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I. Introduction 
 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was established in 1997 as a               
merger of the United Nations International Drug Control Program (UNDCP) and the Crime             
Prevention and Criminal Justice Division at the United Nations’ Vienna office. The Executive             
Director is appointed by the Secretary-General, and has been Yuri Fedotov since 2010. The Office               
works mostly in three different ways to help the United Nations combat drug abuse and related                
crime- research, support for afflicted nations and implementing relevant conventions, treaties and            
protocols. While the Office’s mission of empowering individual nations to better reduce drug use              
and violence is globally important, this organization relies on voluntary contributions (mostly from             
governments) for about 90% of its funding. 

Perhaps the most relevant United Nations document to this Office is the 2000 United              
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, signed at the Palermo Convention by            
all countries but nine. This document provides the framework for defining, investigating, and acting              
against organized crime, which is described as “a structured group of three or more persons,               
existing for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or more serious                   
crimes or offences.” This document is not specific to the type of organized crime seen in the                 
Northern Triangle, and is instead divided into three supplementary protocols: the protocol against             
human trafficking, the protocol against migrant trafficking, and the protocol against illicit firearms             
dealing.  

The problem of gang violence in the Northern Triangle is multifaceted, and it is important               
for this Office to treat it as such. The surface problem is extreme violence- homicide rates place all                  
three countries at the top of international lists of deadliest countries (outside of war-torn              
countries), and extortion is a common practice to keep local businesses in the control of powerful                
gangs, especially the Mara Salvatruchas (MS13) or the Barrio 18. In El Salvador, gang extortion               
throughout the nation creates a cost of $756 million dollars a year, and in Honduras these “renta” or                  
“impuesto de guerra” fees amount to $200 million dollars a year. If these periodic payments are not                 
made to the gang, small businesses and poor households face the possibility of getting assassinated               
by gang members.  

Because of this extreme violence, the Northern Triangle has seen a mass migration of its               
citizens, that travel to Mexico and the United States, mostly seeking asylum. Migration and extortion               
are the two most visible  

In the Office’s sessions concerning the prolific gang violence observed in the Northern             
Triangle (comprised of Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala), the priority is disbanding the             
intricate gang system and preventing the gangs from reforming. The nations in this committee must               
respect each involved country’s sovereignty while providing concrete and viable solutions to            
complex problems.  
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II. History and Description of the Issue 
 
History and Description of the Issue 

To better understand the issue, one must understand the underlying causes of gang             
formation. For all three Northern Triangle nations, the second half of the 20th century was one                
filled with war violence, as each country experienced at least one coup or attempted revolution, and                
in all three countries the leftist revolutionaries were brutally silenced. The result of these              
destructive wars was extreme poverty and instability. More people moved into urban settings as a               
result of deteriorated rural economies, further increasing violence levels in the impoverished            
outskirts of major cities. In El Salvador, the revolutionary war caused damages in infrastructure of               
up to 30% of the country’s GDP, and 56% of the population lived in conditions of poverty at the end                    
of the 1980s.  

The poverty that is characteristic of the Northern Triangle countries is one of the main               
reasons people, especially teenage boys, feel pressured to join gangs. In Honduras, 20% of rural               
citizens live in extreme poverty (less than 1.90 dollars a day), and in 2016, 66% of the entire                  
country lived below the poverty line. In Guatemala, 59% of the population lives in poverty, and 23%                 
lives in extreme poverty. El Salvador is better off than the other two countries, with 29% of the                  
population living below the poverty line. These dire economic situations contribute to the cultural              
sentiment that young, impoverished boys “nacen muertos” (are born dead), because forced            
recruitments to the gang are so common. It is clear that gang violence has become embedded into                 
the cultural experience of these three countries, so much so that it has become a norm to join gangs                   
in certain areas of the country. 

International involvement in national affairs is also an underlying cause of the Northern             
Triangle’s instability that perpetuates gang violence. The most clear example of this is the United               
States backing of the 1954 coup against Guatemalan leader Jacobo Árbenz. This violent conflict left               
200,000 dead and 40,000 people migrated to another country by the time the “Acuerdos de Paz”                
were signed in 1996. The United States use of Honduras as a training base for Nicaraguan contras                 
similarly destabilized the country, leading to an increase in poverty and violence by the early 1990s.                
Furthermore, the United States foreign policy in line with its “War on Drugs” during the 1970s and                 
1980s further destabilized the region as the United States aimed to militarily control the area.               
Consequently, the governments of the Northern Triangle focused on their relationship with the             
United States instead of the extreme poverty found in each country. 

The destabilized governments of the Northern Triangle countries are incapable of           
prosecuting much of the organized crime in the region, and the widespread corruption in each of                
these nations aggravates the situation by making even less likely for a criminal to be caught and                 
punished. Both El Salvador and Honduras suffer from extremely high impunity rates, as shown in               
the 2017 Global Impunity Index global results (found in additional links). In this same report, all                
three countries were named on the top 20 countries with highest impunity rates (Honduras 12th, El                
Salvador 13th, Guatemala 19th). These high impunity rates reflect the failed government attempts             
at preventing and protecting communities from the mareros, or gang members.  
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Even when gang members do end up in jail, mostly as a consequence of the Northern Triangle                 
countries’ use of mass incarceration as a tactic to curb gang violence, there are weak security                
systems in place that then allow the gang members to conduct business from inside the jails. In                 
Guatemala, 80% of extortions are managed from inside jails, where inmates rely on free gang               
members to continue collecting their taxes and terrorizing citizens if they refuse to pay.  

An important characteristic of the gangs in the Northern Triangle is their power to              
undermine the government itself. More than just being above the law because of high impunity               
rates, gangs regularly fight for territory and collect taxes (extortion), as a typical government to do.                
This political structure exists largely due to the political instability of the 20th century, where gangs                
took advantage of weakened governments to create complex systems of economically sustaining            
the gang members, systems that now are difficult to get rid of entirely. 

Past national attempts to manage the gang situation include programs titled Mano Dura in              
El Salvador, Plan Escoba in Guatemala, and Tolerancia Cero and Operación Libertad in Honduras. All               
three countries initially tried to eliminate gang violence using mano dura tactics, where the military               
or police forces would go into impoverished areas and round up men who looked like they were                 
gang members. In fact, both El Salvador and Honduras passed legislation that made it illegal to be a                  
gang member, and thus the police and military could arrest people on suspicion of them belonging                
to a gang. This policy was not very effective, especially because the police and military forces were                 
not seen as protectors of the communities they entered, but rather as foreign intruders, by the                
locals. These solutions failed to attack the root of the problem, and led to mass incarceration, which                 
as aforementioned, did not limit the gangs’ illegal activities. Furthermore, the remilitarization of             
these countries is less than ideal, and challenges the stability of the countries at large. In 2011, El                  
Salvador abandoned their mano dura tactics and instead began negotiating secret peace talks             
between the gangs. In exchange for prison transfers of some of the gang members, the homicide                
rate per day fell from 14 to around 4 in a matter of days after the agreements were made. A change                     
of leadership in 2013 saw the Salvador government revert back to old ineffective ways of handling                
the gang issue. 
 

III. International Response and Bloc Analysis  
 

In 2017, a joint effort to improve security in the Northern Triangle culminated in the first                
Interparliamentary Forum on Security in the Northern Triangle, to which representatives of            
Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, the United States Department of State and UNODC attended. In              
2018, the second edition of this forum was held in San Salvador. The United States has focused its                  
aid in strengthening national programs to combat gang violence. In 2016 the three Northern              
Triangle countries and the United States created the Alliance for Prosperity- a multinational group              
that aims to improve security and decrease organized crime in the region. This alliance has four                
main strategic pillars: (i) fostering the productive sector, (ii) developing human capital, (iii)             
improving citizen security and access to justice and (iv) strengthening institutions and improving             
transparency. Despite the United States’ continued aid for the region, the temporary protected             
status of certain Salvadoran and Honduran immigrants is set to expire in 2019 and 2020 in the                 
United States, which creates great uncertainty in the near future for thousands of immigrants.  
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In 2018, the Mexican government pledged 30 million dollars over the next five years for helping                
stabilize the Northern Triangle in an effort to curb irregular immigration through Mexico. In              
contrast with this generous aid, however, comes the increased deployment of the Guardia Nacional              
along the southern Mexican border to prevent Central American migrants from entering the             
country. The total number of active National Guard personnel that are focused on controlling the               
Central American migrant situation is of 6,000 across the country, with 2,400 of them at 40% of the                  
Guatemala-Mexico border. These new efforts to decrease the numbers of immigrants in the country              
comes after negotiations between the United States and Mexico this year. Additionally, a significant              
economic stake in the progress of the Northern Triangle countries is held by the Mexican               
government as a product of the 2000 Mexico-Northern Triangle free trade agreement.  

Involvement of countries outside of North America in this issue is limited, but there have               
been some social movements to improve the quality of life of gang violence victims as they seek                 
asylum abroad. Most notably, the Spanish Comisión Española de Ayuda al Refugiado released a docu               
series titled “Maras: ver, oír y callar” to ask the Spanish government to grant asylum to more gang                  
violence immigrants. Despite unequal participation up to this point from the international            
community in solving this pertinent issue, this committee would be most effective involving the              
participation of diverse countries across the world.  
 

IV. Committee Mission 
 

As the United States Office of Drugs and Crime, this committee shall focus mainly on ways                
the international community can support the Northern Triangle’s efforts to curb gang violence.             
Furthermore, it is important to hold the Northern Triangle’ government accountable, especially            
concerning their high rates of impunity and corruption that allow gang violence to prosper. Outside               
the explicit implications of gang violence, the committee must also discuss ways to mitigate the               
effects of mass migration northward of people escaping dangerous situations, and must determine             
what to do with asylum seekers from the Northern Triangle. Finally, this committee should be               
extremely concerned with ways the problem isn’t extended into other countries, or weakened just              
for a short period of time. To truly eradicate the problem of gang violence in the Northern Triangle,                  
there must be a prosperous economy and strong political institutions that help prevent the              
reformation of gangs. Services like education can also aid in preventing the Northern Triangle’s              
youth from turning to gang violence as a way to escape poverty.  
 

Further questions to consider: 
 

1. What should be the role of the international community in eliminating gang violence? 
2. How can the proposed solutions build on top of the past successes, and aim to correct the                 

failed attempts to curb violence? 
3. How can UNODC and local governments financially aid victims of recurring gang extortion? 
4. How would bringing down the Central American gangs affect other issues, especially the             

illicit distribution of drugs throughout the continent? 
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5. How can the international community emphasize the importance of legal justice when            
making advances in eliminating gangs?  

6. What legal frameworks and protocols can the committee propose that would aim to             
prosecute the leaders of the Central American gangs? 

7. How can the regional governments of the Northern Triangle reinstate a ceasefire to             
drastically decrease the deaths associated with the gangs? 

 
V.  Links for further research  

The following links are meant to guide delegates and help them in their research: 
a) Country Links 

UN Member States 
This link provides an overview of each country in context of the United Nations.  
 

b) Committee Links 
UNODC 
This website is the official website of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, and provides a description                  
of the organ along with specific information about actions and resolutions. 
 

c) Topic Links 
1. United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocols          

Thereto  
2. 2017 Global Impunity Index 
3. Borgen Project 
4. Crime Factors Driving Central American Migration 
5. Central America’s Turbulent Northern Triangle 
6. Congressional Research Service: Gangs in Central America (This link provides useful           

information about the United States’ stance on the issue) 
7. El salario del miedo: maras, violencia y extorsión en Centroamérica (This link provides a              

detailed description of the issue and its origins. It also asks each involved party in the issue                 
for specific things to solve the crisis.) 

8. Transnational Organized Crime in Central America and the Caribbean (UNODC assessment           
of organized crime in the region) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.un.org/en/member-states/
https://www.unodc.org/
https://www.unodc.org/documents/middleeastandnorthafrica/organised-crime/UNITED_NATIONS_CONVENTION_AGAINST_TRANSNATIONAL_ORGANIZED_CRIME_AND_THE_PROTOCOLS_THERETO.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/middleeastandnorthafrica/organised-crime/UNITED_NATIONS_CONVENTION_AGAINST_TRANSNATIONAL_ORGANIZED_CRIME_AND_THE_PROTOCOLS_THERETO.pdf
https://www.udlap.mx/cesij/files/IGI-2017_eng.pdf
https://borgenproject.org/tag/gang-violence-in-the-northern-triangle/
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/crime-factors-pushing-northern-triangle-migrants-out/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/central-americas-turbulent-northern-triangle
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL34112.pdf
https://www.crisisgroup.org/es/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/62-mafia-poor-gang-violence-and-extortion-central-america
https://www.unodc.org/documents/toc/Reports/TOCTASouthAmerica/English/TOCTA_CACaribb_migrantsmuggling_to_US.pdf
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