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PURPOSE OF THE VISIT 

Ask Congress to rethink U.S. foreign policy toward Central America by putting an end to harmful interventions 
that further militarize Central American societies, while meaningfully addressing violence and rights violations 
that compel displacement and migration. 

 
WHAT OUR FAITH TELLS US 

In Psalm 82, God speaks to the political leaders of the day: “How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality 
to the wicked? Give justice to the weak and fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the destitute. Rescue 
the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked” (Psalm 82: 3-4). 

Let us be their neighbors, share their fears and uncertainty about the future, and take concrete steps to reduce 
their suffering (Pope Francis speaking on World Refugee Day, June 20, 2014). 

Those who flee wars and persecution should be protected by the global community. This requires, at a minimum, 
that migrants have a right to claim refugee status without incarceration and to have their claims fully considered 
by a competent authority (Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope, US-Mexican Catholic Bishops’ 
Pastoral Letter on Migration, 2003). 

 
WHAT WE SEE 

Violence 

 Migration from the Northern Triangle of Central America—El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras—has risen 
steadily as violence has increased.  Street gang violence has intensified in the last decade, and as drug 
trafficking routes have shifted to Central America, violence associated with the drug trade has risen as well. 

 Honduras has the highest homicide rate in world, and El Salvador and Guatemala are numbers 3 and 8. In 
Honduras from 2005 to 2012, murders of women and girls increased 346%. Murders of men and boys 
increased by 292% over the same time period (Observatory of Citizen Security) 

 Violence against women and girls has increased at an alarming rate in the region.  El Salvador has the highest 
rate of femicide (murder of women and girls) in the world; Guatemala is third and Honduras is seventh. (NY 
Daily News). Gender-based sexual violence is also on the rise and the militarization of Honduran society has 
seen this problem reach epidemic rates. (Radio Progreso, Honduras) 

 Child advocates, especially from Honduras and El Salvador, report accounts of children and teenagers subject 
to assaults and intimidation from gangs, and of children being forcibly recruited by gangs who are 
increasingly aggressive and now have “join or die” policies.  

 Governments in the region have been unable to prevent violence and ensure citizen safety.  Beginning in 
2003, governments in Central America implemented “iron fist” (mano dura) policing strategies; but homicide 
rates rose as those policies were implemented.  Many young people in poor neighborhoods where gangs are 
active have no other option but to flee home. (University of Central America)  

http://www.observatoriodeseguridadciudadanadelasmujeres.org/materiales/INFORME_VCM_C.A..pdf
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/world/femicide-rise-central-america-article-1.1552233
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/world/femicide-rise-central-america-article-1.1552233
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Impunity, Corruption, and Complicity 

 Although the situation is slightly different in each country, throughout the region, corruption within the 
government, law enforcement complicity in criminal activity, and penetration of the political sector by 
organized crime erode citizen security and destroy citizens’ trust in their own governments.  

 There are no effective witness protection systems in these countries. Those who witness or are victims of a 
crime are often left with no choice but to relocate or risk being murdered long before the case gets to trial, if 
it is even investigated at all.  

 In Honduras, there are substantiated reports of police forming and participating in death squads and 
committing extra-judicial executions in San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa; a recent investigation found that over 
200 national police in Honduras were implicated in killings for hire, drug theft, and corruption.  (El Heraldo 
newspaper) 

 Only 20 of every 100 murders are ever investigated in Honduras according to official data of the Honduran 
Public Ministry (Vice News).   

 Impunity is widespread in the region. The conviction rate for murders in all three countries hovers around 
appalling 5%.  

Migration of people in need of protection 

 Children traveling alone: Over the last few years, there has been a large increase in the number of children 
who are fleeing their countries of origin, often traveling alone. Many of them are fleeing violence or forced 
recruitment. In a recent report, the UN Refugee Agency found that 58% of them have international protection 
concerns. During their journey north, these children are exposed to horrific dangers, including attack, kidnap, 
rape, and falling from the train many of them ride through Mexico.   

 Asylum-seekers: The numbers of asylum-seekers from Central America has also increased over the last few 
years, as many of the root causes expelling children from these countries affect adults as well. The number of 
people entering the first stage of the asylum process has increased by more than 250% from 2012. 
Unfortunately, some have interpreted the increase in the number of asylum claims as proof of abuse or fraud. 
However, the US is not the only country seeing such an increase. In fact, from 2008-2013, Mexico, Panama, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Belize jointly documented a 712% increase in the number of asylum applications 
from El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala. 

 Families: In addition to increased numbers of asylum seekers and unaccompanied children, the US has also 
been receiving a large number of families, especially women with young children. Although the US does offer 
some limited protection to children traveling alone, women with their young children are often deported 
extremely quickly, without a meaningful chance to tell their story and access the protection they need.  

PERSONAL TESTIMONY: How this issue impacts me and my community 

Take the opportunity to share why you or your community is particularly committed to supporting safe and 
sustainable policies in Central America.  Have people from your school had a special connection to El Salvador 
through a recent delegation of the Casa program? Did you study or do a home stay in Honduras or Guatemala? 
Did your community organize a humane response to the increase of unaccompanied Central American children 
arriving in the U.S. this year or did you have a guest speaker at your school who addressed this issue? Discuss the 
purpose of the teach-in, the deaths and the Legacy of the Jesuit Martyrs and the way these events ignited the 

https://news.vice.com/article/honduras-is-combating-its-homicide-epidemic-with-militarization
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commitment of Jesuit institutions in the United States to ensure that U.S. Policy does not exacerbate the difficult 
realities facing the poor and marginalized in Central America. 

 

CURRENT US POLICY 

The US has a troubling history of harmful interventions in the region. The 1989 assassination of the six UCA 
Jesuits, their housekeeper and her daughter by U.S.-trained Salvadoran military forces is reminder of the fact that 
our government has an unfortunate record of partnering with abusive human rights offenders in the name of 
“security” in Central America. Our country must put an end to policies that further militarize Central American 
societies such as funding and equipping corrupt and abusive military and security forces, practices that continue 
in Honduras and Guatemala to this day. Instead, the US should focus on building the capacity of El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras to respond to the humane security and development needs of their people through 
state institutions and civil society.  

The U.S. has also been supporting and pressuring other governments to prevent Central Americans from leaving 

their countries of origin and journeying toward the U.S.—even when they are fleeing for their lives. In Honduras 

for instance the U.S. is supporting a unit of the National Police that intercepts children and families and forces 

them to return to their homes without any screening or safeguards to ensure that they are not fleeing 

persecution or are not the victims of trafficking. Similar programs are supported by the U.S. in Guatemala and 

Mexico again without proper protections to ensure people are not being returned to hands of those who wish 

them harm. 

Contrary to the outpouring of compassion and support we have seen from faith communities throughout the 
United States for Central American children and families fleeing violence, the response from many in the 
Administration and Congress has been to attempt to undermine the laws put into place to ensure that 
unaccompanied children and people in need of protection are treated with dignity and respect and have the right 
to have their cases properly evaluated and their stories heard.  Instead the Administration has reopened the 
failed model of family detention, locking up mothers and children seeking protection and degrading their access 
to legal counsel.  Another disturbing move by the Administration has been the front-loading of newly arrived 
children’s asylum cases, a process that has meant a growing number of children have been forced to appear in 
immigration court without having had time to secure a lawyer to help them to navigate our complicated asylum 
system.  At the same time some in Congress continue to attack the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization 
Act, a 2008 law that passed unanimously through both houses of Congress and was signed by President Bush 
which ensures children have the ability to have their stories heard and their best interests evaluated with the help 
of  a child welfare specialist. 

 

REQUESTS 

OUR ASK: Invest in the right of Central Americans, specifically in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala where 

homicide rates are some of the world’s highest, to live and work in safe and economically stable communities. In 

order to make safety and stability in the region a priority, the U.S. must stop militarizing the region.  Alternative 

actions to militarization that meet the same end goal are: providing resources and technical assistance for shelters 

for women and girls who have been targets of sexual violence; strengthening in-country child welfare systems; 

supporting and assisting with further development of witness protection programs so that cases can go to trial 

and perpetrators can be convicted; investing in community-based violence prevention strategies; strengthening 



 _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Ignatian Solidarity Network (ISN) is a national social justice education and advocacy network inspired by the spirituality of St. Ignatius 
of Loyola. ISN was founded in 2004 and is a lay-led 501(c)3 organization working in partnership with Jesuit universities, high schools, and 
parishes, along with many other Catholic institutions and social justice partners. ISN’s website: www.ignatiansolidarity.net  

 

judicial sector independence and reforms; promoting sustainable and inclusive economic development in the 

region. 

OUR ASK: The U.S. must not encourage or finance programs that degrade the ability of people fleeing violence 

to access safety in other countries: Congress should end U.S. programs that seek to militarize the borders of 

Central America and Mexico with the particular goal of cutting off access to asylum for people fleeing targeted 

and generalized violence.  These programs endanger the lives of people seeking safety and run counter to our 

country’s humanitarian ideals and our obligations under international law.  

OUR ASK: Ensure that Central Americans fleeing harm have a full and fair process for accessing refugee status 

and other protections: The U.S. must live up to its values of fairness and justice, ensuring that children and 

families seeking safety within our borders have the ability to tell their stories and have their cases evaluated 

within an age appropriate and timely system. We must not water down protections meant to ensure that 

traumatized and terrorized victims of persecution, torture or trafficking have the ability to make their case for 

humanitarian relief. The U.S. must refrain from the unnecessary and costly use of detention for children and 

families which degrades access to legal representation and exacerbates trauma. Alternatives to detention have 

proven far more cost effective and humane. 

 


