CHAPTER FIVE

Central America: The Retreat of the State and the
Expansion of Illicit Power Centers

The ability of TCNs to co-opt or influence local power structures at
the local and national levels has significantly undermined governance
and the rule of law and made Central America a key point of con
vergence where the activities of substate and extraregional actors pres
ent multiple, significant, and sustained threats to the security of the
United States. TCNs, with more money than they can spend, launder,
or invest, now exercise unprecedented formal and informal power in
each of the six states of Central America.
These criminal actors and their resources have overwhelmed these
small states. Instead of having to focus on one larger state apparatus, as
In Mexico or Colombia, Central American TCNs have six small and
weak nations—which seldom act in concert or share information—to
hollow out.1 One Honduran academic termed this phenomenon the
"evaporating state," where the state government essentially withdraws
from carrying out most of its legitimate functions.2
Although the presence of illicit actors in Central America is noth
ing new, the volume, sophistication, power, and impunity of the illicit
activities and actors are fundamentally reshaping the region. This has
The concept of convergence is examined in Miklaucic and Brewer, 2013. For a more com
plete discussion of the collapse of the states of the Northern Triangle, see Douglas Farah. "Cen
tral America's Northern Triangle: A Time of Turmoil and Transitions," PRISM Journal, Center
for Complex Operations. National Defense University. Vol. 4, No. 3, 2013, pp. 89-109.
Interview with Leticia Salomon, Centro de Document.icion de Honduras. Universidad
Nacional Autonoma de Honduras. Tegucigalpa. Honduras, January 2015.
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led to the retreat of the state as a guarantor of an impartial and func
tioning judicial system, the rule of law, and control of national borders,
and to a political process that increasingly represents little other than
the investments of different TCNs in securing their interests. This leads
to the cycle now under way in the northern tier of countries where, as
Phil Williams notes, "States face two fundamental and interconnected
challenges: They are often unable to meet the economic needs and
expectations of their citizens, and they are unable to elicit the loyalty
and allegiance of significant portions of these same citizens."''
One recent investigation into a series of interrelated money laun
dering, drug trafficking, and murder cases noted that in contrast to
the vast Mexican territory, "where various cartels fight over control
of routes at gunpoint, Central America might as well be one coun
try, where drug trafficking groups quietly coexist, without a clearly
defined hierarchy, and with the money as a flag to prevent shootouts
and mishaps."4
This assessment omits the central fact that violence related to drug
trafficking does exist, particularly between and among drug traffick
ing organizations and gangs, which we will discuss in further detail.
Nonetheless, the concept highlights the reality that in Central America
each network depends on other networks that extend across the region.
Nor is there a clear hierarchy among these networks. Absolute loyalty
to a single syndicate is seldom a requirement, and many of the human
smuggling and cocaine transport groups work for whoever pays them
at the moment.
Many of the most influential groups are transmutations of the
clandestine structures that were active during the regions civil wars in
the 1980s. During these wars, Central America was part of the Cold
War proxy conflicts between the Soviet Union and the United States.
In the multiple regional conflicts, all sides developed clandestine methPhil Williams, "Lawlessness and Disorder An Emerging Paradigm for the 21st Century,"
in Michael Miklaucic and Jacqueline Brewer, cds.. Convergence: Illicit Networks and National
Security in the Age of Globalization, Washington, DC: National Defense University, Center
for Complex Operations, April 2013, p. 27.
Efren Lemus, "Repollo and the Murderer of Facundo Cabral in the Same NarcoNerwork," InSight Crime, August 22. 2013.
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ods for moving weapons, money, and people, as well as acquiring false
identification papers, safe houses, and vehicle licenses. When the wars
ended, most of the combatants assimilated into civil society, but in
each case small groups of participants did not. These groups almost
immediately turned to crime to finance themselves, including kidnap
ping, extortion, and cocaine trafficking.
The shift from an ideological to an economic basis for operating
allowed the networks of the extreme right and extreme left to work
together, rather than against each other. The erasing of these ideologi
cal walls provided expanded alliances and greatly enhanced capabili
ties. Individually, the extreme right and extreme left had a long history
of dealing with allies across the region, but together these budding net
works had immediate access to a variety of trusted partners, regardless
of their location, in any other country in the region.5 Additionally, each
group had cadres of highly trained former combatants and intelligence
operatives, who provided a new level of sophistication and brutality to
already existing small-time criminal networks.
Both the Mexican DTOs and the new actors examined here bring
one constant that drives violence: change due to the constantly shift
ing correlation of forces among the criminal actors and the states. The
unsettled nature of the relationships among the converging groups in
Central America bodes ill for any rapid reduction in violence. Adding
to the disorder, new actors have been moving in, including the Sinaloa
cartel, Los Zetas, and cxtraregional actors, such as Russian criminal
organizations. As these groups move in, violence flares in specific areas
of territorial dispute. As a 2012 United Nations study of TCNs in Cen
tral America noted, "The key driver of violence is not cocaine, but
change: change in the negotiated power relations between and within
groups, and with the state."'1

For a more complete look at the transformation of former armed groups into criminal
organizations in El Salvador, see Douglas Farah, Organized Crime in EI Salvador: The Home
grown and Transnational Dimensions, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.
Working Paper Series on U.S.-Mexico Security Collaboration, May 2010.
UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in Central America and the Caribbean: A Threat
Assessment, September 2012. pp. 13. 22.
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Transportista Networks
Unlike the Mexican organizations, the transportistas are largely local
and each of the Central American networks individually seldom con
trols more than a few towns or rural valleys. While they move illicit
products across a border, the Central American transportista struc
tures are not truly transnational. Rather, they are local groups who
have members on both sides of one specific border and control specific
crossings.
While this limits their national reach, they are structures that
are deeply rooted in the local community, creating control based on
trust and on the ability of the network to inflict harm—not only on an
offending individual, but likely on that individual's extended family, as
well. The alliances among transportista networks, particularly those in
close proximity to each other, are often cemented through interfamily
marriages. This feudal system of creating blood alliances is not new,
but it is growing in importance. It almost guarantees that, if someone
is captured, he or she will not divulge information that could damage
multiple groups. It also helps guarantee that someone in the extended
family with the same skills or same knowledge can immediately step in
to replace the missing party and business will continue unhindered."
The movement of illicit products is a type of relay system, where
the goods are passed from the custody of one group to the next. For
example, in the illicit movement of Chinese nationals, the coyote, or
transporter, will text a group photograph to the cell phone of the coyote
in charge of the next leg of the journey, with an arrival time and loca
tion. That coyote will, in turn, text a new photo with similar informa
tion to the person in charge of the next leg of the relay, and so on.8
The same methodology applies to drug trafficking. When a load
is delivered in Honduras, the network in control of the reception area
will pick up the product and move it toward Guatemala. The load will

This is a well-known strategy of the Sinaloa cartel, and is said to be most prevalent along
the Honduras-Guatemala border region, where the Sinaloa cartel has a strong influence.
Interviews with three coyotes in Central America as part of a project for the Homeland
Security Institute, 2011.
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then be handed over to another transportista group that has operations
on both sides of whichever border is being crossed. That group, in turn,
will hand it off to other groups until it reaches the stash houses in Gua
temala, where the Mexican organization that owns the load retakes
control of it and moves it across the Mexican border.9
Those who operate pieces of the supply chain operate in, and con
trol, specific geographic territories, allowing them to function in a rela
tively safe environment. Violence often erupts when the groups overlap
or try to expand their sphere of operations. These networks move a
multiplicity of illicit products, including cocaine, chemical precursors,
and human beings, ultimately crossing U.S. borders undetected thou
sands of times each day.
Transportistas interviewed for this study say the greatest threat
to their business transactions is seldom the police or military, which
they are accustomed to dealing with. Rather, it is tumbadores, or other
groups who steal the trafficked material, either in transit or from stash
houses. Tumbes, as the thefts are called, are a favorite way for a group
to announce its expansion into a new area. In the early days of their
expansion into northern Guatemala, Los Zetas carried out a scries of
often-bloody tumbes, sometimes keeping the drugs, sometimes (in an
effort to build alliances) allowing the transportista to buy the load back
at a slight markup. The idea was not so much to make money as to
establish Los Zetas as the dominant presence everyone else would have
to deal with.10
Tumbes are an important driver of violence across the region
because the organization handling the product is responsible for cither
recovering the stolen property or making the owner of the load finan
cially whole. In addition, if a structure is hit and does not respond, it is
viewed as weak and easy prey for other aspiring tumbadores.

This description is based on multiple interviews with transportistas in the region, as well
as police and law enforcement officials in Panama, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, and
Guatemala.
This description is based on multiple interviews with transportistas in the region, as well
as police and law enforcement officials in Panama, Nicaragua. El Salvador. Honduras, and
Guatemala.
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The transient and sometimes fungible nature of these supply
chains means they are often in flux and easily rerouted when obstacles
arise in any part of the chain. When one link is under pressure or
cannot do the job, there are other trusted options available at almost
every step. This culture of honor among the traditional transportista
networks is violated by tumbes, especially if carried out by a rival group
rather than a common thief. In the case of rival networks, tumbes are
often wars to the death—not only for individuals, but for entire clans.
However, when the system works well, as it generally does, it
makes the transportista networks impossible to track at ground level
in real time. Investigations usually offer a snapshot of what has taken
place rather than a moving picture of how they are evolving.
This relay system relies on several factors to maintain its function
ality. One of the most important is local political control, particularly
in areas where the state is largely absent. The control of a municipality
through the mayor—either a narco or a person the narcos trust—offers
multiple benefits. Political infiltration offers the opportunity to engen
der political and social support, while control of local projects offers the
twin possibilities of generating and allocating formal jobs where they
are scarce while simultaneously offering multiple avenues for launder
ing money." The narco mayors do not hew to any ideological lines and
are often elected by any party whose backing the narcos can purchase.
Although the Sinaloa Cartel has expanded its influence signifi
cantly in Central America over the past two years, the Central Ameri
can networks do not maintain exclusive relationships with any of the
transnational cartels. They negotiate prices for the passage of prod
ucts through their territory, from pick up to delivery, on a case-by-casc
basis.12
To understand the current situation, it is necessary to briefly revisit
the recent history of the two main Mexican organizations, the Sinaloa
Cartel and Los Zetas, in Central America. In 2006, Los Zetas began
" According to Moises Nairn, these are the features of "mafia states." (Moises Nairn, "Mafia
States: Organized Crime Takes Over." Foreign Affairs. May/June 2012)
- This description of how the networks link up and move products conies from interviews
in Guatemala. Honduras, and El Salvador, February 2013 to February 2015.
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a rapid expansion into Guatemala while the Sinaloa cartel and other
smaller Mexican groups migrated more visibly to Honduras. Both found
El Salvador relatively hospitable territory. This shift was driven largely by
the decision of Mexican President Calderon Hinojosa to begin waging a
more aggressive campaign against the drug cartels with strong U.S. sup
port. As Mexican and U.S. pressure increased inside Mexico, the organi
zations saw opportunities to operate more securely in the relatively acces
sible Northern Triangle.'3
While the Sinaloa cartel and other established Mexican groups
continued to use the more traditional model of allying with local trans
portista networks in the region to acquire and move product, Los Zetas
introduced a new methodology that has significantly altered TCN
operations in the region—that of widespread territorial control.M
Rather than focusing on cocaine trafficking nodes and specific
points of penetration to move their product (the transportista model),
Los Zetas sought territorial dominion in which it could then tax all
illicit activities that were carried our or moved through that terri
tory. This diversified the revenue stream of the organization by taxing
prostitution, human smuggling, and all illicit activities in its areas of
control.15 It is estimated that in some cases in Guatemala, Los Zetas
derived only about 40 percent of its revenues from cocaine trafficking,
while the rest came from levies on other activities.16 This was alreadv
the model of Los Zetas in Mexico, but it was new in Central America,
as was the level of violence that often accompanies the territorial take
overs of Los Zetas.
In one innovation, the group has been stealing tanker trucks full
of gasoline in Mexico from the state-run Pemex oil company to sell at
discounted rates on the major highways along the Mexico-Guatemala
border. One recent intelligence analysis in Guatemala estimated that
For a more complete look at this phenomenon, see UNODC, 2012, pp. 11-13.
" For more-complete studies of this shift, see Logan. 2013; Steven Dudley, "Part I: The
Incursion," InSigblCritne, September 7, 2011.
For a comprehensive analysis of this phase of drug trafficking, see Julie Lopez, "Guate
mala: La Gtra Cambiante del Narco." Plaza Publica (Guatemala), July 18, 2013.
16 Interview with Guatemalan counternarcotics intelligence officials, April 2013.
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30 percent of the gasoline sold in Guatemala came from these Zeta
thefts, yielding the group millions of dollars a month unrelated to the
drug trade.17
The new routes carved out by Los Zetas put it in direct conflict
with transportista networks, particularly in Guatemala. The confron
tation among these groups—largely won by Los Zetas and its allies
because of superior firepower, ruthlessness, and military training—led
to a scries of massacres and assassinations in the Guatemalan drug traf
ficking world. As the UNODC's Antonio Mazzitelli noted,
The confrontation between two different criminal cultures—the
first, business oriented: the second one, territorial oriented—
constitutes a serious threat not only to the security of citizens, but
also to the very consolidation of balanced democratic rule in the
region.18
The shift also brought a significant "Mexicanization" of the crim
inal networks in the region, meaning an imitation of the habits and
culture of the Mexican drug lords. This includes a significant rise in the
importation of expensive horses and horse shows on properties owned
by drug traffickers and their allies; the production of narco corridas, or
songs lauding the exploits of a particular drug trafficker or DTO; the
importation of cars used to race on specially constructed racetracks
in isolated areas (Maseratis, Ferraris, and other luxury vehicles); dis
plays of gold-plated weapons; and importation of exotic animals from
Africa and elsewhere to roam the narco ranches in Guatemala and
Honduras.1''

' Interview with Guatemalan countcrnarcotics intelligence officials, April 2013.
Antonio L. Mazzitelli. Mexican Cartels' Influence in Central America, Western Hemi
sphere Security Analysis Center, Paper 45. September 2011.
" Farah, 201.5. The late Colombian drug lord Pablo Escobar built a "mini zoo" of exotic
animals, including elephants, giraffes, and hippos. The hippos have bred into a large herd
and some have broken free and run amok.
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The "Repollo" Network: A Window on the Convergence of Criminal
Actors

When Jorge Ernesto Ulloa Sibrian ("Repollo," or "Cabbage") was
arrested, cocaine-transporting networks across Central America were
affected. Ulloa Sibrian was a transportista extraordinaire who protected
and aggregated smaller loads from multiple small, regional transporters,
then sold the larger consolidated loads at a significant profit. The buyers
of the consolidated loads, usually turned over in Guatemala, were bro
kers for the Mexican cartels, Russian crime syndicates, or anyone who
could pay for access to his vast network of political, police, and bordercrossing protection that stretched from Panama to Guatemala.20
Ulloa Sibrian's network offers an unusual window into the func
tioning of the multiproduct criminal networks in Central America,
as well as on the different actors in the convergence of TCNs in the
region. Ulloa Sibrian directly controlled a relatively small group of
people, many of whom in turn interacted or overlapped with other
networks, including those who run strip clubs and brothels that are
centers of human trafficking. These micronetworks are largely con
nected at the top, where leaders decide on financial cuts, lend people
and vehicles to each other for specific jobs, and occasionally betray and
kill each other.
Ulloa Sibrian's network was at the center of one of the most
shocking killings in Central America in recent years—the July 2011
murder of legendary and revered Argentine folk singer Facundo Cabral.
Cabral, 74, was gunned down in the early morning hours as he was
being driven to the airport in Guatemala City. The killing shows the
complex and tangled nature of the convergence of licit and illicit busi
ness and the vast range of relationships this convergence entails.21 The
true object of the assassination attempt reportedly was Henry Farinas
Interviews with law enforcement officers in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua,
2013-2014.
-' The information on the murder of Cabral comes from interviews in El Salvador, Gua
temala, and Colombia. Open-source reporting on the crime includes Lemus, 2013; Steven
Dudley, "Nicaragua Arrests Man at Center of Facundo Cabral Murder," InSigbt Crime,
March 30. 2012; Julie Lopez. "El Palidejo Arrimado a Mai Palo," Plaza Publico (Guatemala),
March 23. 2012.
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Fonseca, Nicaraguan owner of the well-known Elite strip clubs in the
region, who was driving the vehicle Cabral was in and had sponsored
Cabral's last concert tour. His clubs have been linked to human smug
gling operations as well as prostitution. Farinas was wounded during
the shooting in Guatemala City. He later returned to Nicaragua, where
he was arrested. Yet, upon his return and arrest, Nicaragua's Supreme
Court president Alba Luz Ramos immediately came out to defend
Farinas publicly. Still, Farinas was convicted of drag trafficking a few
months later.22
Farinas was an important link for various networks for creating
forged documents, including false U.S. visas, which could be used to
move both women and drugs throughout Central America and into
Mexico and the United States. To protect his work with criminals,
Farinas was working closely with Nicaraguan police. Police officers,
including at least one high-ranking official, wrcre regular customers at
the nightclub or friends of Farinas. A private security firm with close
government ties that sometimes employed off-duty police officers pro
vided occasional security at the club, while the club made donations to
renovate a police station and sponsored a police softball team. Kick
backs were also alleged, although the accusations were not pursued.23
Farinas provided a route for police to resell seized cocaine. A
police unit that seized 50 kg of cocaine would only report 40 kg, then
sell the rest to Farinas and his allies. At times, this provided the night
club owner with a financial incentive to tip off police to rival drug ship
ments. The investigation into Cabral's murder has spanned at least four
countries and involved investigators from six governments, including
the United States, Colombia, Panama, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and
Guatemala.
Colombian police said the alleged mastermind of the killing is a
Costa Rican named Alejandro Jimenez, who was reportedly trying to
force Farinas to sell one of the Elite franchises in Costa Rica. Colom■2 Edward Fox, "Nicaraguan at Center of Cabral Murder Case Convicted of Drug Traffick
ing," InSight Crime, September 27. 2012c.
- Edward Fox, "Murder Case Again Puts Spotlight on Nicaragua Police Corruption,"
InSight Crime, September 17. 2012b.
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bian police said Jimenez was a main cocaine purchaser and money
launderer for Los Rastrojos, a Colombian BACRIM group of mostly
former paramilitary combatants that operates under official protection
in both Venezuela and Ecuador, it also operates in Colombia. Jimenez,
according to former Colombian police chief General Oscar Naranjo, was
the main tie between Los Rastrojos and the Sinaloa cartel in Mexico
and in charge of moving the cocaine from Colombia (or Venezuela or
Ecuador) to Guatemala. To do so, he partnered with Ulloa Sibrian, and
used Ulloa Sibrian's extensive regional business enterprises, including the
Elite nightclub chain, to launder part of the money.24
Ulloa Sibrian was the crucial link between local groups that
seldom move beyond the small territory they control ("fixers") to those
that have access to the international market both for selling products
and for acquiring specialized goods, such as sophisticated weapons or
access to international financial markets. According to police and judi
cial sources, as well as published reports, Ulloa Sibrian ran a network
that moved cocaine, illegal immigrants, and millions of dollars in bulk
cash while buying scores of properties in different countries and mul
tiple legitimate businesses. Official estimates of the scope of his net
work demonstrate Ulloa Sibrian's centrality to the local drug trade:
Guatemalan and Salvadoran authorities calculated that he moved up to
16 tons of contraband through those two countries over the course of
his career, the vast majority of it destined for the U.S. market.25
Such a figure makes Ulloa Sibrian comparable to some of the
largest homegrown traffickers to emerge from Central America. Inves
tigators said he used a number of different methods to move cocaine,
from trucks and trailers to speedboats. In addition to working with
Russian organized crime organizations in Guatemala, Ulloa Sibrian
reportedly worked in collaboration with some of the most prominent
* Efren Lemus. "El Repollo y el Asesino de Facundo Cabral en La Misma Red de Narcos."
El Faro (El Salvador). August 7. 2013: "Colombia Expulso a Guatemala Presunto Autor
Intellectual de Facundo Cabral," Agcncc France Presse, March 13, 2012; Claire O'Neill
McCleskey. "Colombia Arrests Trafficker Who Helped Facundo's Alleged Killer Escape,"
InSight Crime, October 18. 2012.
Hector Silva Avalos, "T iming in Arrest of Salvadoran Drug Trafficker Raises Questions,"
InSight Crime, March 20, 2013.
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local groups operating in the Northern Triangle, especially in El Salva
dor, providing an example of the convergence of different TCNs that
can be observed in the region.26
In the immediate aftermath of the civil war, the nascent secu
rity forces, including the National Civil Police, were still in the process
of reform and thus unable to deal with the crime wave in an effective
manner. Some were even complicit in the violence. In addition to former
soldiers and former insurgents with the Farabundo Marti National Lib
eration Front (FMLN), members of the police were all involved in orga
nized crime. Essentially, belligerents were demobilized but never actually
reintegrated back into society, leaving many with limited options. Gangs
became an easy way to make money and provided ex-combatants with
a sense of security. Total membership in EI Salvador's two main gangs
ranges from 10,500 to 38,000. Even taking the more conservative figure
still puts gang members somewhere around 60 percent of the size of the
police force and at nearly the same size as the army.27

Transnational Gangs
Transnational gangs, such as MS-13 and the Calle 18 active in Guate
mala, Honduras, and El Salvador, are by far the biggest groups. These
small but increasingly powerful parts of the gang structures add new
elements of complexity to the drug trade, as they become more deeply
involved in the transportation of cocaine, weapons, and human beings.
This contrasts with their traditional roles of providing security for illicit
movements and hit teams to deal with the opposition when necessary.
The gangs did not spring up overnight. From 2000 to 2004, some
20,000 young Central American criminals were deported from the
United States to their homelands.28 The trend further accelerated from
2008 to 2010, with another 63,000 criminals deported to El Salva-6 Interviews in El Salvador and Guatemala, May 2013.
;' See Joshua Partlow, "El Salvador Is on Pace to Become the Hemisphere's Most Deadly
Nation." Washington Post. May 17. 2015.
28 UNODC. 2012. p. 100.
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dor alone.2'' In total, some 300,000 criminals, mostly gang members,
have been deported to the Northern Triangle countries over the past
decade. As investigative journalist Ana Arana notes, the consequences
have been severe:
Fed by an explosive growth in the area's yonrh population and
by a host of social problems such as poverty and unemployment,
the gangs are spreading, spilling into Mexico and beyond-:—even
back into the United States itself. With them, the maras [gangs]
are bringing rampant crime, committing thousands of murders
and contributing to a flourishing drug trade. Central America's
governments, meanwhile, seem utterly unable to meet the chal
lenge, lacking the skills, know-how and money necessary to fight
these supergangs.30
As a result of the explosive growth of criminal groups, the Northern
Triangle countries and Belize had four of the six highest homicide rates
in the world, far higher than during the armed conflicts of the 1980s.
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras measure consistently among the
highest five murder rates globally, ranging from 50 to 71 homicides per
100,000 citizens. This compares with about five murders per 100,000 in
the United States and 1.7 in Canada. The murder rate for people ages 15
to 24 in El Salvador was an almost unimaginable 94 per 100,000, the
highest in the world for that age group.31

■ Numbers provided by the Congressional Research Service for those years can be found
in Clare Ribando Seelke. Gangs in Central America. Washington. D.C.: Congressional
Research Service, January 3, 2011.
Ana Arana, "How the Street Gangs Took Central America." Foreign Affairs. Vol. 84,
No. 3, May and June 2005.
31 Thereare multiple studies on tlie number of homicides in the region, which vary slightly in
the exact numbers but arrive at the same general numbers. For official National Police statis
tics in El Salvador, see "Numero de Victimas y Tasas de Homicidios Dolosos en El Salvador
(1999-2006)," Observatorio Centroamericano Sobre Violencia. September 3. 2010. See also
Edith Portillo, "Gestion de Saca Acumula 16 Mil Homicidios," El Faro, December 29. 2008;
and UNODC, Crime and Instability: Case Studies of Transnational Threats, February 2010. The
figure on homicides among young people was taken from "Latin America Has the Highest
Homicide Rate for Young Adults in the World," Canwest News Service, November 26. 2008.
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In addition to the violence, gangs (particularly MS-13) have
increased their territorial control, resulting in increasing links of some
gang structures with the transportista networks that move illegal drugs
across Central America to Mexico. While these alliances are not wide
spread and take place in regions where the gangs control territory that
the transportistas need to transit to safely move their products, the
result has been a significant new revenue stream for the gangs, result
ing in the acquisition of modern weaponry, territorial expansion, and
new political power.
To minimize their financial outlays, the transportistas pay the
gangs in kind (small kilo or subkilo amounts) rather than with cash
whenever possible. This has helped fuel the steep rise in cocaine con
sumption across the region. To turn the cocaine into cash, the gangs
store the drugs in heavily defendedpozos (wells or tunnels) and distrib
ute batches of a few grams at a time to gang members to sell on the
street. Because the gangs are often more interested in quick transac
tions than getting the best possible price, the cocaine is often relatively
cheap, making it more easily accessible than in many other parts of the
world. If the gangs need to acquire more weapons or explosives, they
will trade drugs for the goods they need.32
While the small retail of drugs remains the norm, there have also
been a growing number of cases where the gangs have been in direct con
trol of mtdtihundred-kg loads of cocaine, indicating a clear expansion
and consolidation of certain clicas, or small gang units, in the drug trade.
In early November 2012, the Salvadoran National Police inter
cepted a launch on the Pacific coast near the town of Metalio, Sonsonate province, and seized 113 kg of cocaine. It was the largest cocaine
seizure to date in EI Salvador. A launch with a similar amount evaded
capture.33 Police sources said that the most unusual thing about the
bust was that the people running the launch and those waiting on the
•- Information acquired in meetings with well-informed experts in El Salvador. MarchJune 2013. Members of the National Police antigang unit, both street-level policemen and
senior commanders, said in separate interviews in the same time frame that this was the
phenomenon that they were observing.
33 "Decomisan 113 Kilos de Cocaine en Sonsonate," La Prensa Grafica, Novembers, 2012:
interviews with counternarcotics police in Latin America. March 2013.
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beach to unload the product were all members of MS-13, which con
tradicted MS-13's traditional role as the security detail. Prior to the
November seizure, the largest load wholly controlled by MS-13 was
about 14 kg, meaning that the seized load was several orders of mag
nitude larger than what had been seen previously.-" The case study of
MS-13 s Moris Alexander Bercian Manchon and the Fulton Locos, who
reportedly controlled this load, provides more detail on the evolution
of gangs into drug traffickers. (See "Evolution of Gangs and TCNs"
later in this chapter.)

Impact on National Stability
The impact of these networks has been profoundly damaging to the
rule of law, political stability, and democratic processes under way since
the end of the region's armed conflicts in the early 1990s. Particularlv
in the Northern Triangle, the significant political power acquired by
these entities, coupled with growing corruption and the decline of the
states' ability to earn' out basic functions has pushed the most-affected
nations to the point of collapse.
Criminalized or Captured State Structures

The cumulative effect of the major actors driving the dynamics of drug
trafficking and transnational organized crime in Central America—
drug cartels, transportistas, gangs, and co-opted or criminalized state
actors—has been destructive. However, with the possible exception of
some gangs that have openly challenged the security forces, the activi
ties of these groups are clearly not forms of criminal insurgency. With
criminalized state actors, the dynamic is exactly the opposite: not to
overthrow the state, but to maintain control of the instruments ofstate
power for as long as possible.
In criminalized states, the ruling parties have access to hundreds of
millions of dollars with no accountability except to other members of the
political structure and the criminal organizations. The advantage of this
34 Interviews with antigang police in San Salvador. El Salvador. March 2013.
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model for those participating in the criminal enterprise is that they run
no risk of negative consequences from the state, because the state itself
is the sponsor.35 A second model that is more typical of Central America
is the capture of state structures, usually at the local level, by criminal
networks. In this case, parts of the state condone or protect and benefit
economically from TCN activities, with some protection at the depart
mental or national level. However, the state itself, as a matter of polity,
is not protecting these activities. Honduras and Guatemala fall closer to
this model. In both countries, law enforcement: actions against cocaine
traffickers, including extraditions of suspected kingpins to the United
States, do occur because the national government has enough power and
political will to carry them out, even if on a limited basis.
El Salvador is a more complex case. As discussed below, gangs
have attained considerable political influence through their ability to
mobilize or coerce electoral support in the neighborhoods that they
control, as well as through intimidation and violence. Beyond that,
Douglas Farah, who has done extensive research on Central America,
argues that the FMLN and the Frente Sandinista para la Liberacion
Nacional (the ruling parties of El Salvador and Nicaragua, respectively,
led by former Marxist guerrillas) being closely linked with PARC and
the Venezuelan regime, along with their role in moving hundreds of
millions of dollars in untraceable ways through interconnected state
oil companies, sets them apart from other Central American nations in
terms of state participation in opaque financial transactions.36
Transportista groups also do not seek to overthrow or replace the
national government. Rather, they seek to corrupt and control power
at a local level, without broader aspirations. They share some character
istics of John P. Sullivan's notion of a "criminal insurgency," where the
"overarching political motive is to gain autonomous economic control
over territory . . . Not all insurgents seek to take over the government
or have an ideological foundation. Some seek a free range to develop

35 Farah, 2012.
Farah has carried out extensive research on these illicit money streams under contract with the
U.S. government. He draws on this research and supporting documentation for this assessment.
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parallel structures for profit and power."3" The goal of these groups
is aimed more at keeping the national government out so they can
operate in their spaces without having to answer to a higher author
ity. While the effect of these groups is to deprive the state of control of
their "autonomous spaces" as an insurgency would, they are also able
to accommodate state presence or co-opt the state to their own ends.
The gangs are undergoing a profound metamorphosis from
groups with little or no political vision to formidable political blocs
that, while having no inherent ideology, are capable of delivering hun
dreds of thousands of votes to a political patty' in exchange for specific
benefits. The gangs deliver on the promises of votes by getting entire
neighborhoods, under penalty of death or expulsion, to vote for the
favored party. Thus the gangs control not j*ust the votes of gang mem
bers but of their families and entire communities.
It has been widely reported that the FMLN negotiated with the
gangs in the first round of the 2014 presidential elections, confident of
achieving the majority of 50 percent plus one vote necessary to avoid a
second round. The FMLN narrowly missed its goal but led by a com
fortable margin of more than 10 points going into the second round,
with die promise of support from the third-place candidate. In the
second round, however, the right-wing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) party tried to negotiate its own deal with the gangs, and
the effort was enough to get the gangs to withdraw their support from
the FMLN. The ARENA party shocked the nation on Election Day by
coming within 0.10 percentage points of winning the presidency, a stun
ning turnaround in which the gang vote played an important part.38
3/ John P. Sullivan, "Criminal Insurgencies in the Americas," Small Wars Journal. Febru
ary 13. 2010.
-,s The jailed leadership of the MS-13 and Calle 18 gangs acknowledged in a joint statement
that they had negotiated with the FMLN in the first round, and attributed their withdrawal of
support to the closeness of the second round, feeling that the FMLN had betrayed their trust.
They did not acknowledge new negotiations with ARENA. For the full communique, see:
"Mams Responded al Gobicmo: 'No Ic Tenemos Miedo a Zacatraz.'" Lt Pilgina. February 27,
2015. Sec also David Gagne, "El Salvador Gangs Outline Political Motives for Violence,"
InSight Crime, March 2, 2015. The information on ARENA'S desperate attempts to reach a
deal comes from interviews with ARENA security officials in San Salvador in January 2015.
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Gangs occupy significant amounts of territory, challenge and
often defeat government forces in pitched battles, systematically target
high-ranking police and judicial authorities, negotiate as equals with
the government for specific benefits, carry out terror tactics to achieve
the goal of intimidating any potential enemies, and are able to force
the government to make concessions. All of these are hallmarks of a
classical insurgency.
They also have a very clear idea of what their desired end state is,
and it does not include taking over the government. It is primarily a
vision of a truly autonomous, transnational entity: a society in which
the gang could behave according to its own internal code, without
being in permanent confrontation with the state. Being tattooed would
not be a stigma, seeking to kill rival gang members wotdd be a fulltime occupation, women could be treated as sex slaves without conse
quence, and their internal structure would set the governing rules. In
short, it would look very much like the prisons they occupy, but with
out the bars, gross overcrowding, and lack of amenities.30
This would put the gangs closer to Valerica Cruceru's definition
of a "pseudo-insurgency," where the groups "have successfully created
parallel structures, [and] control resources and illegal markets over cer
tain areas, denying governments control."''0
Two important characteristics of insurgency had been missing
until very recently in gang behavior. One is a clear bid to control state
power, rather than just remaining outside state control, as described
above. The other has been ongoing access to weapons and training that
would allow the gangs to challenge the state's monopoly of force.
This is rapidly changing, at least in El Salvador, where the police
have found several sophisticated training camps run by different brandies
of the gangs. Most of the camps are in areas where the guerrilla armies

This description of what the gangs seek is drawn from an interview with leaders of the
MS-13 and Calle 18 gangs. El Salvador. September 26. 2012.
40 Valerica Cruceru, "Pseudo-Insurgencies—Real Criminal Enterprises." Land Forces Acad
emy Review. October 1. 2014.
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of the 1980s trained clandestinely.41 In the March 2015 municipal and
legislative elections, the gangs were not simply negotiating their votes
but running a few of their own candidates for national office.42 As one
candidate, himself suspected of being tied to the Calle 18 group, stated:
"Everyone knows the gangs have infiltrated many members into the
municipal governments in the east,*'*3
It is reasonable to conclude that both trends will continue and
likely accelerate, given the decomposition of the state and the grow
ing financial, military, and territorial power of the gangs. Whether
they are or ever will be part of a classic insurgency, the gangs have
successfully captured control of territory where they exercise gover
nance. Hence, the effect of gangs is the same in many places as that
of an insurgent force.
The Growing Role of the Gangs

While the transportista networks have a long history in the region
and are an important part of its criminal, political, and social fabric,
the role of gangs in the drug business is relatively new and evolv
ing rapidly. These groups, if they continue on their current trajec
tory, have the greatest potential to displace traditional networks and
greatly increase their already formidable social, political, and eco
nomic power.
As noted earlier, the primary asset the gangs bring to the move
ment of drugs across Central America is their control of broad swaths
of territory. When this territory overlaps with important routes of the
transportista networks, negotiations are undertaken with the local gang
leadership out of necessity. But there are indications of more consensual
relationships developing. Because the gangs exercise control through
hundreds or thousands of clicas, or neighborhood groups, which in
turn are organized into programas (several dozen clicas), one cannot
Farah, 2013, along with interviews with antigang police who have discovered gang train
ing camps on the Guazapa Volcano.
42 "Gallegos Dice un Alcalde Tiene Tatuajes de Pandilla." El Mundo (El Salvador) Febru
ary 14, 2015.
4- "Gallegos Dice un Alcalde Tiene Tatuajes de Pandilla," 2015.
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generalize about the relationships of gangs and drug traffickers. The
relationships develop differently depending on the region, the person
alities involved, and the quality of the territory controlled.44
The ongoing mutation of the gangs into political actors with grow
ing ties to the drug trade cannot be understood outside the historic and
controversial truce reached among the two main gangs and the govern
ment of El Salvador in March 2012. While there were other attempts
at truces, this one provided the gangs with instruments to steadily
gain political power and expand their territorial control. The truces, in
essence, allowed the gangs to continue and expand their criminal activ
ities, primarily extortion, kidnapping, protection, murder, and streetlevel drug dealing, in exchange for dropping the body count, or at least
the bodies that were visible on the streets.45 Eventually it became clear
that the gangs had been simply burying the bodies in clandestine cem
eteries rather than publicly displaying them. While there is a general
consensus that the homicide rate dropped, with ebbs and flows, it has
become clear that the decline since the truce was not nearly as dramatic
as initially portrayed.46
Father Antonio Rodriguez, a priest who has dealt with the gangs
in a pastoral capacity in neighborhoods under their control for two
decades, publicly called the truce part of a "paz mafwsa" or "Mafia
peace." In a public letter to the leaders of the MS-13 and Calle 18 gangs
who negotiated the truce, Rodriguez sarcastically congratulated them
on having become the true governors of El Salvador, with the status of
cabinet ministers for the departments of Justice and Public Security,
adding,
You have shown the country a great truth: that you are the one[s]
who are in command in the areas of security and insecurity, in
For an explanation of gang stmctures and varying relationships with drug trafficking, see
Douglas Farah and Pamela Phillips Lum. Central American Gangs and TransnatiotuilCrimi
nal Organizations: Changing Relationships in a Time of Turmoil, International Assessment
and Strategy Center, February 2013.
45 For details, see Farah and Lum. 2013.
James Bargent, "Disappearances, Clandestine Graves on the Rise in El Salvador," InSight
Crime. March 8, 2013.
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areas of death and in schools, in terms of extorting or not extort
ing. You are capable of raising or lowering the violence, and have
shown how totally incompetent your predecessors have been . . .
you have given us the evidence that we live in a (ailed state.4"
In the early part of 2015, the gangs demonstrated the capacity
to attack police posts and assassinate policemen with impunity, mur
dering seven policemen during the first two weeks of the year. This
prompted an order from the police leadership that their forces could
shoot to kill if they felt threatened.48 As the gangs have invaded new
communities and driven out local residents, the specially trained and
equipped antigang police have been powerless to do more than escort
the residents to safety, rather than retake the territory from the gangs.49
Evolution of Gangs and Transnational Criminal Networks

Within this context, perhaps the prototype of the new role gang lead
ers will play in the cocaine trade is Moris Alexander Bercian Manchon
("El Barney"), one of the few gang leaders in the world designated by
the Treasury Department as a major criminal figure.50 Bercian, of El
Salvador, is one of a handful of documented cases in which a senior
gang leader was directly involved not only in protecting but also acquir
ing and moving loads of more than 100 kg of contraband. The load
described in an earlier section of this chapter ("Transnational Gangs")
belonged to Bercian's clica, the Normandie Locos Salvatrucbos (NLS).
The NLS and the Fulton Locos Salvatrucbos (FLS) arc allies and arc
among the most violent and prosperous units of MS-13. Bercian was

Antonio Rodriguez, "Carta del Padre Antonio Rodriguez a los Nuevos Ministros de Justicia y Seguridad Pubiica." May 3. 2012.
Daniel Valencia Caravancs. "Wanted: Police Willing to Go to War in El Salvador,"
InSight Crime, February 10. 2015.
4<) Oscar Martinez, "Huir de Las Pandillas Ante la Mirada de la Polici'a Antipandilla," El
Faro (El Salvador), January 21, 2015.
U.S. Department of the Treasury, "Treasury Sanctions Significant Members of MS-13:
Designation Targets Notorious Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13)," Washington, D.C., June 5,
2013; "Moris Alexander Bercian Manchon, Alias 'El Barney.'" InSight Crime, undated.
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arrested in possession of 7 kg of cocaine in 2010 but freed on a techni
cality, cementing the legend of his growing power.51
In addition to his growing ability to move large amounts of
cocaine, Bercian has set up a series of businesses to help launder the
proceeds of the cocaine sales while carefully cultivating political pro
tection and a reputation for brutality. Salvadoran police have an arrest
warrant on him for some 50 murders.52 Bercian got a leg up on the
competition because his father, Arturo Bercian ("El Tiburon" or "the
Shark"), was a colonel in the Salvadoran military and ran his own
small-time smuggling business on the EI Salvador-Guatemala border
where his son now operates. The border region is a key node in a pri
mary cocaine movement group under the control of the Cartel de
Texis,n one of the largest and most politically well-connected transpor
tista groups in El Salvador.
It is clear that Bercian, as a gang leader, has achieved important
working relationships with, at a minimum, significant cocaine trans
port groups and possibly more-direct ties with the Sinaloa cartel. If he
were able to consolidate a direct relationship as a provider of goods and
services to the Mexican organization, it would represent a milestone in
the evolution of gangs and TCNs.54
While Bercian may be the most visible of the gang leaders with
true international reach in the world of drug trafficking, he is not the
only one, and others are likely to emerge. Already the FLS, NLS, and the
Hollywood Locos Salvatrucbos are engaging more and more directly in the
movement of cocaine while also moving into human smuggling, protec-

For an excellent comprehensive overview of these groups, see Alejandra S. Iniunza and
Jose Luis Pardo. "El Salvador Busca su Redencion." El Universal (Mexico). October 7. 2012.
• "Moris Alexander Berci.in Manchon. Alias 'El Barney,'" undated.
•' The group is named for the Texistepeque, the town where its leaders are from. The group
and its ties to both the Salvadoran political establishment and to the Sinaloa cartel have been
amply discussed in the national and international media. For a comprehensive profile of the
group, see "Texis Cartel News." InSight Crime, undated.
"Moris Alexander Bercian Manchon, Alias 'El Barney.'" undated.
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tion of precursor chemicals for methamphetamine, weapon trafficking
and the protection of sophisticated weapon cargos, and stolen cars.55
There are other anecdotal indications given by midlevel MS-13
leaders that the gangs are forging more-direct links with the Mexican
cartels, particularly the Sinaloa cartel. MS-13 has reportedly sent emis
saries to Mexico and hosted meetings in El Salvador to develop a more
direct relationship with the Sinaloa traffickers in an effort to boost
their tegional trafficking activities.56
In recognition of these changes, the U.S. Treasury Department
took the controversial step of designating the MS-13 organization as a
transnational organized crime group in October 2012, then designat
ing six members of the gang, including Bercian, as significant trans
national crime figures in June 2013.5" The designations were met with
considerable skepticism among many in die law enforcement commu
nity who felt MS-13 did not meet the threshold for designation as a
transnational group.

Countemetwork Efforts in Central America
Numerous, fragile experiments are under way to deal with some of
these issues. The United States is funding several interagency task
forces (IATFs) established by regional governments in hopes of provid
ing a platform for a "whole of government" approach to reestablish
ing state authority in some areas while simultaneously combating drug
traffickers. The most studied has been Tectlu Umdn, near the Mexican
border, an IATF that SOUTHCOM has identified as a high prior
ity in the support of Central America's efforts and a potential model
for future IATFs. The task force was set up to have the police in the
primary leadership role, with significant military support and special
prosecutors who could initiate cases. The innovation of this IATF was
55 Interviews in San Salvador, El Salvador, and San Pedro Sula. Honduras,
March 2014-March 2015.
56 Farah and Lum. 2013.
57 U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2013.
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that the Ministry of Defense (military) and Ministry of Governance
(police) signed a memorandum of understanding that delineated the
responsibilities of each ministry, and was supported by the President.
The equivalent of the Guatemalan border patrol and the attorney gen
eral's office were also part of the force.58
However, a recent RAND assessment of the project found that,
despite substantial U.S. funding and training, the IATF exhibited sev
eral major weaknesses. These included the military remaining in the
lead role; a lack of resolution regarding the duality-of-command issue
despite the memorandum; a lack of operational planning capacity; a
lack of organic training capability; noteworthy corruption problems;
low operational tempo; and major logistical and resupply problems.59
This example only highlights the depth of the problems facing the
region. Even if a unit receives the level of support that IATF Team
Uman has, it is still very difficult to make progress in developing an
effective approach to combating drug trafficking. The resignation
in September 2015 of Guatemalan President Otto Perez Molina—a
strong supporter of the IATF concept—in connection with a corrup
tion scandal that plunged the country into a political crisis may have
an impact on the viability of the IATF experiment, but as of Octo
ber 2015 it was too early to tell.
The government of Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernan
dez has pursued creative policies that, in the judgment of some analysts,
have made real progress in the fight against gangs and narcorraffickers.
President Hernandez has given rhe military the lead role in the fight
against criminal networks, including a special role for newly created
military police units in reasserting control over urban neighborhoods
in large cities, taking them back from such gangs as Barrio-18 and
MS-13, and from emerging splinter groups, such as Los Chirizos. Pres
ident Plernandez has also given the military a lead role in interdicting
drug (lows and going after the leadership of family-based smuggling
groups. The cornerstone of the Hernandez administration's approach
58 Gillian S. Oak, Interagency Task- Force Teain Umdn: Lessons Identified. Santa Monica,
Calif.: RAND Corporation. RR-S85-OSD, February 2015.
59 Oak. 2015.
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is the interagency task force Fuerza Nacional de Seguridad Interinstitucional(FUSINA), or National Interagency Task Force. FUSINA brings
together elements of the Honduran military, national police, investi
gators, judges, intelligence, and other relevant offices across the Hon
duran government to better coordinate the "whole-of-government"
operations against organized crime.60 It operates under the oversight
of Honduras' National Security Council, which includes the elected
president, the head of Congress, and the ministers of Defense and
Public Security. Below the leadership level, FUSINA is organized into
18 IATFs, each of which integrate elements of the military and
police and have direct access to on-call prosecutors, judges, and other
resources. These task forces generally correspond to the nation's depart
ments, as well as additional task forces such as Maya-Chorti, whose
mission is to control the border with Guatemala.61
These challenges are playing out against a backdrop of the desire
by the region's leaders, across political ideologies, to find a new para
digm outside the U.S.-led "war on drugs," particularly as U.S. resources
in the region have been severely curtailed. The search for a new para
digm includes calls for decriminalization. At the same time, there is
a growing perception among the population that the violence gener
ated by TCN activity is their primary concern, and that some sort of
accommodation with those groups to end the bloodshed is the best and
perhaps only way out of the current crisis.
"Are we going to be responsible to put up a war against the car
tels if we don't produce the drugs or consume the drugs? We're just a
corridor of illegality," said Eduardo Stein, a former Guatemalan vice
president who headed President Perez Molina's presidential transition
There is a similarity between the FUSINA effort and the campaign against the Sicilian
mafia described in Leoluca Orlando's Fighting the Mafia and Renewing Sicilian Culture (New
York: Encounter Books. 2001). Orlando, the former mayor of Palermo who led the fight
against the mafiosos. argues that not only is a whole-of-government approach essential, but
that civic associations, including teligious organizations, should take part. He stresses that
the mafia cannot be rooted out solely with a top-down, law enforcement approach, hut that
a bottom-up, grassroots movement is needed as well.
R. Evan Ellis, "Honduras—Innovation in the Fight Against Gangs and Narcotrafficl;ing." Latin America Goes Global. September 24. 20151).
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team. "The issue of drug trafficking and consumption is not on the
North American political agenda. The issue of drugs in the U.S. is very
marginalized, while for Guatemala and the rest of Central America it's
very central," he added.62
There are other psychological factors that play into the changing
perceptions in the region, such as the growing belief that the U.S.led interdiction efforts are not only part of the problem, but that they
cannot succeed. "There are two dynamics at work," said one regional
analyst who monitors polling data and political trends. "One is the
feeling that the governments can or will do little or nothing to solve
people's basic needs. The second is the feeling that people want to be
on the winning side in any conflict, and the perception now is that the
narcos have won, so they will adapt to that. Crossing that threshold to
acceptance of the narco-srate is huge, but already under way."63
It is unclear whether this changing attitude is driven by the grow
ing political power of the TCNs or whether, conversely, the politi
cal process is simply recognizing a political reality and adapting to it.
What is clear is that, while the internal conditions of each country are
significantly different and somewhat fluid, all have seen a significant
decline in the rule of law and governability in recent years.

Weakness in Central America's Counternetwork Response
With the exception of the efforts to develop institutional capacity to
fight criminal networks we have described here, Central America as a
whole, and the Northern Triangle in particular, have not been success
ful in mitigating the pernicious effects of illegal criminal activity on the
rule of law, the legal economy, and state power. The government inac
tion and die growth of TCNs and gangs has led to "inadequate public
security forces, dysfunctional judicial systems, inadequate jails which

62 Romina Ruiz-Goiriena, "Guatemala Weighs Drug Legalization." Associated Press, Feb
ruary 13, 2012.
'3 Interviews with ARENA security officials in San Salvador in January 2015.
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become training grounds for criminals and deficiencies in other dimen
sions of state structure such as the maintenance of infrastructure."64
While the weaknesses we describe next are regionwidc, there are
two countries that stand somewhat apart and where the weaknesses are
not as pervasive. Nicaragua is in a somewhat different situation because
of its innovative communal police structures developed during the first
Sandinista government (1979-1990) and because of historic migration
patterns that are markedly different from the countries of the Northern
Triangle. Costa Rica is also somewhat apart from the travails of the
Northern Triangle—for historic reasons, such as its stronger tradition
of democratic civilian rule and its ability to largely stay out of Central
America's wars. Perhaps the biggest difference is that neither nation has
seen the emergence of significant gang structures in their countries.65
Among the significant multiple weaknesses of the Northern Tri
angle countries are the following:
• corruption and distrust among and within police forces that make
joint actions across national boundaries virtually impossible—and
even local actions difficult to earn' out
• lack of political will to combat DTOs, coupled with and fed by
growing government complicity in drug trafficking and money
laundering
• highly politicized national intelligence structures that are often
used to trade the political opposition rather than strategic threats
• significant intelligence stovepipes that exist because of fears that
drug corruption or political interests will thwart any real action
against criminal groups
• porous borders with almost no effective control for stopping con
traband, be it drugs, people, weapons, or bulk cash
Gabriel Ma reel la, American Grand Strategy for Latin America in tile Age of Resentment,
Strategic Studies Institute. U.S. Army War College. Monograph No. 10. September 2007.
- There are multiple reasons for this, the primary one being that neither Nicaragua nor
Costa Rica saw a large flood of migrants to the United States during the regional wars. The
Salvadoran diaspora community based in Los Angeles. California, was the incubator of what
became the main gangs in the region. Hence, when gang members were deported to their
countries of origin, few were sent back to Nicaragua or Costa Rica.
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a lack of revenue and tax base from which to raise the necessary
income for the state to implement anything more than the dys
functional systems currently in place
the growing emphasis on the part of regional government on
using the military to combat drug trafficking, although they do
not have the training or institutional capacity to do so. (This is
particularly true in Honduras, with the introduction in 2014 of
the ''military police," a new branch of the military, responding
to the military chain of command, but carrying out police func
tions. In El Salvador, tens of thousands of army troops have been
deployed to support police operations but often take the lead or
bypass the police completely.)66
66 Interviews with national and international police and intelligence officials in Panama,
Nicaragua. El Salvador. Guatemala, and Honduras in 2014. The Interview* were conducted
in part to determine the precise nature of the biggest weaknesses in the systems, and these
emerged as the top issues across the region. Dr. Leticia Salomon, director of the National
University of Honduras' Center for Scientific Investigation, and Victor Meza of the Center
for the Documentation of Human Rights in Honduras have written extensively on the mili
tarization of the counterdrug strategy in Honduras.

