates in these border states or departments
that are below national averages in Mexico and Guatemala. Some
observers, however, believe violent crime there may be severely
underreported, first, because the largely indigenous population distrusts
the authorities, and secondly, because many victims are outsiders: the
scores of thousands or hundreds of thousands of undocumented migrants
who cross into Mexico annually. Fearful of detection, few migrants report
assaults, extortions or kidnappings.

C. Detention or Shelter

A top INM official said the institute put a high priority on human rights
protection, including providing UN information on the right to asylum (see
below). Women with small children are housed apart from men;
unaccompanied minors receive shelter from the federal family development
agency. But, he admitted, institute resources were “not sufficient” to deal
with the numbers now crossing the border. Others, such as Humberto
Roque Villanueva, deputy interior minister responsible for migration, also
warned Mexico was “at the limit of our resources”. 28

Instead of discouraging undocumented migrants, said a shelter director,
deportations have made them even more afraid of migration agents and
other authorities, forcing them onto more isolated and potentially more
dangerous routes. Migrants reported walking for hours along remote paths
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from the border to avoid migration authorities. 29 What enforcement has
done, according to a shelter director, is “make migrants more vulnerable,
more invisible, more trafficked”. Nonetheless, many feel not migrating is
even more dangerous. “We can’t forget what has happened in their own
countries, where the social fabric is broken. However dangerous the
journey, it is safer than staying home”. More families are leaving together
because they are “afraid to leave their children behind”. 30

Those who escape detention can rely on a network of shelters funded by
Catholic religious orders and parishes. Some of the larger, such as La 72 in
Tenosique, Tabasco, receive funding and services from international
agencies and NGOs. Others depend on donations from locals as poor as
the migrants themselves. Farmers in Macuspana, Tabasco, set up a shelter
next to the chapel, along a bend where the cargo trains tend to slow down,
allowing migrants to get on and off. When the shelter began in 2006, it
gave food to perhaps ten migrants at a time; by 2014, it was hosting dozens
almost nightly. Many now arrive after walking days for fear of being caught
by authorities or extorted by criminals on the train. Most meals consist of
plantains, yucca and beans grown by local ejidatarios (communal land
holders) or donated by the parish. They get a pallet to sleep on, a place to
wash and two meals a day, according to Maria Antonia Falcon Gonzélez,
who, with her daughter, cooks every day for migrants, often using food
grown on her family’s plot. “We are just doing what the Bible says:
welcoming strangers”. 31

The cargo train known as "La Bestia" departs Tenosique in the southern
Mexican state of Tabasco with Central American migrants heading further
north. CRISIS GROUP/Mary Speck
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lll. Push and Pull

Central American migrants express multiple reasons for leaving: most want
better jobs so they can support family members at home. Many want to join
parents or other close relatives in the U.S. The majority are young men of
working age, often with families to support at home. Some are agricultural
workers seeking seasonal work. Others intend to move abroad for a few
years, earn enough to put children through school and then return.
Violence was a recurring theme in the stories of migrants interviewed in
three shelters along the Mexico/Guatemala border. Poverty was “bearable”,
said a woman, but “you can't live in fear”.

“It used to be peaceful in the cantones (small towns), said
Reina, a woman that fled from central El Salvador with her
sister and their three young children. “Now there are gangs

» »

everywhere. Only the rich people are safe”.

Yy »

e Cindy, 23, from San Pedro Sula, walked all night from the
Mexican/Guatemalan border, through thick brush that left
her neck and arms covered in scratches. Her father was
unemployed and her mother had kidney disease, leaving
the single mother the family’s sole breadwinner. She hoped
to bring her children, four and five, from Honduras once
she finds work in Mexico or the U.S. Gangs recruit children
as young as six or seven as lookouts, she said. “They go for
the brightest boys and prettiest girls. It breaks my heart”.

e Aracely, 25, left five- and seven-year old sons with
relatives in the Atlantic-coast department of Colon,
Honduras on a third attempt to reach the U.S. after
deportations from Mexico. Her family’s troubles began
after relatives got involved with illegal drugs. Rival
traffickers murdered an uncle, a drug transportista
(courier), then shot her brother and husband. She knows
who did it, but will not report them: “When narcos kill, no
one can say anything”.

e Maynor, 30, walked for nearly two days through jungle
before reaching a shelter. The trek destroyed his shoes,
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forcing him to hobble during the final hours on blistered,
bleeding feet. He drove a Tegucigalpa taxi, but half his
income went to gangs for protection. “We taxistas are
screwed”, he said. “You either pay the marerros (gangsters)
or they kill you”.

“Violence was a
recurring themein e José, 21, left San Salvador with his
the stories of nineteen-year-old wife and year-old son. A
migrants interviewed street vendor, he witnessed a gang shooting.
in three shelters along “They told me to get out”. The family sold
the their most valuable possessions — a bed and
Mexico/Guatemala a motorbike — but the money only got them
border.” to southern Mexico. “We’ll stay here if we
can. We don’t have any family up there [in
the U.S.]".

e Alex, 46, worked in construction in Sonsonate, El

Salvador, but when jobs dried up in his home town, he
feared looking for work elsewhere in the country. “You
can’t work anywhere without permission from the local
gang”. So he plans to move to New Jersey, where he lived
more than a decade ago, sending money home to raise his
now-grown children. “I never wanted to go back”, he said,
citing the journey’s increased costs and dangers.

Diana, 31, a transsexual, has fled twice: from San Salvador
to escape a violent ex-lover with gangster connections, and
from a neigbouring town after witnessing the murder of a
fellow transsexual. Since arriving in Mexico — working at
bars to support herself — she has been beaten and robbed
three times.

Reina, 30, fled from a small town in central El Salvador
with her sister and their three young children. Problems
began after gangs moved in, taking control by terrorising
residents. The gang threw a homemade bomb into a
neighbour’s house, killing four. It shot her brother,
considered an “enemy” as a former soldier, and warned the
rest of the family to scatter. It used to be peaceful in the
cantones (small towns), she said. “Now there are gangs
everywhere. Only the rich people are safe”. 32

Ly
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These accounts are typical for many who flee. A 2015 UN survey of 160
Central American and Mexican women seeking U.S. asylum found 85 per
cent described living in neighbourhoods controlled by gangs; 64 per cent
had been targeted by direct threats or attacks or lost a close relative; 62 per
cent said they regularly saw dead bodies in their neighbourhoods. About 60
per cent said they had reported attacks to police or other authorities,
though none expected adequate protection from authorities, and 10 per
cent felt government officials were liable to cause harm. The report warned
that lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans- or inter-sexual (LGBTI) individuals may
be especially vulnerable targets for gang violence. 33

A 2014 UN study of more than 400 unaccompanied or separated migrant
Central American and Mexican children held in U.S. detention found more
than half cited violence as a reason for leaving home, predominantly
criminal violence but also domestic abuse. Those most likely to cite violence
in society were Salvadoran and Mexican children (69 and 60 per cent
respectively), followed by Honduran (43 per cent) and Guatemalan (20 per
cent). The report concluded that while the children cited multiple reasons
for leaving their countries, most also needed international protection from
violence. 34 While children may cite their desire to reunite with parents
as the primary reason for emigrating, fear of violence is often the
immediate cause, a study of Salvadoran children found: “Most referenced
fear of crime and violence as the underlying motive for their decision to
reunify with family now rather than two years in the past or two years in
the future”. 35

Analysis of 2014 data from the Latin American Public Opinion Project
(LAPOP) also found a strong relationship between crime victimisation and
migration intentions from El Salvador and Honduras. Only in Guatemala,
where violence has recently declined, was there no significant correlation.

https://lwww.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/easy-prey-criminal-violence-and-central-american-migration 16/34


https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/easy-prey-criminal-violence-and-central-american-migration#

11/18/2016 Easy Prey: Criminal Violence and Central American Migration | Crisis Group

Even so, Guatemalans who had been victims more than once were more
likely to plan to migrate in the near future. Those intending to go to the
U.S. were well aware of risks. A survey found that 85 per cent of 3,000
Hondurans believed crossing the border was more dangerous than
previously; 79 per cent knew deportations had increased. Knowledge of the
risks “played no significant role in who had plans to migrate and who did
not have such plans”. The “critical predictor” of intentions was “direct
experience with crime”, especially in Honduras and El Salvador. 36

——— = —

Migrants, especially women and children, are especially vulnerable to
sexual exploitation by criminal networks. FLICKR/Victor Hugo Garcia Ulloa

IV. Dangerous Passage

Migrants have long clambered aboard aging cargo trains known
collectively as “La Bestia” (the Beast) that head from southern Mexico
toward the U.S. 37 The tracks lead north from the southern border states
of Chiapas and Tabasco, converge in the Gulf Coast state of Veracruz, then
split again in Mexico City on their way toward the border cities of Nogales,
Ciudad Juarez and Reynosa. 38 On a typical May 2016 morning, about
two dozen migrants, mostly men but also a few women, including a mother
with an infant, could be seen climbing onto the train in Tenosique,
Tabasco, standing on small platforms between the cargo cars or perched
precariously on the roof. 39 La Bestia is the last-resort transportation for
the poorest travellers, who pay gangsters some $100 each to board. Some
migrants said Central American maras (street gangs) controlled access to
the train along the border. Others spoke of members of the Zetas, a hyper-
violent drug cartel that dominates drug trafficking and other rackets along
much of the Gulf Coast. 40
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La Bestia carries far fewer undocumented passengers than two or three
years ago, when its roofs were jammed. Migrants say riding it is now
riskier: police and migration agents monitor the route more closely, and
the locomotives often run faster, making it more dangerous to get and stay
on. More than 100 migrants have lost limbs in accidents since 2012. 41
Though the trains have come to symbolise the hazards of Central American
migration, they were never the only or even principal means for traversing
Mexico. 42 Most migrants use a variety of other means — buses, private
vehicles, truck trailers — to journey north. Some veteran migrants say that a
decade ago they only needed to contract a guide to slip over the U.S.
border. 43 Today, crossing Mexico requires a network of guides and
informants, able to navigate through both official obstacles and criminal
territories. 44

A. People Smuggling

Migrant smugglers — called coyotes or polleros (chicken herders) — were
often trusted members of the local community who worked for a relatively
modest fee. 45 Today they are part of a larger structure that may move
up to 200 migrants at a time, though in smaller groups of ten or so. Some
migrants say these networks charge about $5,000-$7,000 to reach the U.S.
That price often includes three attempts, in the event that the client is
detected by the INM and deported. Migrants with deeper pockets — such
as Asians attempting to enter the U.S. from Mexico — might pay double or
triple. 46 Central American families pool resources and go into debt to
send children and women by safer routes, paying for travel by car or bus,
sometimes with false documents. 47 The higher price may even include a
guarantee the child will be delivered to a family member. To pay off that

debt, other family members may feel impelled to make the same journey.
48

The network stays in contact via cell phone, providing information about
avoiding migration agents or police and military roadblocks. 49 It also
has contacts to provide migrants a safe place to stay, and it insures against
the greatest danger: kidnapping. According to Rodolfo Casillas, an expert
on migration and organised crime, migrant smugglers have been
“subsumed, subordinated or used by networks dedicated to migrant
kidnapping”. Smugglers are forced to pay protection, $600-$1,000 for
each migrant. Those kidnapped may end up among the 26,000 registered
as missing in Mexico, about 10 per cent of whom may be foreigners, mostly
migrants. 50
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