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Immigrants from El Salvador and Guatemala

In June 2014, headlines sounded the alarm who entered the U.S. illegally board a bus
after being released from a family detention
(http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/13939/despite-u-s-efforts-root- center in Texas, July 7. 2015 (AP photo by

causes-of-migration-crisis-prevail-in-central-america) over an influx of Eric Gay).

unaccompanied minors clandestinely entering the U.S.
from Central America. While the story has largely receded from view, the crisis continues.

In recent years, more than 100,000 Central American children have undertaken the perilous 3,000-
mile journey to the United States, exposing themselves to extortion, kidnapping, rape and murder
along the way. According to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, more than 68,000
unaccompanied minors, ranging in ages from less than 1to 17 years old, were apprehended
(http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children/fy-2015) at the Southwest border
between October 2013 and September 2014. Among them were more than 16,000 children from El
Salvador, more than 17,000 from Guatemala, and more than 15,000 from Honduras. The dramatic
increase in unaccompanied minors, up from 4,444 apprehensions in fiscal year 2010, included an
alarming increase (http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/migrants-deported-united-states-and-mexico-northern-
triangle-statistical-and-socioeconomic) in the number girls as well as of children under age 12.

The causes of the surge of child migration are complex, though many observers have linked the
recent increase in unaccompanied minors to gang violence and organized crime in the region.
Transnational youth gangs, locally known as “maras,” are known to engage in activities including
extortion, kidnapping, drug trafficking, prostitution, murder and possibly human trafficking.
Recently, the gangs have increased their presence in schools, threatening and forcibly recruiting
students, extorting teachers, and, in the case of Honduras, effectively control some schools

(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/12/08/honduras-school-gangs_n_6288824.html).
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Meanwhile, violence in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, sometimes collectively referred to as
the “Northern Triangle,” is among the highest in the world. While homicide rates have reportedly
improved in Honduras, declining from 82 per 100,000 in 2013 to 66 per 100,000 in 2014, those
numbers are still well over the World Health Organization’s standard for a homicide epidemic of 10
per 100,000. In San Pedro Sula, one of Honduras’ most violent cities, homicide rates exceeded 168
per 100,000 in 2014. Caught in a web of escalating violence, El Salvador’s 2015 homicide rate may
exceed 100 per 100,000, again making it the most violent country in the world.

But Central Americans, including unaccompanied minors, are not only fleeing gang violence and
organized crime. Some are also fleeing abuses by their own governments. Honduras’ nefariously
corrupt police force is known to have participated in extrajudicial killings, arbitrary arrests, torture
and drug trafficking. Even members of the TIGRES—a U.S.-funded, special security unit vetted
under the human rights provisions of the so-called Leahy Law—have engaged in corruption. Days
ago, El Salvador’s human rights ombudsman announced (http://www.eleconomista.es/politica-
eAm/noticias/7208919/12/15/Cuerpos-de-seguridad-los-mas-denunciados-por-violar-los-DDHH-en-El-Salvador.html) that more
than 90 percent of the country’s reported human rights violations had been attributed to state
security forces. Impunity in the region is rampant. Few crimes are ever investigated, and even
fewer are prosecuted.

The number of Guatemalans, Hondurans and Salvadorans seeking asylum in the U.S. due to the
unrelenting violence and impunity increased 410 percent between 2010 and 2014
(http://www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/northern-triangle-immigration-to-us-up-410-since-2010). The asylum process is
long and arduous, and claims are often difficult to prove. Speaking anecdotally as a Central
American expert, I’ve received a significant increase in requests for expert testimony in asylum
cases during the past year. Even with compelling testimony on the human rights landscape of
particular countries, however, it’s difficult to document specific threats and political persecution
experienced by individuals. Sadly, dozens of deportees have been murdered
(http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/oct/12/obama-immigration-deportations-central-america) after returning to
their home countries.
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