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FOREWORD

In January 1998, the IIHR started the two-year project
"Citizen Security in Central America," sponsored by the
Government of the Republic of China-Taiwan, in which Belize,
Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua
agreed to participate.
Its general objective was to encourage actions intended
to provide sustainable solutions to the problems of crime and
insecurity in these countries, through a pilot experience in a
previously determined area using the problem-solving approach.
Its most important specific objectives were: a) to reduce both,
the most serious forms of criminal behaviour, and the citizens'
feelings of insecurity; b) to improve the image of the police and
the criminal justice system; c) to encourage and promote the
active participation of civil society in the search for solutions to
the problems ofcrime and citizen insecurity; and d) to contribute
to inter-institutional co-ordination on the subject of citizen
security.
The project included two basic stages; during the first
one, situational diagnoses on the areas selected and action plans
were prepared, while, during the second one, such plans were
implemented and evaluated. Prior to its launching, a guide
containing the project's theoretical and methodological aspects
was prepared. This task was carried out by the Regional Co11

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

ordinator, and the guide served as a basis for an initial
publication.'
This second publication presents the work accomplished
within the framework ofthe different activities carried out during
the first stage, particularly the preparation of a diagnosis in each
participating country and within the area selected. This result of
this work, which would be discussed in a seminar, would then
constitute the basis for the preparation and implementation of
actions plans on citizen security.
With the diagnoses prepared by national consultant
teams, information would be obtained on the most troubling forms
of crime; levels of victimisation and insecurity; the citizens'
perception concerning official intervention in this area; and the
human resources that could participate in the application of the
action plans. The research techniques used for this purpose were:
analysis of criminal statistics, proceedings, job reports, and other
pertinent documents; a public opinion poll; and interviews with
key community members.
The results were discussed at seminars held in each
participating country with the double purpose of correcting and!
or broadening the descriptions made in the diagnoses, and
preparing an action plan, which was the purpose of the project's
second stage.
Several items of great importance must be stressed in
relationship to the above-mentioned activities.
The first one relates to the agreed effort to involve all
institutions, organisations, groups and individuals that already
were or could be involved in this field both, in the description of
I
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the problem, and in the search for solutions. Such participatory
effort was rewarded by the participation, in all the countries, of
representatives of the main related entities: ministries of public
security or the interior, police departments, judicial branches,
prosecutorial agencies, defence departments, State organisations
(ministries of education, health, labour, culture) and the civil
society (churches, universities, private enterprise, the media,
community associations, etc.).
The second item refers to the emphasis that should be
placed, as agreed, on the search for consensus among the
organisations mentioned, and on the transparency, guaranteed
legitimacy and efficiency ofthe actions undertaken. A permanent
process of consultation with these institutions made it possible
to accomplish this objective.
Lastly, it would be appropriate to stress how rigorously
the project was proposed, implemented and evaluated. This
implied, among other things, the establishment of precise
objectives, success indicators, and verification means; the
necessary (human, material and financial) inputs; the
determination of responsibilities; and a timetable of activities
together with the preparation of mechanisms for the evaluation
thereof.
This document consists of two parts: part one contains
some compared comments on the subject, and part two includes
the diagnoses prepared in the participating countries and the
action plans that resulted from the seminars held.
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This first part contains some compared comments made
on the basis of the diagnoses prepared in the participating
countries, whose results are discussed in part two of this
document. This is intended, above all, as a contribution to the
efforts made towards Central American integration, a
development that is particularly needed concerning crime and
citizen security. Both, the coincidences and the positive
experiences shared within this sector, and the obstacles and
difficulties which have arisen during the implementation of this
phase of the project, and which are expected to be solved, are
presented here.

In the first place, however, it is appropriate to clarify
that this is an extremely difficult task. Despite common
characteristics (for instance, linguistically and culturally), the
countries of the region are known for their uneven development
in terms of institutional democratisation, education, economy,
standard of living, health, and other aspects of organised social
life. Many of these aspects have an influence on the criminal
phenomenon and on the citizens' perception of security.
This task also implies certain risks. For instance, the
authorities of the countries with lower officially-recorded crime
rates could be tempted to believe that this was due to a more
skilful governmental or sectoral handling of the situation; they
could then try to exploit this circumstance for political purposes,
when in fact this may have resulted from factors such as unreliable
penal statistics, or to one aspect of this, which is the population's
lack of credibility concerning the capacity of State intervention
to confront crime, and which results in indifference on the part
of the citizens about the possibility to file a report either as victims
17
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or witnesses of an offence. In the opposite sense, the governing
bodies of other States whose praiseworthy efforts are at times
challenged by great difficulties, could place in doubt and even
reject the findings of the diagnoses made; they could consider
them unfavourable to the image of their institutions, without
taking into account what has been explained concerning penal
statistics or the existence of a more critical attitude on the part of
the citizens vis-à-vis the reforms started (or, in many cases, only
talked about).
In both cases equitableness and realism should be
essential criteria to proceed with the reforms and experiences
which, for years, have been underway in the countries of Central
America to confront the serious and troubling problems of crime
and citizen insecurity.
These compared comments refer to the methodology
used in the project, and to the main components of the diagnoses
(crime, feeling of insecurity, penal system, State policies, and
civil society initiatives).

I.

METHODOLOGY

A theoretical, conceptual and methodological framework
started to be developed since the beginning of the project, for
application in the participating countries2. Its objectives (general
and specific), components and activities, as well as the follow
up and evaluation methods were indicated in it. However, certain
difficulties have been found in its implementation, together with
some significant accomplishments.

2
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A.

Accomplishments

Among the accomplishments, the following are worthy
of special mention:
the pioneering nature of the project, which proposes a
rigorous approach to crime-related and citizen insecurity
problems in Central America; essentially based on a
detailed analysis of reality, such approach seeks to tackle
the problem through joint, consensual, sustainable and
duly controlled and evaluated solutions;
"

Acceptance, by so many representatives of institutions,
organisations and a diversity of groups (constables,
prosecutors, judges, congresspersons, attorneys-at-law,
church representatives, educators, businesspersons,
among others), of the joint-effort principle to find
realistic, sustainable, co-ordinated and consensual
solutions to a common problem; this was accomplished
through their recognition of the fact that this method
has been the main factor for the success of experiences
in other countries with greater development in this field;

"

The scientific and technical quality shown in the
preparation and implementation of the project, which
was recognised by different international institutions that
have recently become interested in this subject.

B.

Difficulties

Despite the above-mentioned accomplishments, a
number of problems have affected the implementation of the
project, among which the following must be stressed:
"

the fact that there is not much of a tradition, if there is
any tradition at all, in the Continent for approaching the
19
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subject of crime in an integrated manner, or in terms of
the official reaction to this approach;
"

the lack of or unreliability of data on the phenomenon
of crime, and the citizens' feeling of insecurity;

"

the serious scarcity of specialists in this field (which, it
appears, had started to be tackled within the past few
years);

"

changes in the police structure in some countries,
particularly Guatemala and Honduras, where the
transformation of a militarised police force into a civilianstyle police service had started shortly before; and

"

reluctance, on the part of some of the authorities to
integrate the citizen security subject together with the
human rights issue.

However, the main difficulty has been the delaying of
activities in some countries, which has been due to the following
reasons:
"

apparent lack of consistency between the interest
expressed by some official authorities upon submission
ofthe proposal, and the fact that the tasks stipulated were
not performed in due time (Costa Rica, El Salvador and
Guatemala); this has resulted in the postponement of
appointments on numerous occasions;

"

taking ofoffice ofnew administrations, and consequently
of new Ministers, in Belize (September 1998), Costa Rica
(May 1998), and El Salvador (March 2000), making it
necessary to re-establish contacts with the new competent
authorities;

20
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" certain national inter-institutional co-ordination
difficulties, especially between the police and the civil
society in approaching the problem (El Salvador and
Honduras);
" excessive duration ofcertain festivities (Christmas, Holy
Week, etc.);
" certain particularly important events (for instance the
assassination of Monsignor Girardi in Guatemala);
" existence, in some countries of the region -for instance
El Salvador and Guatemala- of uncontrolled armed
groups (paramilitary death squads), that attempt to solve
the crime problem their own way; this is a serious threat
against an official response to the problem based on
scrupulous observance of the basic and the human rights
of the citizens;
"

lack of certainty on the part of some authorities about
the need to approach the problem rigorously (which
would involve, among other things, the determination of
objectives, indicators of success and verification means,
modes of evaluation, the necessary inputs, timetable of
activities, establishment of the precise and adequate
responsibilities of the institutions and persons involved,
etc.), priority being given instead to improvised solutions
intended to impress the constituency (for instance, the
creation of security committees which, in many cases,
are either short lived because of exhaustion or the fear of
reprisals, or prone to essentially repressive interventions);

"

in the same sense, the fact that numerous governments
of the region are recipients of international co-operation
offers that, in general, are unconditionally accepted,
without their being incorporated into a national policy
on judicial and citizen security matters and without
21
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correspondence either with the needs in these sectors, or
with the idiosyncrasy of the countries of the region; and
lastly, the sequels of hurricane Mitch, which hit almost
all the countries of Central America in September 1998;
this initially threatened the continuation of the project
especially in Honduras and Nicaragua, but the problem
was solved thanks to the determination of the authorities
in these countries not to abandon an experience that
promised to help solve one oftheir main social problems.
Another methodological inconvenience refers to the
determination of the geographical areas where the action plans
prepared on the basis of the diagnoses had to be implemented.
Contrary to the criteria indicated in the proposal (number of
residents, availability of instruments to measure crime,
disqualification of areas without problems and areas with
extremely serious problems, etc.), the highest authorities of the
ministries of security or the interior of some countries insisted
on, and succeeded in selecting areas on the basis of other,
generally political criteria; such was the case of Rincón Grande
de Pavas (Costa Rica), Ilobasco (El Salvador) and Villa Nueva
(Guatemala); these are highly-dangerous and socially-conflictive
areas.
One last reservation of the same nature refers to how
representative the sample used for the public opinion survey was;
as already indicated in a previous document3, since this was an
approach to the crime and citizen insecurity issue, it wasn't
deemed appropriate to use a statistically significant sample of
the population of the areas selected, which has been limited to
300 homes with representation by sex (males, females), age
(youths, adults), and social and economic condition.

3
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II.

CRIME

Although with respect to the crime situation in the
participating countries the limitations pointed out at the beginning
of Part Two must be remembered, especially those relative to
comparisons between countries, it would probably be useful to
present and comment on certain data from the diagnoses. The
following comments refer to both, general and specific aspects
of the subject, and the results of the opinion surveys.
A.

General Aspects

The following general aspects deserve to be especially
mentioned:
"

lack of a penal statistics system in Guatemala;

"

low reliability of existing statistics in some countries
(in Costa Rica, for example, which has an excellent
system, the total number of reports received and the cases
admitted into the OIJ offices do not necessarily coincide;
the method used for the compilation of data is not
indicated; and the types of offence regarded are too
numerous; in Nicaragua the compilation method is not
indicated either; there are too many offence categories;
and data on crime and on the performance of the National
Police in charge of the system are mixed); and
existence of different compilation sources (In Costa Rica
and Nicaragua these are police sources which are,
consequently, closer to the occurrence, while the data
come from the Prosecutorial Agency in El Salvador and
Guatemala, where, having already passed through the
police "screen," such data are further away from reality).

23
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B.

Specific Aspects

An analysis of the data on Table 1 leads to the comments
that follow, concerning the periods taken into consideration:

Table 1
and
area compared data
Country
Country and area

Costa Rica (1993-97)

RincOn Grande

El Salvador (1994-97)

Ilobasco *

Rates in 1997 and
Most frequent offences
and percentages with
variations (in %)
the
period
analysed
respect to the total of
During
criminal acts (1997)
General

Against
persons

Against
property

126.8
(-4.0)

11.2
(-9.7)

91.3
(- 14.8)

-

-

-

76.6
50.8
(+ 33.1) (+ 35.8)

-26.2

Aggression (30-35),
fights (10-15) and
disturbances (10)

25.2
Injuries (34.4), homicide
(+ 21.2) (15.1), theft (13.3),
threats (11.9), and
automobile theft (10.6).

-16.1

-32.9

Guatemala (1997-98)

-

-

-

Villa Nueva

-

-

-

24

Robbery with force
against objects (26.6).
theft (19.0) and robbery
with violence against
persons (10.1)

Theft (36.6), threats
(15.5), injuries (16.5),
robbery (11.0), and
homicide (10.4).
Robbery, injuries,
homicide, theft, and
automobile theft.
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Honduras (1994-97)

+38.1

- 15.3

-49.5

Against life and personal
integrity (23.4)
Against property (6.7)

Choluteca *

-17.9

-

-

Robbery (32.0), theft
(12.0), injuries (7.6),
homicide attempts (6.6),
and homicide (5.6)

135.6
(+ 24.7)

51.6
(+ 53.6)

+83.8

+102.6

+61.3

-

-

-

-30.0

-60.0

- 16.0

Nicaragua (1993-97)

Masaya

Belize (1995-98)
Belize City

77.4
Injuries (22.7), theft
(+ 10.9) (16.8). robbery with
force against objects
(16.0), livestock theft
(5.8), and threats (5.5)
Injuries (27.7). theft
(16.6). robbery with
force against objects
(13.6). threats (5.9) and
fraud (4.5)
Against property and
persons

* Variations of totals.

"

With the exception of Guatemala and Belize, the data
presented correspond to crime rates per 10,000
inhabitants, which makes the comparison easier;

"

in almost all the countries there were increases in the
overall crime rates; the increase was very drastic in
Honduras (38.1%, but this was due to the decision to
add misdemeanours in 1997), and in El Salvador
(33.1%), but was lower in Nicaragua (24.7%); only in
Costa Rica was a decline observed (due, however, as
already pointed out, to the limitation of the complaints
filed with the OIJ concerning some offences against
property);

25
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"

offences against persons especially in Nicaragua
(53.6%), and El Salvador (35.8%) increased, but declined
in Costa Rica (9.7%) and in Honduras (15.3%); and

"

offences against property increased in El Salvador and
Nicaragua (21.2% and 10.9%, respectively), and declined
in Honduras (49.5%), and Costa Rica (14.8%).

The preceding data present a variety of situations that
cannot serve to support any satisfactory compared conclusion;
therefore, they must be analysed and interpreted in relationship
to the reality in each country (for instance, specific offences
included into the generic categories of "theft with violence against
persons," "robbery with force against objects," or "theft with
intimidation" may differ depending on what is established in the
respective penal codes).
C.

Opinion Surveys

While the questions relative to victimisation -that is,
the possibility to be the victim of some serious offence- permit a
more accurate approach to the criminal phenomenon, others only
represent the opinions of the citizens with respect thereto.
Concerning victimisation in the selected areas, the data
in Table 2 show that Belize and Villa Nueva, Guatemala were
the most victimised areas (38.3% and 34.0%, respectively, of
the population interviewed); they were followed at a close
distance by Rincón Grande de Pavas, Costa Rica (30.6%) and
further behind by Ilobasco, El Salvador (24.0%), Choluteca,
Honduras (18,8%) and Masaya, Nicaragua (13.7%), assault in
the street with the intent to steal being the cause of most
victimisation cases. With the exception of Nicaragua, these
indexes are notably higher than those recorded in the
industrialised countries.

26
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Table 3 shows, additionally, that the general and strong
impression prevailing in all the countries was that crime was
increasing at national level. This changed when the persons
interviewed referred to their areas or neighbourhoods; however
the perception of an increase in crime continued to be very strong
or strong in El Salvador, Costa Rica and Guatemala; this could
have been due to the characteristics of the areas selected in these
countries which, as was pointed out, distinguished themselves
for the high degree of social conflictiveness that prevailed in
them. The main causes for such an increase were attributed to
unemployment and the use of drugs.

Table 2
Victimisation
Questions

a
-

Have you been a victim over
the preceding year?
Of what type of offence? (order)
assault in the street with
the intent to steal
robbery in the home
attack with a weapon

-

.

-

38.3

30.6

24.0

34.0

18.8

13.7

1

1

1

1

1

2

3
2

2
3

3
2

3
2

3
2

1
3

These data are consistent with those of other North
American and European countries where similar surveys have
been taken; this shows that the people have a more positive
image of the situation in their area or neighbourhood, while their
opinion with respect to the country as a whole is usually
influenced by other factors, especially the news and reports
disseminated by the media.

Lastly, and bearing in mind the possible adoption of a
penal policy in the countries involved in the project, it must be
27
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pointed out that the offences regarded most serious by the
population interviewed, although differing in certain aspects,
were: assault in the street with the intent to steal, attack with a
weapon, and rape. However, kidnapping for ransom was
reportedly the most troubling offence for Guatemalans; rape,
homicide and assault for Nicaraguans; attack with a weapon for
Belizeans (Table 4).

Table 3
Crime evolution
Questions

z
Crime evolution (country)
- it has increased
- it remains the same
- it has declined

75.3
15.0
8.3

96.7
3.3
-

89.0
9.7
0.7

76.7
16.7
6.0

88.3
9.4
1.7

92.7
2.7
4.7

Crime evolution (area)
- it has increased
- it remains the same
- it has declined

35.3
42.0
10.0

66.8
29.9
3.0

82.7
12.3
2.3

61.7
24.0
6.7

46.0
33.9
16.1

28.7
29.3
36.3

Causes for the increase (area)
- use of drugs
- unemployment
- police inefficiency
- loss of values
- poverty
- alcoholic beverage
consumption
-lack of severity of judges

28

13.0
24.0
1.0
0.7

48.4
20.1
2.6
6.3

28.3
31.3
6.7
3.0

24.3
19.0
9.3
9.0

23.2
25.2
5.7
8.4

16.3
27.0
4.3
2.7

0.3

2.3

7.3

3.0

7.7

1.0

0.3
1.3

7.6
2.6

0.7
3.3

0.7
2.0

1.7
1.0

4.0
1.7
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Table 4
Most serious offences
Questions
.r
Most serious offences (country)
- assault in the street to steal 21.7
- robbery in the home
10.3
10.7
-rape
- homicide
17.0
- attack with a weapon
37.3
forransom
1.7
-kidnapping

III.

45.7
2.3
10.9
7.9
28.0
2.0

n

.

-

E

CI
-

11.3
3.3
24.7
15.0
31.7
9.7

14.7
4.7
12.0
9.7
10.0
46.7

C

C.?

27.9
4.0
23.2
22.8
18.5
0.7

10.0
1.0
51.7
14.3
9.0
7.7

FEELING OF INSECURITY

The compared analysis of the opinion surveys taken in
the areas selected of the participating countries shows, in the
first place, that crime, according to the citizens, except in the
case of Nicaragua and Belize, was one of the main social
problems and second only to economic issues (especially
unemployment); the concern of the population of Villa Nueva
(Guatemala) vis-à-vis the crime phenomenon was particularly
troubling, since one out of three residents regarded it as the
country's main problem. In Nicaragua, however, the citizens of
Masaya placed the crime problem way below the problems of
unemployment, health, poverty, corruption, and the cost of living
(Table 5).
In the second place, the surveys indicate that the persons
interviewed felt safer in their neighbourhoods than in the country
as a whole; these results are consistent with those obtained in
other countries (Table 6).
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Table 5
Main problems of the country
Questions

.u
rl

Main problems (country)
- unemployment
- crime
-health
- poverty
- cost of living
- corruption

29.3
19.0
13.0
10.3
6.0
3.7

30.3
18.4
9.5
12.2
9.2
11.5

.
-

=

=
=

16.8
18.1
29.5
12.8
11.4
5.4

60.3
3.3
11.0
8.7
4.0
8.0

.

I

21.3
18.7
13.7
25.0
4.0
4.7

21.3
33.3
9.3
9.3
6.0
6.0

But there were considerable differences among the
perceptions of the inhabitants of the selected areas with respect
to the level of security. As Table 6 itself indicates, persons who
expressed to be very safe and safe were especially the residents
of Belize (64.3%), Masaya (61%), and Choluteca (40%),
followed by those who lived in Rincón Grande de Pavas (34.5%),
Villa Nueva (25.6%) and Ilobasco (22.7%). In the opposite sense,
those who felt very insecure or insecure corresponded to El
Salvador (41.7%), Guatemala (41.3%), Costa Rica (31.6%),
Honduras (28.5%), and Nicaragua (22.6%).
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Table 6
Degree of security
I-

Questions

E
-

Degree of security (area)
very safe
- safe
- not too safe
- unsafe
- very unsafe

18.0
46.3
19.3
10.0
4.3

6.9
27.6
32.9
22.7
8.9

8.7
19.0
30.3
34.0
7.7

3.3
22.3
32.7
24.0
17.3

8.1
31.9
27.2
23.5
5.0

19.3
41.7
16.3
20.3
2.3

Degree of security (country)
- very safe
- safe
- not too safe
- unsafe
- very unsafe

3.7
23.3
39.7
19.0
11.0

3.9
6.3
23.7
35.2
30.9

4.0
3.0
9.7
60.0
22.7

3.3
13.3
16.7
31.0
34.7

4.7
8.7
12.1
46.6
25.5

1.3
5.7
6.7
46.3
39.7

Lastly, the security measures adopted for protection from
crime were similar, the most prevalent being the installation of
grills and bars in the homes, and the purchase of a watchdog,
followed by the organisation of the neighbours. El Salvador and
Honduras were the two countries where the police was sought
most frequently for help (Table 7).
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Table 7
Security measures
Questions

c
.

.
o

Security measures adopted
- installation of bars and grills
in homes
42.0
- purchase ofawatchdog
44.3
- purchase ofaweapon
23.0
- hiring ofaguard
3.0
- getting organised with the
neighbours
- installing alarms
- summoning the police for
help

IV.

-

.t

..
'

b
I

Z

89.8
35.9
11.2
10.9

50.3
21.0
24.3
13.3

35.0
43.3
7.0
1.7

51.7
64.4
36.9
7.7

25.'?
38.
4.
20¬

41.3
4.0

24.3
7.2

27.3
9.3

11.0
2.7

50.0
4.4

15.'?
-

17.7

18.8

40.0

13.3

34.6

6.'?

THE PENAL SYSTEM

With respect to the penal system, the compared analys
of the surveys permits certain comments concerning the polic
and the justice system as a whole.

A.

The Police

Concerning police services, the field studies indicate
that the main problem over the preceding few years in thre
countries (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras), was th
demilitarisation of the police and its separation from the arme
forces. In El Salvador and Guatemala this process had bee
carried out within the framework of the Peace Agreements signe

between the Government and the guerrilla, with the support c
the United Nations (UNSAL and UNMIGUA). In Hondura
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this had been done as part of the work of the Board forthe Transfer
of the FSP. The culmination of all these efforts had been the
establishment of new police services placed under civilian

authority, and the preparation and adoption of the corresponding
organic laws.
In Costa Rica and Nicaragua priority concerning police
matters had been and continues to be given to professionalisation
and modernisation, a process that was being attempted also in El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. In all countries of the region
the most recent trend in this sector of justice administration was
towards the establishment of a community-oriented (or
proximity) police model. This was one of the main objectives of
pilot experiences provided for in this project on citizen security
in Central America; this model prevailed in Belize thanks to
British influence.

On the basis of the surveys it is possible to conclude
that there was one initial problem that made the possibility of a
relationship between the police and the citizenry doubtful: relying
on complaints or reports as the mechanisms through which the
penal system usually learned about the perpetration of an offence.
It was observed that the number of reports was extremely low in
numerous countries, the citizens' scepticism being attributable
to reasons such as inefficiency of the competent authorities, fear
of reprisals, and lack of evidence, among others.

The surveys taken in the Central American countries
confirm, except in the case of Belize, the low number of reports
filed, generally with the police; at best (in El Salvador) only
12.3% of the incidents was reported by citizens interviewed who
confessed to have been victims of an offence; in the worst of
cases (Nicaragua, Honduras and Costa Rica) only 4% and 5% of
the incidents was reported; furthermore, those interviewed shared
the general impression that the authorities did nothing about it.
Concerning the persons who decided not to report the incidents,
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the main reasons alleged not to do so were: the feeling that the
authorities were not capable of doing anything, fear of reprisals,
lack of evidence, and the idea that the occurrence was not very
serious (Table 8).

Table 8
The police
Questions
cc
_________

7i
Cn
-

E

u

5i
z

A report on the incident was
filed

27.3

4.9

12.3

10.3

4.4

4.3

Authority informed about it
- the police
the Prosecutorial Agency

27.3
-

4.6
-

11.7
-

8.7
0.3

1.7
2.7

4.3
-

12.0
5.7

3.0
1.0

6.0
1.3

7.0
1.7

3.4
0.3

9.3

1.0

3.7

0.7

0.3

-

2.0

16.1

7.0

0.7
2.0
2.7
0.3

2,3
1.6
1.6
0.3

1.3
2.0
0.3
-

7.3
6.0

5.0
4.0

4.3
0.3

3.0
3.0
0.3

2.7
1.7
1.0

2.3
0.7
-

9.0
26.3
23.7
30.0
10.3

3.6
18.4
17.8
34.9
25.3

11.0
47.0
26,0
12.7
2.0

16.0
33.3
23.3
22.7
4.3

2.3
10.7
16,8
22.5
47,0

5.3
16.3
23.3
23.7
30.3

Result of the report
- the authorities did nothing
- the authorities solved the
case
- an investigation was made
Reasons for not reporting the
incident
- the authorities wouldn't do
anything
- it was dangerous, fear of
reprisals
- there was no evidence
- it wasn't anything serious
- the place was far away
Presence of the police (area)
- very frequent
- frequent
- not too frequent
- very infrequent
- never
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.
.

.

Police service (area)
- very adequate
- adequate
- not too adequate
- not adequate at all

.

c
©

-

Z

5.7
46.0
30.0
16.7

1.3
12.5
52.6
31.9

1.7
44.3
38.3
12.0

6.0
38.7
37.0
14.3

3.4
16.4
32.6
45.3

1.7
25.3
37.3
33.7

13.7
17.3
60.3
2.7
2.3

13.8
37.5
21.4
11.5
1.2

6.0
11.0
28.7
7.7
37.7

13.3
12.0
17.7
8.3
32.7

16.8
27.2
23.8
7.7
6.7

14.3
22.3
35.7
7.0
14.3

-

4.3
26.0
43.8
16.4
3.0

1.0
4.0
18.0
16.7
9.7
9.3

11.3
11.0
7.7
14.7
7.0
4.7

15.4
10.1
12.4
13.1
7.7
2.3

3.7
20.0
5.0
27.0
6.0
3.0

41.3
16.7
15.0
24.7

15.5
-

57.7
5.0
3.3
27.7

24.3
25.3
8.7
34.7

26.5
21.5
21.5
24.5

31.0
12.0
28.3
26.7

The Police violated human
rights
- always
- almost always
- it depends
- almost never
- never
Organisations that violated
human rights
- the army
- the police
- the Judicial Branch
- the government
- political parties
- public officials
Best security mechanism
- the police
- the army
- private guards
- none

29.9
52.3

A second problem relative to police efficiency was that
of the physical presence of the police. In this sense, Table 8
shows that the opinions of those interviewed were more positive
in El Salvador, Guatemala and Belize (where 58%, 49.3% and
35.3%, respectively, expressed that patrolling by the police was
very frequent and frequent) than in Honduras, Costa Rica, and
Nicaragua (where those who answered that patrolling of the areas
was very infrequent or never done accounted-for 69.5%, 60.2%
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and 54% respectively). These data must, however, be interpreted
in relationship to the number of constables assigned to the areas
under analysis: one constable for every 7,500 inhabitants in
Rincón Grande de Pavas (Costa Rica); 1,000 in Masaya
(Nicaragua); 600 in Ilobasco (El Salvador); 432 in Villa Nueva
(Guatemala), 345 in Choluteca (Honduras), and 300 in Belize.
The table mentioned indicates also that in all areas
selected most of the residents felt that the police services provided
were not too adequate or not adequate at all (46.7% in Belize,
little more than half in El Salvador and Guatemala, three fourths
in Nicaragua and Honduras, and 84.5% in Costa Rica); however,
of those interviewed, more than half in Belize, and almost half
in El Salvador and Guatemala stated that such services were very
adequate or adequate.
A third problem relates to police performance,
particularly the level of observance of human rights. Concerning
this subject, the surveys indicate (Table 8) that in most of the
areas under consideration human rights were said to be violated
always or almost always, and some times by large percentages
of the population (51.3% in Rincón Grande de Pavas, 44% in
Choluteca, and 36.6% in Masaya); the situation appeared to be
better in Villa Nueva and Ilobasco, where 41% and 45.4%,
respectively, of those interviewed expressed that human rights
were almost never or never violated. In Belize or Masaya,
however, the high percentage of residents who answered "it
depends" (60.3% and 37.7%, respectively) must be construed as
a variant of the negative answer given to the question.
These results must be likewise given a relative value if
the answers concerning the groups that violate human rights the
most are taken into consideration. The police institution occupied
a prominent second place only in Nicaragua. In the other areas
it was usually in fourth or fifth place, after the Government, the
Judicial Branch, and the political parties, with the exception of
Honduras and Guatemala, where the armed forces were viewed
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as the entity that observed human rights the least. But in any
event, these opinions must be carefully interpreted considering
that the citizens may mean different things by violation of human
rights depending on whether they are referring to the police (since,
because of the nature of its functions, any police intervention is
generally regarded as a repressive or an authoritarian action), or
to other State organisations (whose decisions may be perhaps
regarded slow or inappropriate).

Lastly, another question was included to measure the
efficiency of the police institution in its role as guarantor of citizen
security. In this respect, the residents of the areas selected in El
Salvador, Belize, Nicaragua and Honduras felt that the police,
above private guards and the army, was the organisation they
trusted the most for their personal protection from crime.
However the number of persons who stated not to feel safe with
any of the above was considerable (approximately one out of
every four respondents in Belize, El Salvador, Nicaragua and
Honduras; one out of every three in Guatemala; and half in
Costa Rica).

B.

The justice system

Concerning the rest of the penal system, considerable
efforts had been made over the preceding few years in terms of
legislative action (since 1992 Guatemala, Costa Rica and El
Salvador had adopted penal procedural codes aimed at the
introduction of an accusational system; the process of preparation
of legislations of this type was well underway in Honduras and
Nicaragua; Costa Rica and El Salvador had new laws on minor
offenders; and Costa Rica, Guatemala and Nicaragua had new
Judicial Branch organic laws), and in terms of judicial reform
with financial support from different international organisations.
Also, a Justice Sector Co-ordinating Committee had been
established in El Salvador, which was responsible for encouraging
and co-ordinating the reforms of the system as a whole.
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Despite such accomplishments and the presence, in the
areas selected, of different components of the justice system,
which may pose the problem of adequate territorial distribution
of its main sectors (fiscal and public defence offices, courts,
prisons), the surveys show, in general, a rather critical attitude
by the citizens concerning such system as a whole.
Indeed, approximately one out of every ten persons
interviewed in the areas selected
-especially Rincón Grande
de Pavas and Masaya- felt that the performance of the justice
system was fair or bad, it having remained the same or having
become worse during the preceding year (particularly in Masaya);
only in Villa Nueva did one third of the respondents feel that the
situation had improved (Table 9).
The considerable percentage of citizens who, as shown
on this table, declared to be ready to collaborate with justice if
given the opportunity to do so was surprising, while the reasons
alleged by those who were not willing to collaborate with justice
were fear of reprisals (number one in El Salvador, Guatemala
and Nicaragua), lack of knowledge concerning the steps to be
taken (in Costa Rica and Honduras), and, to a lesser degree, the
abundant bureaucracy, the impression that the system was
inefficient, and lack of knowledge concerning the laws.

V.

SATE POLICIES

The preceding description lays out the problem of State
policies and strategies relative to crime. In this respect, the
surveys point out that the main actions that should be undertaken
by the government, according to the respondents, vary from
country to country: while in Belize, Costa Rica and El Salvador
the respondents felt that the severity of punishment should be
increased, in Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua emphasis was
placed on the improvement of the economic situation. Other
State actions that were generally mentioned were an increase in
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Table 9
The judicial system
Questions

E
Cn

Performance of the justice
system
- good
- fair
- bad
Status of the justice system
it had improved
- it remained the same
- it had become worse

MD

z

10.0
53.0
33.0

3.0
51.3
44,7

11.3
53.7
34.3

11.0
55.3
30.3

6.4
57.7
31.9

6.7
31.3
58.7

18.0
47.0
29.7

4.9
61.8
30.6

18.3
50.7
28.3

35.7
40.3
20.3

16.1
60.1
18.8

11.3
24.3
59.3

64.7
30.3

46.4
39.5

85.7
8.7

73.7
16.7

89.9
5.7

64.7
30.3

9.7

6.3

1.7

1.0

-

0.3

1.7
1.7

6.9
5.6

0.3

1.3

2.0
1.3

1.3
2.7

11.0

6.3

1.3

1.7

1.0

2.3

5.0
2.0
1.0
-

1.6
3.9
0.3
-

0.7
4.3
-

4.0
5.3
1.0
-

0.3
1.0
-

0.7
5.3
0.3
0.3

Collaboration with the justice
system
- yes
- no

Reasons not to collaborate
- too much bureaucracy
- lack of knowledge
concerning the steps to be
taken
- lack of knowledge
concerning the law
- it didn't do any good
- lack of trust in the justice
system
- fear of reprisals
- it cost too much
- transportation difficulties
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the number of constables and, to a lesser degree, the building of
more prisons and the rehabilitation of those sentenced to prison
(Table 10). As can be seen, the desire for repressive rather than
preventive measures prevailed.
The same table indicates that, with the exception of
Choluteca (Honduras), the citizens interviewed were generally
in disagreement with the intervention of armed groups outside
the law to eliminate offenders on their own. However, opinions
concerning the organisation of armed neighbours for combating
crime also on their own, differed depending on the area: in
Choluteca and Masaya a majority of residents stated to be in
agreement with this possibility, while the residents of Villa Nueva
rejected the idea; in all the other zones there prevailed mixed
opinions.

With respect to the possible application of the death
penalty as an important measure in the struggle against certain
serious forms of crime, the residents of Rincón Grande de Pavas,
Masaya and Ilobasco opposed such a measure, while more than
80% of those of Belize and Villa Nueva accepted it. The offences
for which the respondents were in favour of the death penalty
were above all homicide and rape, and, in Guatemala, extorsion,
Lastly, as to the often discussed matter of whether human
rights protected more the innocent and the victims of crime than
the perpetrators of the offences, the prevalent opinion, except in
Choluteca and Masaya, was that more attention was paid to the
offenders.

VI.

CIVIL SOCIETY INITIATIVES

Despite a broad and rich experience in local participation
and development, initiatives relative to the issues of crime and
citizen insecurity were either rare or non existent at all. With the
exception of the actions undertaken by the Honduran Citizens'
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Forum, in almost all the other countries of the region the
programmes in these sectors usually responded to political and
party interests ofthe authorities in office, not to the true needs of
the communities.
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Table 10

State policies

.

Questions

Government actions
- increase severity of
punishment
- build more prisons
- increase number of
constables
- create prevention
programmes
- create inmate rehabilitation
programmes
- improve theeconomic
situation

Z
547
1.3

454
79

47.0
6.7

20.7
4.3

26.5
7.7

10.3
4.7

5.3

6.9

9.3

17.7

17.1

17.3

8.7

30.6

9.0

5.7

4.0

5.7

3.3

2.3

12.7

6.0

7.0

5.7

26.3

4.6

12.7

29.0

35.2

51.3

38.0
55.3

21.4
75.0

21.3
64.7

37.7
55.7

47.0
45.6

30.7
66.0

Groups of organised neighbours
- in agreement
49.0
- in disagreement
45"3

45.7
52.0

50.0
48.0

38.3
57.0

69.1
24.5

57.0
42.0

Death penalty
- yes
- no

82.3
14.3

33.9
65.5

46.7
50.3

82.0
13.3

53.4
38.9

43.3
55.3

Offences punishable with
death penalty
- homicide
-rape
- kidnapping
- assault in the street to steal
- robbery in the home

83.3
4.7
-

27.0
5.9
0.3
-

24.3
13.3
5.0
1.7
07

32.7
21.3
24.7
1.0
1.7

39.9
11.4
-

28.3
14.0
0.3
0.3

-

53.0

67.3

46.7

40.6

29.3

-

7.9
352

2.7
21.3

12.3
29.7

10.4
40.3

28.0
34.3

Armed groups outside the law
- in agreement
- in disagreement

Protection of human rights
- better for the offenders
- better for the innocent and
the victims
- the same for all
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PART TWO
DIAGNOSES AND ACTION PLANS
The main results of the diagnoses prepared in the
participating countries and the action plans that resulted from
the seminars held in each of them are presented in this second
part.

The most frequent forms of crime and their evolution
are indicated after a brief description of the characteristics of the
this is most
area selected for implementation of the Project;
useful for purposes of identifying both, possible causes of crime
and insecurity feelings, and the institutions and organisations
that could, in joint and co-ordinated fashion, intervene towards
the solving of the problems detected; an analysis is included of
the perception that the citizens had of security, as well as a
description of State policies and civil society initiatives on this
subject; lastly a listing is presented of the activities to be carried
out within the action plans prepared in the seminars.
I. BELIZE
At the national level Belizeans shared some very real
concerns about citizen security issues. In a recent study of the
civil society in Belize, sponsored by the Commonwealth
Foundation, "common" citizens were asked what stopped them
and the government from playing their roles towards an
improvement of the society and the country. The limitations of
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the citizenry were described as "lack of financial means," "fear
of political victimisation," "egotism," and "inadequate education
and information;" the government's limitations were described
as: "lack of interest in the well being ofthe citizens," "greediness
and corruption," "lack of resources," "it doesn't know what the
communities need."
By their answers, "common" citizens appeared to be
familiar with the subjects of juvenile participation and citizen
security. This was especially true in poor, urban neighbourhoods
where many "common" citizens lived and where juvenile crime
was a ceaseless problem. It is interesting to observe that these
two subjects were notoriously absent from the answers of those
in higher social and economic categories interviewed. One local
columnist described appropriately the school dropout and juvenile
unemployment trend that persisted, and its consequences in terms
of criminal activity:
"This continues to be the most critical problem ofBelize:
youngsters that drop out of school before completing
their education, and youngsters who have to cope with
unemployment even if they complete their studies. This
large group of unemployed individuals is the actual
hatchery of urban and rural crime throughout Belize.
These youngsters find themselves trapped in their low
self esteem, the most vulnerable group becoming
therefore involved in drug consumption and dealing;
they constitute, already, the majority of Belize's
correctional population."5
For years the Belize-Guatemala territorial dispute has
been the cause of certain levels of citizen insecurity in Belize.
4
5
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This has obviously had serious implications in terms of human
security for the citizens of both countries who live along the
unprotected border. This dispute has also had an undeniable
influence on Belize's regional integration into Central America
in both, economic and social terms.

Although Belize and its Central American neighbours
shared many similar experiences, the concept of citizen security
in Belize was somewhat different. For instance, the citizen
security context in countries such as El Salvador or Nicaragua
could be quite different to that of Belize, since in those countries
the transition towards democracy had been evolving from a

militarised history of civil wars. Belize had never had such an
experience, thanks to democratic traditions established since long
before, despite many years of British colonial rule. Except for
civil disturbances after the signing of the controversial "Heads
of Agreement" treaty by Belize, England and Guatemala, under
no circumstances had the Government of Belize had to declare a
state of emergency.

Some of Belize's neighbours faced very particular
security concerns, such as the peace and reconciliation initiative
of Guatemala, intended to end the country's civil war through a
peace agreement and reincorporate former military and guerrilla
members into civilian life.

Another interesting trend was that of citizen insecurity
resulting from human vulnerability to ever more frequent and
violent natural disasters. Hurricane Mitch caused many deaths
and extensive destruction in 1998 in Honduras and Nicaragua.
Environmental degradation and high pollution densities
contributed to a large extent to the human disaster in those
countries. Belize escaped the hurricane by a small margin and
was only affected by strong rain and small floods. Although
equally destructive hurricanes had hit this country, there had not
been a serious one in over twenty years. Additionally, since more
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than fifty per cent of the population of the country was under
twenty years of age, a strong feeling of insecurity was not
ingrained collectively into the national psyche with respect to
natural disasters. With a relatively intact natural environment
and a low population density, Belize had an environmental and
social context that differed greatly from that of its neighbours.

A.

Main characteristics of the country and the zones
under study
1. Geographical location and political system

Located on the Eastern (Caribbean) seaboard of the
Central American isthmus, and bordering in the North with
Mexico and in the South and West with Guatemala, Belize
became independent from Great Britain in 1981, after many
decades of colonial rule.
Belize is a sovereign State governed by Westminstermodel parliamentary democracy principles. The Prime Minister
and the Cabinet constitute the Executive Branch of the
Government. The Cabinet is comprised of Ministers and State
Ministers appointed by the Governor General according to the
advice of the Prime Minister. The two-chamber legislature
consists of a House of Representatives with 29 members, and a
Senate with 9 appointed members.

2. Demographic data
2.1. Belize has a culturally and ethnically heterogeneous
society of approximately 230,000 inhabitants; population density
was 26 inhabitants per square mile, especially in Belize City.
Forty-two per cent of the population was under 15 years of age.
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Four ethnic groups were predominant in the demographic
of
the country: Creole, Mestizo, Garifuna and Maya. In
profile
historical terms, the Creole population had lived mainly in the
District of Belize; the Garifuna in the Stann Creek District; the
Kekchi-Mayan and the Mopan-Mayan in the District of Toledo,
and the Yucatecan-Mayan and the Mestizo in the Districts of
Orange Walk and Corozal. The country was divided into six
districts and, according to the 1997 Belize Human Development
Report, it was half rural and half urban (51% and 49%,
respectively). Rapid increases in its population were due to
migration from neighbouring Central American republics, at the
same time that urban Creoles and Garifunas migrated constantly
to the United States of America. The resulting demographic
change was causing Belize to become increasingly Hispanic.
2.2. Belize City was the site of the original settlement in
the country, and functioned as the colonial administrative centre
since the end of the eighteenth century until national
independence in 1981; it served as a crossroads for the extraction
of resources and the economic exploitation of the colony, through
the exportation of large quantities of timber, mainly campeachy
wood and mahogany to Great Britain. Belize City had
traditionally been the economic, social and political centre of
the country, which was reflected in the concentration of its
population in this city. The emergence of an urban elite with
control over the import-export trade and the lack of an agricultural
tradition in the country, had served only to stimulate the
predominance of Belize City.
At the time this study was made it had a population of
approximately 70,000 inhabitants, that is, slightly less than one
third the population of the country. Traditionally, the city had
been populated for the most part by Creoles of mixed African
and European descent. However, the constant migration of
Creoles to North America and increasing Hispanic American
influence due to the flow of Central American immigrants had
caused a demographic change in Belize City.
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The city had also absorbed significant numbers of Asians
who had migrated for economic and political reasons, and who
had joined the business community acquiring control of a broad

range of companies. However, Creole predominance in the
political scene of Belize City determined to a large extent, and
by extension, the country's policies and, to a certain extent, its
vague and uncertain relationship with Belize's Central American
neighbours. The city was characterised by Western consumption
patterns and rising unemployment. This social and economic
lack of functionality which was gradually spiralling upwards,
had led to the emergence of large poverty and crime enclaves,
for which reason Belize City was labelled on tourist brochures
as the "hot spot" of crime.
Belize City had been victim of a thirty-year cycle of
violent hurricanes which had caused substantial damage to
homes. In 1961 hurricane Hattie destroyed approximately 75%
of the homes, and approximately 3,000 families throughout the
country lost their homes and belongings, which led to the creation
of satellite hurricane-recovery towns such as Hattieville and
Dangriga, built to shelter the victims and their families.
2.3 Belmopan became Belize's national capital in 1969.
It is located at the country's geographical centre, in the Cayo
District. Its name comes from the hybridisation of "Belize" with
"Mopan" (for the Mopan Mayan people who occupied several
zones of Belize and who continued to survive as a culture). The
decision to move the capital of the nation to Belmopan from the
sea port of Belize City was triggered by the destruction caused
by hurricane Hattie at the end of October 1961. It was based on
the opinion that, if the capital's administrative and political
functions moved inland, a population that would go along with
the change would move also, together with its economic activities.
However, Belize City continued to prevail economically and
socially, which explains the new capital's low growth rates.
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The Belmopan master plan was mainly based on the
concept of Great Britain's New Towns. However, this was done
without considering its modification and adaptation to the local
needs and realities. The pre-planned history of Belmopan had
oriented and shaped its current morphology. Belmopan was

known for long distances between areas and neighbourhoods,
which made motor vehicles indispensable. The urban planning
concept of motor vehicle diversion from public buildings and
the commercial sector was characterised by the beltway that
surrounded Belmopan. It was often described as a "little
Brasilia," and this is interesting since it, like Brasilia, also lacked
dynamic urbanism; many people preferred to live in Belize City
and commute to Belmopan only to work.

It had been maintained that Belmopan's low population
density and wideness, which contrast with the conditions
prevailing in Belize City, were the reasons for its having a lower
crime rate. However, Belmopan had also become known for its
segregated neighbourhoods. The great inflow of Central
American immigrants from neighbouring republics had resulted
in the establishment of satellite communities such as Salvapan,
San Martin, and Las Flores. These semi-urban areas provided
much of the housekeeping and non-skilled labour that the salaried
(basically governmental) work force of Belmopan employed, as
well as most of its informal economic services.

Signs of increasing racial and cultural tension between
immigrants and Belmopan's original residents were observed.
The original agreement made at the beginning of the 80s between
the Government (whose function had been undertaken by
RECONDEV, the Reconstruction and Develpment Corporation)
and the immigrants was based on different rules. Belmopan's
administrative arm, the RECONDEV agreed that refugees (those
persons who qualified according to the description of the U.N.
High Commissioner for Refugees, UNHCR) rent the land at a
lower price, clear it, cultivate it, and build temporary homes.
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The mobility of the settlements was important, since they would
be obliged to move further out when the city limits of Belmopan
were expanded to those areas.

On the 241h November 1999 the residents of Belmopan
had to decide, by means of a referendum, whether they wanted
to transform the place into a city with a municipal council, or
remain as before according to the administrative agreement with
the RECONDEV. Whichever the outcome of the voting, the
residents would have to pay some type of land tax, and this would
include the previously-mentioned settlements around the city.
The Government of Belize, however, continued to subsidise
substantially the operational costs of the capital.
3. Social and economic condition
The Human Development Report of the United Nations
Programme for Development (UNDP) placed Belize, according
to the Human Development Index (HDI), in the 83 place, while
its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was of approximately
BZ$4,800 (Report on the Assessment of Povery, 1995).

Approximately 45% of the population of Belize was
active, and several sources established the unemployment rate
at 11% to 15%, which generally affected young people and
women disproportionately. This is significant, since more than
50% of the population was comprised of youths under twenty
years of age, and there was an increasing number of single women
as family heads.
There was a considerable amount of anecdotal evidence
indicating that underemployment was also a significant problem.
The number of major companies in Belize was rather small, which
was reflected in the number of members of the Belize Chamber
of Commerce and Industry: approximately 300. It was generally
believed that the non-formal economy (specifically small
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businesses) and the underground or illegal economy provided
much needed job opportunities to the Belizeans. The Belize City
Council, which was responsible for a total of 16,000 commercial
licenses for Belize District, was a more realistic indicator of the
number of commercial establishments in that geographical area.
Unemployment was the single most important economic
factor affecting crime, according to the public opinion survey
and the interviews with key informants. One key informant
pointed out that the needs of the private sector were not satisfied
by the pool of young Belizeans with skills and talents, whereby

they remained economically disabled and consequently
was also
unproductive. The need for an entrepreneurial spirit
informant
that
the
stressed, as another key
country
expressed
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not
self
sufficient.
The
most
and
therefore
goods
imported
combination of all these economic problems generally led to the
migration of parents to the United States of America, leaving

behind destroyed homes frequently at the charge of grandparents
who were unable to control the youngsters. The latter were
usually influenced in negative ways by friends, and eventually
joined the ranks of crime. The poverty cycle was endless, as one
informant indicated, as cash and gifts from parents and relatives
flowing in from abroad were erroneously taken as tokens of
"love," when, instead, they kindled consumerism North American
style that did not encourage the youngsters to work. Poverty
had been a constant problem in many activities in Belize,
particularly in the Southern region, where the largest percentage
of aboriginal inhabitants lived.

4. Health
Inefficiency and centralised administration had
characterised the health sector in Belize year after year. The
reform of the health sector which was underway at the time this
study was made, intended to tackle some of the problems, even
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by implementing a National Health Insurance Plan which should
make the coverage for medical expenditures more versatile and

offer a more efficient patient billing system. The rate of fertility
(4.6 births per woman) and life expectancy (70 years) were rather
high compared to other countries of the region. The number of
hospitals (a total of 9 in the country) and the hierarchy of medical
institutions indicated that the geographical coverage was good
in Belize.

Data relative to the number of establishments where
alcoholic beverages were sold (1,200, of which some 400 were
in Belize City) showed the extent of alcohol consumption in the
country. However, it is difficult to reach a definitive conclusion
concerning the relationship between crime and alcohol
consumption, except during street celebrations where intoxication
could lead to fights and public disturbances.

The answers provided by key informants generally
pointed to the relationship that existed between unhealthy life
styles and crime. For instance, one of them stated that many of
those who were involved in crime had bad nutritional habits.
Another one expressed that when stigmatised diseases such as
AIDS killed a family member, they could leave the family in a
state of economic deprivation and social exclusion, which would

most likely lead to crime. The high cost of medicines was also
pointed out as something that could push underprivileged persons
to steal.
The difficulties that mentally ill people in Belize had
were also determined by the lack of specialised institutions
capable of providing the appropriate treatment for mental illness.
The end result of this situation was, as one informant expressed
it, the existence of "a breeding ground for criminal
activity,"
since there was a large number of mentally ill people and
homeless vagrants. The lack of an adequate fee structure in
Belize's medical system left room for abuse and exerted pressure
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on the already overburdened and understaffed health facilities
throughout the country. The fact that the health institutions played
an important role in the reporting of criminal acts through reports
on victim wounds, was mentioned by at least one informant
interviewed.
5. Education
Characterised by a strong relationship between
the church and the State administration, the formal education
system continued to be, to a large extent, irrelevant with respect
to the needs of the private sector of Belize, whereby a great need
for secularisation became evident. Despite relatively high literacy
rates over the past two decades, new studies established the
functional illiteracy rate of Belizeans between 10 and 65 years
old at an incredible 43%6
At the time this study was made,
10.9% of Belize's work force had completed tertiary level
education; 73.3% had had education at a primary or lower level,
and men accounted for 70% of the work force7.
Elementary education continued to be compulsory and
free for Belizean children. Despite the fact that the Government
financed high school education, only 10 to 15% of the students
completed it.
However, public expenditures on education had been
maintained at about 20% of the national budget for several years,
and sizeable initiatives had been undertaken to increase the
number of schools and the capacity of the facilities, including
shift systems.
According to key informants, the educational system in
Belize suffered from a lack of physical capacity to absorb the
6
7

Ministry of Education, 1996, reprinted in The Reporter, 17th October
1999.
UNDP, Report on Human Development, 1996.
55

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

entire student population. There was also a serious problem of
curricular irrelevance in the formal education system, which
resulted in insufficient training in relationship to work force
needs. Several informants pointed out that more institutionalised
vocational training was needed in fields that could be easily taken
advantage of by industries in Belize. One of them expressed
specifically that the corporate community should adopt an
educational mentor role to eradicate any trace ofsuch "mystery"
as could be associated with the world of business, thus making it
less distant and more significant for young people.
6. Housing
In general, key informants pointed to the many links there
were between deficient housing conditions, particularly in the
urban zones, and the increase in crime rates. The high frequency
of criminal acts in low-income housing developments was
regarded a problem in Belize. It was expressed that deteriorated
and overcrowded homes were often the reason why youngsters
stayed in the streets receiving influences that could conduct them
into crime, or else make them the victims of crime. The
informants felt also that overcrowding made privacy impossible,
since the rooms were not adequately partitioned; in their opinion
this often created tempting situations that resulted in incest
between older men and younger women within the same family.
One informant stated that an appropriate land management and
distribution system was necessary, whose structure should include
housing programmes. They also felt that the Government was
unable to incur such a cost by itself, and that the financial burden
had to be shared also by the private sector.
7. Family and recreational and cultural activities
Most of the key informants pointed to a disturbing trend
towards paternity among young people, or to the large number
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of families that were frequently supported by single girls, as
family factors that had an influence on crime. It was said that
children giving birth to children and the existence of large families
without income or adequate shelter led into poverty which
inevitably gave rise to crime. One informant involved in juvenile
delinquency and rehabilitation programmes expressed that many
young offenders came from destroyed homes where maternal
rejection and abandonment were a problem. Another one said
that a governmental category family planning structure such as
a Ministry of Family Affairs was needed. Mixed feelings were
expressed among some informants concerning the impact that
family policy programmes such as those that the Belizean Family
Life Association (BFLA) had on lower income youngsters. In
essence, the strengthening of family values and strategies was
deemed of crucial importance to reduce the high crime rate of
Belize.
Key informants were generally in agreement that more
constructive recreation opportunities had to be given especially
to the young people, as means to reduce crime and vagrancy that
often resulted in the commission of criminal acts. Activities such
as drama lessons, sports competitions the year round, cultural
shows in tourist areas and the creation of parks were
recommended as constructive recreational and cultural initiatives.
Several informants pointed especially at television as an element
with a tremendously negative influence on Belizean youths, in
that it encouraged senseless violence, a promiscuous sexual
activity, and North American type consumerism.
B.

Crime

Several investigations show that the lack of statistics and
compiled data on criminal activities made the development of a
national and a regional profile on crime very difficult. However,
a general profile of criminal activities had been built thanks to
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available penal statistics, primary interview data, and secondary
data collected. It was recognised, nevertheless, that some of the
data could be inaccurate because of inconsistency in collection
and compilation from the original sources.

1. General trends
Based on the main criminal categories, Table 11 indicates
the offences reported between 1995 and 1998 in Belize City and
Belmopan.

Table 11
Offences reported in Belize City and Belmopan,
by criminal categories totals and ratios per 10,000
inhabitants (1995-1998)
1995
Offences

1996

1997

1998

Belize Balmo- Belize Balmo- Belize Balmo- Belize BalmoCity
City
City
City
pan
pan
pan
pan

Against persons 1150
(164.3)

ND

1309
(187.0)

ND

361
(51.6)

ND

466
93
(66.6) (124.0)

Againstproperty 2791
(398.7)

ND

2662
(380.3)

ND

2340
(334.3)

ND

2343
148
(334.7) (197.3)

Others

310
(44.2)

ND

187
(26.7)

ND

188
(26.8)

ND

167
29
(23.9) (38.6)

TOTAL

4251
(607.3)

ND

4158
(594.0)

ND

2889
(412.7)

ND

2976
270
(425.1) (370.0)

Through a brief analysis of these figures, it is possible
to arrive at the following conclusions, applicable especially to
Belize City:
"
the rates for the crimes reported declined by 30% during the
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period under consideration, although a slight increase was
recorded for 1987 and 1988;
"

in 1998 offences against persons represented 15.6% of the
total of offences reported, there having been a 60% decline
between 1995 and 1998, although an increase was noticed
also in this case between 1997 and 1998;

"

in 1998 offences against property were the most numerous
(78.7% of the total), and showed a decline by 16% in the
four years for which data were compiled; such decline was
regular;

"

In Belmopan the rates for the offences reported in 1998 were
lower than those for Belize City (370 versus 425.1), and the
percentage of crimes against persons was higher (34.4% of
the total), while the rate of violations against property was
lower (54.8%).

Other data from the Corrections Department indicated that, during
the two preceding years most of the inmates at the Hattieville
prison spent less than one year under custody, and in 1998 almost
half of the inmates had been sentenced to less than six months
imprisonment. Most inmates were Belizean males 21 to 25 years
old.

The offences for which prison sentences were more
frequently applied were theft (including robbery, armed robbery
and burglary); drug-related offences (mostly possession of
marihuana); and illegal entry into the country. For the preceding
five years, these three offences represented approximately twothirds of all sentences to prison. Imprisonment for illegal entry
showed an exponential increase during the three preceding years,
as compared to the two previous years. This was presumably
due to the assignment of more border patrols by Belize's defence
forces and Police Department in 1995, not necessarily to
increased flows across borders.
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2. Interviews
Because of the lack of penal statistics and analyses, an
interview was conducted with the Commanding Officer of the
Violence Intelligence Unit (VIU), to obtain an appropriate
anecdotal profile of crime in Belize City. The VIU acted as the
limited penal intelligence arm, and had a supplementary
operational unit for the Criminal Investigation department (CIB)
at national level. The following subject areas covered in the

interview were not comprehensive, but provided a partial and
interesting view of crime, particularly in Belize City; they were
further supplemented by complementary data from secondary
sources.

Victims of crime
It had been observed that, in general, the victims of crime
represented the entire social, economic and ethnic range. It was
felt, however, that certain ethnic groups had been targeted for
armed robbery and murder, such as Chinese merchants who had
been robbed and assassinated over the past few years. Many of
the offenders arrested for incidents of this nature who were
interviewed stated to the police that the Chinese had been targeted
since it was unlikely for them to press charges because of
language barriers; they, tended to be peaceful and did not strike
back; they most likely would not know the attackers; the attackers
would most likely be known in Belizean stores; and Chinese
stores remained open longer.
Modus Operandi
According to information provided, the bicycle was the
offenders' favourite means of transportation for the commission
of many offences, especially theft. This was due to the fact that
it was easy to escape on a bicycle and abandon it if necessary,
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while it was difficult to pursue the perpetrators with the bicycle
as a reference, since there was no bicycle registration system in
Belize. A new transportation trend in crime also mentioned by
the police was the use, by violent offenders, of hired taxis as
escape vehicles.

As a general rule, according to the police, major offences
such as breaking and entering into commercial establishments
tended to be committed on the basis of a "buddy" system, where

normally more than one offender was involved, unlike incidents
such as street assaults, which were committed mostly by a single
individual. Serious gang activity in Belize City, especially at
the beginning of the 90s, which had been placed under control,
had started to reappear. One of the popular gang initiation rituals
imported from U.S. urban ghettos was the challenge to commit
a serious crime, such as armed robbery, in order to be admitted
into the gang and "earn a rank."

The police further informed that offenders occasionally
used drugs and alcohol while committing criminal acts, but that
it was difficult to estimate how predominant this phenomenon
was, since offenders were normally arrested long after they
committed the offence, and it was difficult, at that time, to
determine whether drugs were used or not; nevertheless,
according to a survey taken in 1997, approximately 41% of the
inmates admitted to have committed one offence under the
influence of drugs, and 39% that it had committed an offence to
buy drugs (NDAAC, 1:997).

The police determined also that the consumption of
inexpensive local wines with an extremely high alcohol content
had increased as the favourite drink of offenders in Belize City.
A local wine cocktail with illegally prescribed Valium or
diazepam (a drug used to combat depression and anxiety that
sold for US$1 in the street) often caused excessive anger and
violence. This cocktail was frequently used during Independence
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Day and other celebrations such as the carnival, which forced
the police to remain exceptionally watchful.
In terms of weaponry, it was informed that the offenders
used any weapon they could get in Belize. But that the number
of high-power firearms that were being used in criminal activities
had increased. There was also a troubling trend towards the
"rental" of firearms among offenders for theircriminal activities,
where the extent of the friendship among them would determine
whether or not the weapon could be rented or how much would
have to be deposited as collateral.

Areas where criminal activities were committed
The VIU divided Belize City into six adjoining zones
for purposes of analysing crime. It was found that most offences
in Belize City were committed in the Southern sector, especially
in low-income areas and in the city's commercial sector. The
fact that establishments where liquor was sold were open until
late at night, was contributing also to the perpetration of armed
robbery, violence and minor offences, especially on weekends.
Establishments that were closed down often reappeared under
the name of a new owner, although the authorities knew that
these were façades for the original owners who had committed
the violation.
Concerning the chronology of crime, offences tended to
be committed in the city on the days immediately preceding
weekends or on pay days. In general, however, there were no
fixed times of the day or of the year during which the offences
were committed. In 1998 the VIU started to keep track of these
statistics through daily analysis of crime. However, the Unit
had not had sufficient human resources to compile, review and
analyse those statistics, and therefore had been unable to
determine which "hot spots" to patrol and at which times to do
so.
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New forms of crime
It was reported that the constant flow of individuals
deported specifically from the United States had caused serious
tension not only in the penal justice system but concerning the
ability of the police to survey these persons. Most frequent is
the deportation to Belize of individuals with little knowledge of
the country who are not even familiar with it, since many left
when they were small children and never returned. Many also
restarted the criminal activities in which they were involved
during their stay in the United States, and often taught methods
to local offenders, thus aggravating the problem.
Pursuant to Section 54, N° 1 of Provisional Law N° 18

of 1998, under the Miscellaneous Legislative Reform, the Police
Commissioner became empowered to require those deported to
appear every day before supervising probation officers thus
making it illegal for deportees to change their address without
notifying the authorities; invoke previous criminal records from
abroad as the previous criminal record; and disqualify deportees
from Community Service Orders (CSO). There were 104
deportees on the police record, 10 having been accused of crimes,
including some serious ones such as murder.

3. Survey
The survey taken within the framework of the project
indicated that three fourths (75.3%) of those interviewed
expressed that crime had increased in Belize over the past few
years; however, when asked whether it had increased in their
immediate surroundings 42% stated that the crime rate had
remained the same, and 35.3%, especially persons with higher
incomes, indicated that it had increased. The majority of the
key informants agreed that crime had increased over the preceding
few years, although some of them expressed that what had
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actually happened was that more serious offences were being
committed. Unemployment (24% of those interviewed) and
drug abuse (13%) were blamed as the main causes for such an
increase.
According to the persons interviewed, the three most
serious offences being committed in Belize were armed assault
(37.3%), assault in the street with the intent to steal (21.7%),
and homicide (17%). For the key informants, the most serious
offences were murder, armed robbery and theft, sexual offences,
and drug-related offences (sale and consumption). One of them
pointed to the increase in sexual offences, and added that half of
the cases being heard at that time at the Supreme Court in the
Corozal and Stann Creek districts, were sex-related offences. It
is interesting to note that these answers are not completely
consistent with the offences for which most prison sentences
have been handed down, which are illegal entry, theft, armed
robbery and drug-related offences.
Lastly, 38.3% of the population interviewed stated to
have been victims of an offence during the preceding year, which
represents the highest rate as compared to the rest of the Central
American countries. The offences resulting in the highest rates
of victimisation were robbery in homes, assault in the street with
the intent to steal, and armed assault.

C. Feeling of insecurity
Approximately 30% of those interviewed in the public
opinion survey, pointed at unemployment as the main social
problem of the country, crime being mentioned in second place
(19%) and health in third place (1.3%). Also key informants
mentioned unemployment and crime as the main problems that
affected Belize, followed by destroyed homes in charge of single
individuals, the lack of educational opportunities, unresolved
racial relations problems, and political mistrust.
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In general, two thirds of the inhabitants of Belize City
and Belmopan felt their areas were very safe and safe (18% and
46.3%, respectively), while only 14.3% felt they were unsafe or
very unsafe. On the other hand, 27% felt that the country was
very safe or safe, vs. 30% who felt it was unsafe or very unsafe.
Among the measures adopted to prevent crime, the most
frequent were the purchase of a watchdog (44.3%), the installation
of bars and grills in the house (42%) and the organisation of the

neighbours (41.3%); these were followed by the purchase of a
weapon (23%) and seeking the assistance of the police (17.7%).

D.

State policies

The citizen security framework in Belize consisted
mainly of the law enforcement and public security entities, to
wit: the police, the army, several crime control and prevention
initiatives, the Judicial Branch, the correctional system, and
inmate rehabilitation agencies.

1. The police
The Belize Police Department (BPD) had approximately
770 members distributed into nine groups throughout the country.
The Belize Defence Forces (BDF) had approximately 1,000
members. In addition to their traditional commanding structures,
both, the BDF and the BPD had several joint initiatives aimed at
controlling and preventing crime and protecting public security:
the seasonal Anti-crime Operations which focused mainly on
national celebrations, holidays and emergency situations such
as natural disasters; the Border Patrols, which were concentrated
on illegal entry and other immigration violations, marihuana
cultivation and other acts involving the crossing of borders; and
annual Special Operations consisting mainly of marine actions
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intended to stop illegal fishing, drug activities, and trafficking
with humans. The BDP and the BDF also held meetings on a

monthly basis to co-ordinate activities and determine
responsibilities for their different operations.
The total number of constables for the country was 769
(one constable for every 300 inhabitants), of which 277 were in
Belize City (one constable for every 250 inhabitants) and 35 in
Belmopan (one constable for every 200 inhabitants).
The public opinion survey shows, in the first place, that
27.3% of those persons who had been the victims of an offence
had reported it to the police. Those who did stated that the police
had done nothing about it (12% of those who filed reports); that
an investigation was made (9.3%); and that the case was solved
(5.7%). The main reasons alleged for not reporting the offence
were the feeling that the offence was not too serious, lack of
trust concerning efficiency of the police, lack of evidence, and
fear of reprisals. Key informants expressed that they main reasons
for not reporting an offence were fear of reprisals, intimidation,
and lack of trust concerning efficiency of the police.
Forty-one point seven per cent of those interviewed
stated to have had some type of contact with the police during
the preceding year, especially to report an offence, obtain
information, or participate in a meeting organised by that
institution. The majority of those interviewed felt that the attitude
of those members of the police with whom it had contact was
courteous and acceptable. These persons felt that the police was
the institution they trusted the most for their personal protection
from crime (this was the opinion of 41.3% of those interview),
followed by the Belize Defence Force (16.7%) and private
security guards (15%); however, 24.7% expressed not to trust
any of the above.
In the same sense, almost one out of every three citizens
(64.7%) expressed her or his willingness to collaborate with the
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police if she or he had the opportunity to do so, especially with
the foot patrol unit, by reporting a felony in progress, or by
participating in prevention programmes, and indicating, in equal
proportions, that the time she or he would be willing to devote to
this could be from one to four hours a week or a day.
As to the evaluation of police performance, most of those
interviewed did not identify significant differences on adequate
or inadequate service in the area (51.7% regarded it very adequate
and adequate, and 46.7% not too adequate and inadequate). In
fact, most reported that their neighbourhoods were patrolled not
too frequently (30% of those interviewed) or not at all (10.3%);
however, 26.3% felt that the police patrolled their area frequently.
Most of the informants expressed that the service provided by
the police was adequate, especially taking into account the level
of its training and the equipment at its disposal.
Most of the key informants stated concern about the
capacity of the Belizean police to undertake investigations and
process cases, and pointed to weaknesses in the training of the
members of the force and lack of sophistication in investigation
and processing techniques of crucial importance, such as those
used in the gathering of evidence and the handling of cases. Some
of them indicated that the lack of vision and direction had to be
blamed mainly on the upper crust of the force; others expressed
concern about the sustainability, professionalism and experience
of a police force with a high personnel turnover rate. As an
incidental piece of information, the key informant from the Police
Department for this project reported that 17 constables, out of a
total of 786, had abandoned the ranks since June 1999.
Lastly, 31% of those interviewed expressed that the
police violated human rights always or almost always (13.7%
and 17.3%, respectively). Key informants stated, however, that
these violations occurred only occasionally, especially during
some anti-crime operations.

67

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

2. Crime prevention programmes
There were several organisations responsible for crime
control and prevention in the country, in addition to the police
institution.
The National Crime Prevention Council On the 11th
November 1999 the Ministry of National Security and
Immigration announced the creation of the National Crime
Prevention Council, which consisted of sectoral representatives
of the governmental and private sectors, and the civil society.
This was the most significant government-civil society joint
initiative ever undertaken against crime. The mandate of the
Council was "to study crime and violence in Belize; recommend
policies and initiatives to combat crime; and supervise the
investigation of reports filed by the public against the police." A
recent press release also stated that the Council would be asked
"to improve the accountability and integrity of the Belize Police
Force." Essentially, the main objective of the Council was to
fight against crime, based on the premise that the Police
Department cannot do it alone.
The National Drug Abuse Control Council This entity
was established in 1988 at the Ministry of National Security and
Immigration and is a national advisory body with offices
throughout the country. Its mandate includes six different
programme areas: education on drug consumption prevention,
legal reform, treatment and rehabilitation; investigation and
information, community participation and alternatives in the field.
The National Anti-drug Plan for Belize The NDACC
and the Inter-American Committee AgainstDrug Abuse (CICAD)
were ready to implement a National Anti-drug Plan for Belize,
intended to facilitate the progress of anti-drug programmes and
activities, and provide guidelines and policies for anti-narcotics
strategies and activities.
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According to the survey, almost 70% of those
interviewed (69.7%) did not know much about the crime
prevention programmes being implemented by the police in areas
of Belize City and Belmopan or did not know about them at all.
The programmes known to most people were the Conscious
Youth Development Programme, and the Neighbourhood
Surveillance Programme.

Only 60% of the key informants interviewed were able
to identify and evaluate three crime prevention programmes being
implemented by the police. The most commonly mentioned
programme was the Patrolling Zone Liaison Officer; next were
the Young Police Cadets Corps and the Crime Prevention
Education Programme. These programmes were regarded
conceptually good, although they were not as dynamic and

effective as they could be. Even among key informants who
were familiar with these programmes, there seemed to be some
ambiguity concerning activities and details, which pointed to a
certain amount of misinformation, and the need for greater
promotion, clarity and renovation of these activities.
3. Other sectors
3.1. With respect to judicial matters, the main bodies
were the Privy Council-London, England, the Court of Appeals
(a regional court of three judges that travels throughout the
region), the Supreme Court of Belize, the Family Court (the
Supreme Court is competent for major matters, and the
Magistrates Court for minor matters), the Magistrates Court (for
quick trials), the Traffic Court, the Taxation Court, and the Toledo
District local courts (for the Mayans).

In order to cope with the challenges facing the judicial
system, the new Attorney General presented, in October 1999,
an ambitious plan to reorganise and improve the courts through
important institutional changes and revisions of the law. The
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plan demanded a change of procedures for better management
of more cases; a more concentrated administration of judicial
offices which could provide guidelines in the preparation of case
work and permit routine revisions and analysis; the maintenance

of records to keep track of cases and be able to provide statistical
data and qualitative analyses; and an adequate activity in terms
of collaboration and consultation towards a higher standard of
justice8. Supplementary documentation outlined activities
intended to approach many of the obstacles and problems of the
judicial system that this report pointed out.
3.2. With respect to the correctional and inmate
rehabilitation sector, the Prisons Department had only one prison
in Belize, located in the Hattieville zone of Belize District. Men
and women, as well as accused individuals awaiting judgement
and maximum security offenders were held here. There were
approximately 1,200 inmates at the Hattieville prison, that is,
two to three times more than the number of people for which it
was designed.
The National Young Cadets Corps was established in
September 1999 under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Human
Development and for the Woman (MHDFW). Its programmes
focused on unemployed 14 to 21 year old school dropouts
selected, above all, in an attempt to solve the behaviour problems
that these high-risk youngsters had, as well as those of first-time
offenders who did not have any experience concerning the penal
justice and the correctional system. The Corps was intended as
an alternative to imprisonment, its main objective being the
implementation of strategies through which the youngsters could
be reincorporated into the productive life of the society. Under
this programme, participants had to remain in residence for one
year, after which they went through a six-month period of after
8
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care. The Corps was supervised by a private organisation with a
Board of Directors where the Government was strongly
represented.
The possibility of establishing a National Committee on
Alternatives to Custody (NCAC), was being studied; it would
function as an official entity with a broad representation of several
government-related entities and other sectors, and with the powers
to legislate and regulate. This Committee would examine the
measures with
possibility to establish combinations of punitive
and
strong emphasis on rehabilitation; for instance: penalties
or
community service, time in prison and community service,
the
sentence
would
that
those
who
would
impose
any combination
deem adequate. It was resolved that the project would be financed
for International
by the United Kingdom's Department
Government of
co-financed
the
and
by
Development (DFID)
of
the
Belize. One of the main objectives
project would be to

reactivate the dormant plan of Community Service Orders (CSO),
by setting up the infrastructure necessary to make it functional.
This would imply expanding the team of four probation officers
who covered the entire country, to at least ten officers. A National
Co-ordinator with expertise in alternatives to imprisonment and
It
juvenile affairs would be hired also directly under the NCAC.
would
be
of
250
was hoped that the project
capable
admitting
inmates annually for the CSO programme, and that it could permit
the admission into the programme of persons already imprisoned
at the time of its implementation, with the possibility to participate
instead of serving time. The executive personnel of the Prison
appeared to be receptive concerning this proposal. Not too long
before, a change was made also at the top of the Prisons
Department Superintendence, which resulted in the appointment
of the first woman to occupy such a position, the first one also
with expertise in rehabilitation.

There was a community-based rehabilitation programme
introduced by the Ministry of Human Development and for the
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Woman, which consisted of three main components: a Probation
Plan, a Community Service Scheme, and a juvenile institution
(Princess Royal Youth Hostel). The programme had three main
objectives: the first one was to subject an offender to the
supervision of a Probation Officer in her or his community for a
given period of time (I to 3 years), during which the offender
would receive support to become a useful and productive citizen;
the second one, to contribute to the reduction of current
overcrowding prevailing in juvenile and correctional institutions;
the third one, to reduce the risk of recidivism and protect the
society. However, it appears that the effectiveness of the
programme had become gradually deteriorated, and that it needed
to be revised and reoriented.

The Probation System constituted the main effort of the
change encouraged by the Ministry of Human Development,
which moved from an institutional rehabilitation approach to a

community-based treatment approach. Recommendations had
been made to correct the lack of quality, efficiency and
effectiveness that affected the Probation System, including
granting greater priority to the programme at the Ministry, an
increase in the number of officials trained to satisfy the demand
for services, and the creation of more associations with
organisations that had similar mandates outside the Government.
Personnel difficulties arose from duality of functions (for
instance, Probation Officers acting also as Parole Officers). Interministerial co-ordination was important since the Probation
System was under the jurisdiction of the Human Development
Department in the Ministry of Human Development and for the
Woman, while parole matters were dealt with by the Prisons
Department, within the Ministry of Housing, Urban Renewal
and Internal Affairs.
The Community Service Scheme (CSS) pursued the
same main objectives intended to encourage the philosophy that
an offender should give back something to the community in
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compensation for the offences committed and the repercussions
thereof. In the first place, the CSS intended to "subject an
offender to the supervision of a pertinent official in her or his
community, such offender having the obligation, during that time,
to perform non-remunerated work for the benefit of the
community, within a given time frame (usually measured in terms
of hours)." The second objective was "to help reduce
overcrowding in juvenile and correctional institutions." The third
objective was "to reduce the risk of recidivism by promoting in
the offender a sense of citizenship and belonging with respect to
her or his community" (Translator's version of the quotations).

The Princess Royal Youth Hostel (PRYH) was a mixed
residential rehabilitation centre for young offenders 8 to 16 years
old. It was managed according to the provisions of Chapter 243
of the Laws of Belize, and was a division of the Ministry of
Human Development. At the time this study was made it could
accommodate 40 boys and 16 girls. Youngsters could be admitted
into the PRYH under court orders for remand or custody, or for
accusation for a felony, conviction for a felony, and uncontrollable
behaviour. The purpose of the PRYH was to provide services in
education, sports, community participation, spiritual training,
vocational training, counselling, after treatment, and support to

parents, for the development and rehabilitation of young people,
in order that they could become productive citizens.
3.3. The National Assembly issued and passed the Law
on the Ombudsman in 1994; however, it wasn't until August
1999 that the Ombudsman was officially established. This law
was intended to "establish an Office of a Parliamentary
Commissioner to be known as the Ombudsman, for the
investigation of administrative performance and reports of
corruption and official malfeasance; and to examine related
matters or matters incidental with respect thereto." The
Ombudsman's mandate includes broad investigative powers, as
well as the right to investigate any ministry of the government
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or official entity, except for the Belize Defence Forces (BDF)
and any company with a minimum of 51% of government
ownership. The investigative powers of the Ombudsman were
at the same level as those of a Supreme Court Justice, with the
right to interrogate witnesses, enter into property, and seize
documents. However, the Ombudsman could not impose
punishment or prison sentences.
Before the adoption of the Law, the term allowed for the
investigation of cases was ten years. The Ombudsman acted as
an official and legal advisor that was intrinsically autonomous
with respect to control by political or corporate interests. The
obligation to be confidential and fair with the citizenry in general
was inherent to the Ombudsman's function. The Ombudsman
had to submit annual reports to the National Assembly, as well
as special reports on the investigations carried out. The
recommendations in these investigation reports were forwarded
to the main executive level members of the pertinent departments
within the time allowed for expeditious corrective and/or
compensatory action. Incidentally, it is reported that, for the
most part, the complaints filed with the Ombudsman between
August and October 1999 referred to cases of police brutality9.
3.4. Lastly, 70 attorneys-at-law were professionally
active in the country; 60 worked in Belize and 5 in Belmopan.
3.5. According to the survey, only 10% of those
interviewed felt that the judicial system was good, while 53%
regarded it acceptable, and 33% bad. Forty-seven per cent
indicated also that the performance of the judicial system had
remained the same or had become worse (29.7%). this being a
particularly delicate subject among those interviewed at the
lowest social and economic levels. Contrary to the opinion of
those interviewed in the survey, most of the key informants
expressed that the performance of the justice system was from
9
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acceptable to good. However, as in the survey, all key informants
stated that it had remained the same as the year before.
All key informants felt that the laws were adequate but
that perhaps there were too many laws, which made their
enforcement difficult in that on many occasions not even the
agents ofthe law were familiar with some ofthe rules. In general,
it was felt that the legislation was theoretically good but that its
application was deficient.
Key informants also shared the opinion that there was a
lack of qualified judges and magistrates. They felt that the
inefficiency of the judicial system was another constant problem
and that, since to a large extent, the cases were not thoroughly
prepared by the prosecutors, they were stalled by continuous
postponements. They mentioned also that experienced judges
and magistrates were replaced often by inadequately trained
personnel, which added to increasing delays in the handling of
cases. One informant mentioned the lack of parity between public
prosecutors and generally better paid and more experienced
private attorneys, which led to inequality in the justice system:
the quick pace of transfers of public prosecutors to the private
sector had substantially contributed to this situation.
A constant concern was expressed also about the need
to revise seriously the procedures and guidelines for sentencing
in the judicial system. One key informant stated deep concern
about the lack of consultation between legislators and the Bar
Association when draft bills or laws relative to justice were
prepared and put into effect. Another one summed it up by saying:
"we need to strengthen the investigation, law enforcement, and
sentence execution apparatuses, from arrest to prosecution."
The key informants shared the opinion that the
correctional system of Belize had to be reformed, rehabilitation
having to be an essential component of the Prisons Department,
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especially in view of a reported rate of recidivism among inmates
and paroled individuals of nearly 70%. The informants expressed
that inmates had to be regarded as a natural resource, and that
their rehabilitation would depend on whether or not correctional
facilities were of a sociable and educational nature. Instead of
being managed with the understanding that, as one informant
put it, "prison is the punishment, not the place where people are
sent to be further punished," the system was being conceived as
a "warehouse for the storage of humans" where inhumane
treatment was encouraged. The Community Service Orders had
to be revised and measures had to be adopted to make the system
more efficient and functional.
Lastly, all key informants felt that a structured assistance
programme for victims of crime had to be established, since there
were almost no initiatives in this field. Some of them pointed
out the need to establish an assistance fund to which the victims
could have access on a case by case basis, and which would
receive contributions from the work of the inmates. Several
specific recommendations had been made on how such a fund
could be structured, one of them being the reservation of one
part for assistance to certain inmates after their release and
reinsertion into the society. One part of the money earned by
inmates who did work at the Hattieville facilities was
being
reserved for their use after their release. However, at least one
of the informants felt that such fund was not viable, based on the
argument that most offenders were unskilled, whereby their
productive capacity would be negligible and would produce only
a small amount of money that would be of symbolic value for
the victim. It can be incidentally mentioned that the Human
Rights Committee of Belize (HRCB) intended to negotiate with
the Government the adoption of legislation similar to the Law
on Personal Injuries and Compensation adopted in the United
Kingdom.
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4. Policies and strategies
According to the public opinion survey, the three most
important governmental actions that should be undertaken
concerning crime were a hardening of punishment (this was the
opinion of 54.7% of those interviewed) and, far behind, the
creation of prevention programmes (8.7%) and an increase in
the number of constables (5.3%). Most of the key informants
pointed to greater economic development with substantial
employment opportunities as the most important accomplishment
that the Government could strive for concerning crime, followed
by better education and housing opportunities.

Most of those interviewed indicated to be in
disagreement with the creation of armed groups as a mechanism
of the struggle against crime (55.3%), but were in agreement, in
slight majority, with the organisation of groups of neighbours
(49% vs. 45.3%).
However, an impressive 82.3% of those interviewed
stated to be in agreement with the establishment of the death
penalty, especially in cases of homicide and rape. Almost all
key informants were in favour of the establishment of the death
penalty for murder and treason. However, even with such amount
of support for the death penalty, some informants expressed
concern about how it would be applied, and felt that all
possibilities for appeal had to be exhausted before an execution
could be performed. It was expressed also that foreign agencies
and governments should abstain from exerting undue influence
on whether or not Belize should adopt the death penalty. It was
suggested also that the executions be carried out as soon as
possible after sentencing to reduce the suffering of the prisoner
and the families involved. It was likewise suggested that the
death penalty be adopted again on a temporary basis to measure
its impact as a deterrent. The only key informant that firmly
opposed the death penalty described it as cruel and inhuman
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conduct that should not be a part of a civilised society such as
ours.

E.

Civil society initiatives

There were in Belize several civil society organisations
involved in the issues of crime and citizen security; their services
and programmes covered fields so diverse as advice and treatment
in drug cases, domestic violence and child abuse prevention,
family planning, defence and promotion of human rights, even
the facilitation of small loans for the development of small
businesses in poor areas. Almost all of them were headquartered
in Belize City. Although financial and human resource difficulties
were often hampering factors against sustained success in such
initiatives, these entities provided a necessary complement of
crucial importance to the public security and human development
tasks that the Government financed. Following are some
examples of such civil society organisations that were and had
been involved in citizen security-related programmes.
Addiction Alert was created in 1991 and was the only
local organisation that provided human treatment, intervention
and rehabilitation services in drug cases. Its goal was to offer
treatment for abuse to alcoholics and users of other drugs, as
well as to provide a network of support to families and friends of
addicts. At the moment, this organisation was inactive.
The Belize Family Life Association was established in
1986 with the main purpose of encouraging responsible paternity
through services in the fields of sexuality and reproductive health.
The organisation had offices throughout the country and offered
a diversity of services, from advice and education on family
planning, to tests for the detection of sexually-transmitted
diseases.
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The Conscious Youth Development Programme
(CYDP) At the beginning of 1995 the former Attorney General,

representatives of the Police and other community leaders brought
together hundreds of gang members to negotiate a truce between
gangs in Belize City. This was a novel attempt to stop the increase
in senseless violence that had paralysed the country and
particularly Belize City. The CYDP (Conscious Youth
Development Programme was created to "involve former gang
members in education, counselling, rehabilitation and
employment tasks" ("The Right to A Future", NCFC and
UNICEF: 112). The rate of violence declined drastically when
employment was provided by governmental projects and private
sector initiatives to young gang members. Corporate and selfhelp initiatives were also promoted to help the youngsters become
self reliant and sufficiently confident to lead lives without crime.

Conflict solving was also an important component of CYDP
activities, and this contributed in getting the Police to be more
receptive concerning the community in general. The programme
ended up being much more than was expected, and soon became
a network of support for many youths. However, the CYDP was
closed at the beginning of 1999 and the programmes were
assimilated into governmental departments by the Administration,
that alleged bad management and political manipulation to justify
the closing of the programme.
The National Organization for Prevention of Child
Abuse The NOPCA was established in 1992; it was created as
a direct result of the ratification by Belize of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Children, as well as in response to
the need that became evident to establish a primary prevention
programme to cope with the needs of children and families in
risk situations. The goal of the organisation was to promote the

basic rights of children and their families, guaranteeing them as
they are described in the cited Convention, and balancing also
the rights of children and the role of the family. The NOPCA
played a key role in the implementation of child abuse prevention
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initiatives intended to reduce such abuse through education,
research and advocacy. It targeted high-risk groups such as single
female heads of family, adolescent mothers, and families affected
by drug abuse and poverty. The NOPCA has been ofdeterminant
value in awareness campaigns on child abuse, such as the
promotion of awareness during Child Abuse Week and having
acted not long before this study was made as the main organiser
of public vigils in memory of several young girls murdered.
The Human Rights Committee of Belize was established
in 1987 and had district offices throughout the country. Its main
objective was the promotion and defence of human rights in
Belize. The HRCB had successfully promoted an awareness on
human rights in Belize, and had been the main promoter of causes
for the abolition of the death penalty and against the violation of
the human rights of Central American immigrants and inmates.
It has also been the channel through which numerous complaints
for police brutality had been filed over the few preceding years.

II.

COSTA RICA

A.

Main characteristics of Rincón Grande de Pavas
1. Geographical location

Costa Rica is administratively divided into seven
provinces (San Jose, Alajuela, Cartago, Heredia, Guanacaste,
Puntarenas and Limón), 81 counties and 449 districts. The
Province ofSan Jose has 20 counties, which are, in turn, divided,
into 116 districts; Pavas is territorially the largest of such districts
(9.34 Km2)- of the Central County of this Province.
Pavas' neighbourhoods are: Alfa, Asunción, Bribri, North
La Favorita, La Geroma, Hispana, Libertad, Lomas del RIo,
80

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

Lianos del Sol, Maria Reina, Metropolis, Pavas (downtown), Del
Oeste Development, Rincón Grande de Pavas, Rohrmoser
(partially), Rotunda, San Pedro, Santa Barbara, Santa Catalina,
Triangulo and Villa Esperanza. The analysis of these
neighbourhoods revealed how complex this section ofthe capital
was. It was one of the few areas of the country which showed
sharp social and economic contrasts; the country's most affluent
(Rohrmoser), and its lowest income (Rincón Grande de Pavas)
sectors were found here.
The Rincón Grande de Pavas community is located in
the Western part of Pavas District, approximately 10 km from
the capital's downtown sector. Its surface area was approximately
81 hectares and it consisted of nine sectors: Lomas del RIo,
Bribri, Metropolis I, II and III, Oscar Felipe, Los Laureles, San
Juan, and squatter settlements (Loma Linda, Housing Association
and Bella Vista).
Within the final strip of Pavas District and in a closed
area bordered by creeks on its Southern, Western and Northern
sides, this community had very peculiar geographical
characteristics. Its only overland link with the rest of the District
was on its eastern side, through one single main street that crossed
the adjacent industrial sector.
2. Demographic Data
In January 1998, Costa Rica had 3,497,337 inhabitants;
the Province of San Jose had 1,264,137; San Jose's Central
County 334,455; and Pavas District 71,099 (49% males and
51% females).
With a population density of 7,612 inhabitants per square
kilometre, Pavas was, after Hatillo, the second most populous
district of San Jose's Central County.
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Population data available about Rincón Grande de Pavas
indicated that it had at least 30,000 inhabitants, of which onefourth lived in underprivileged settlements. 10 According to these
data, most of its inhabitants came from San Jose's metropolitan
area, mainly from its lower middle class neighbourhoods.
It was estimated that, on average, the families that lived
in Rincón Grande de Pavas were comprised of approximately
4.6 members, although 22% of the total number of families
consisted of six or more members. In like mannerit was estimated
that a woman was the head of30% of the total number offamilies.
Approximately 6,300 persons (21.1%) were between 10 and 19
years old.'
The Rincón Grande de Pavas community, originally the
Lomas del RIo and Bribri housing projects of the early eighties,
had been gradually established by the arrival of new groups,
thanks to policies of the Arias-Sanchez (86-90) and CalderónFournier (90-94) administrations for the relocation of shanty town
residents from the periphery ofthe capital. Most ofits inhabitants
came from projects of the Special Housing Committee of previous
administrations; this corresponded to Metropolis, Oscar Felipe
and Los Laureles, which represented 45% of the area's total
(13,503 inhabitants); then came Lomas del RIo and Bribri, known
as "early settlement" sectors, which constituted 38.3% of the
total population (11,497 inhabitants); lastly, there was the most
recent sector of the San Juan Property, which constituted the
remaining 16.7% of the total population (5,000 inhabitants). 12
This community's urban configuration process showed
three development modes: "that introduced by the private real
10
II
12
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estate sector, the social interest State development model, and
squatter settlements. These three types have been present at
various times during the constitution of this community, which
implies a clear internal differentiation as to social condition and
availability of infrastructure." 13.

According to the study mentioned in the preceding
footnote, the situation of the nine sectors that constituted Rincón
Grande de Pavas may be individually described as follows:
1. Lomas del RIo: this was the first development of the
area (approximately 12 years old), after the families that settled
here bought their homes from a private company. It was divided
into Lomas del RIo I, and Lomas del RIo II. It had infrastructure,
a school, a doctor's office, some businesses, two playgrounds
for children, some sports facilities in bad condition, and several
green areas that were not used
2. Bribri: This was the result of a project of the National
Housing and Urban Development Institute based on lease
arrangements; in 1995 the families obtained the titles of
ownership of their homes. It had infrastructure, some businesses,
a community hail, a play area, a multi-purpose sports facility in
bad condition, and some lots for development as green areas and
children's grounds.

3. Metropolis I, II and III, Oscar Felipe and Los Laureles:
These developments were originated by projects of the Special
Housing Committee in 1988; for the most part they were
completed, except for some areas of Metropolis II and III, where
double and displaced families were found. This area lacked
infrastructure, homes, children's play areas, and multi-purpose
sports facilities; the streets and circles needed repair, but there
were doctor's offices, CEN-CINAI children's education,
13

Mufloz, op. cit., p. 10 (Translator's version of the quotation).
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nourishment and integrated care centres, some sports facilities
in bad condition, two soccer fields, some businesses, a school
and a church.
4. San Juan Property: Families were relocated here
during the Calderón Administration (1990-1994). It had some
infrastructure and homes thanks to work put in by its residents.
Section C of the settlement was saturated with families, and
relocation and the building of infrastructure and homes were
required. During the last quarter of 1995 approximately 72
families invaded the area reserved for green areas. This settlement
lacked approximately 85% of the homes it needed, the
infrastructure was still deficient, and there were no green areas,
playgrounds or multi-purpose sports facilities, although it had a
school.
5. Squatter settlements: They included Loma Linda, the
Housing Association and Bella Vista, where approximately 500
families, some located in Metropolis and some in Bribri, lived
in areas intended for recreation in both developments. These were
settlements with serious physical safety problems and very
deteriorated health conditions. Although their representatives
were willing to be relocated, the Ministry of Housing alleged "it
does not find appropriate pieces of property to relocate the
14
3. Social and economic situation
It is estimated that the economically active population
(EAP) of Rincón Grande de Pavas consisted of some 9,900
individuals, that is, 33% of its inhabitants; for the most part,
15 It
they were devoted to industrial and commercial activities.
is likewise estimated that 68% of the EAP worked in the tertiary
14
15
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sector of the economy, especially trade and personal services,
and that 29.8% worked in industrial companies of the tertiary
sector as well.
Another problem of Rincón Grande de Pavas, Pavas,
was that it was bound to become a shantytown; in addition, the
little space available had become saturated, which led to excessive

16
overcrowding.
According to some, this was the community
with the highest population concentration in the country, while
for others it was "...one of the most prominent and clearest
expressions of the problem of urban poverty in Costa Rica. In
fact, what can be seen at first sight in this complex of
communities, namely sectors of homes in bad condition, lack of

social and recreational infrastructure, lack of green areas, waste
accumulation, waste in non authorised dumps, and a vast human
community with peculiar characteristics, is not more than the
physical expression of social exclusion and, therefore, of the
persistency of the social problem in Costa Rjca."7
In addition to the prevailing social situation and almost
generalised poverty in this area, there was a considerable level
of social heterogeneity characterised by "...seniority in terms of
permanence in the subdivision and its original home building
processes. Therefore, Lomas del Rio, the oldest section, where
the residents purchased their homes, would find itself at the, so
to speak, better conditions end, the poorest residents of recent
squatter settlements such as Loma Linda, Bella Vista, and the
large community of the San Juan Property finding themselves at

the other end. Sectors such as Metropolis, Oscar Felipe, and
Los Laureles would be in an intermediate situation."18

16
17
18
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4. Health
The National Psychiatric Hospital is located in the Pavas
district, where there was also a clinic.
Although there were 24 registered bars with a municipal
and
over 200 illegal bars in the entire district, in Rincón
permit
Grande de Pavas there were only two bars with permits. It would
be appropriate to stress that the existence of such a large number
of illegal outlets and the sale of liquor in grocery stores could
generate a problem. This had an effect on the residents' health
conditions, as well as on the area's level of violence.

5. Education
Up to 1984, the illiteracy rate in Costa Rica was 7%
among individuals over 10 years of age, while in the rural areas
it was 10%. In 1995 the educational level indicators showed
that among the population under 12 and over

(NOTADE TRADUCTOR: "..en lapoblación menor
de 12 años y más..." Se ha puesto: "...the population under 12
and over..." pero esto parece ser un contrasentido.)

5.1% out of
2,285,237 persons had not had any school education. Access to
formal education was of the utmost importance in having reached
the levels that prevailed in the country, especially with respect
to basic education. For example, in 1995 the net school
attendance rates according to educational level were 94.8% for
elementary education, and 46.9% for high school.
The Pavas district had 29 educational institutions
distributed as follows: 4 pre-school institutions; 11 for cycles I
and II; and 4 day academic high schools. There were 13 preschool education institutions including the public and the private
ones. In 1997, 208 students enrolled in the pre-school education
institutions of Rincón Grande de Pavas, and 1,737 in the day
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institutions for cycles I and II. Despite the problems caused in
the Pavas district by the low educational level of much of its
adult population that had not had an elementary education, it
didn't have any night schools. Enrolment at day academic high
schools was 2,239. It must be stressed that, up to 1997, the Pavas
district did not have any day or night technical high schools, or

night academic high schools; the first technical high school, the
New Pavas High School, located in Rincón Grande de Pavas,
opened on the year this study was made.

6. Characteristics of the Rincón Grande de Pavas
organisation
According to a study made in 1996 by the Ministry of
Planning and the World Bank in Rincón Grande de Pavas, 57.6%
of the persons interviewed participated in some local organisation,
for the most part (34.3%) in the different housing committees; 19
this finds its explanation in the fact that this community was
formed by organised pressure groups that were relocated in
accordance with governmental policies. Later these groups
became the means through which the demands of the population
to the governmental institutions were channelled. It can be seen,
therefore, that, by virtue of its historical background, the housing
committees constituted the central axis of the Rincón Grande de
Pavas organisation.

This is particularly important within the framework of
this research project, since it defines the level of community
organisation at which any participatory security initiative such
as the one herewith analysed must operate. This situation, which
is now covered by the action of the Rincón Grande de Pavas
Community Initiative, shall be dealt with in greater detail in the

19

Mufloz, op. cit., p. 1.
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section on State policies, as the subject ofthe community initiative
and its citizen security proposals is discussed, specifically
concerning the project on Strengthening of Community Self
Management (PROFAC) and the project on civil society
initiatives.
B. Crime
In order to determine the status of crime in the country
and in the area selected, data provided by the statistical yearbooks
of the Judicial Investigations Agency (Oh), and the Ministry of
Public Security, respectively, were used, placing emphasis on
offences that were both, the most serious and the most frequent
ones. For purposes of this study, country data for the 1993-1997
period and area data for 1997 are provided.
1. General trends
At national level, table 12 shows a reduction of 4% in
the crime rates officially recorded between 1993 and 1997 (132.1
offences for every 10,000 inhabitants in 1993 and 126.8 in 1997).
This is not a regular reduction, since it occurred during the years
1995 and 1996, but in 1997 the rates for all crimes reported
showed an increase of 7.5%.
On the basis of the cited table, the following comments
are also pertinent:
"

In 1997 offences against individuals accounted for 8.9%
of all offences, such rate having diminished by 9.7%
during the period analysed, especially since 1994;

"

In 1997 the most frequent forms of crime under this
category were injuries (2.4% of all offences) and
homicide (0.5%);
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"

Between 1993 and 1997 homicide rates increased
continuously, up to 20% in 1997, as compared to 1993;
on the other hand, injury rates declined by 22.5% during
the period under consideration, especially since 1994;

"

in 1997 rape accounted for 0.6% of all reported offences,
and although the rates declined by 12.5% between 1993
and 1997, they had remained stable during the three
preceding years;

"

in 1997 threats accounted for 0.3% of all offences, and
the rates fell sharply (by 71.4%) during the period;

"

the most frequent forms of this type of offence in 1997
were robbery with force against objects (26.6% of all
offences), theft (19%), theft with violence against
individuals (10.1%), theft in transportation means
(8.4%), fraud (2.6%) and damages (1.6%);
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Table 12
Costa Rica. Reports filed with the OIJ by
criminal category, totals and rates per 10.000
inhabitants (1993-1997)
Crimes
Against life

1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate
4,010 12.4 4,389

13.3

4,457

13.2

4,248

12.4

3,933 11.2

160

0.5

0.6

184

0.5

189

0.6

210

Injuries*
Sex-related

1,283
547

4.0

1.7

1,084

Rape

247

0.8

Homicide

gainst
freedom

182
1,634
545

4.9
1.6

214

0.6

1,439
537

4.3
1.6

1,340
501

3.9
1.5

237

0.7

241

0.7

0.6
3.1

527

1.5

261

0.7

487

1.5

457

1.4

192

0.6

221

0.6

224

Threats

0.6

439

1.4

412

1.2

144

0.4

164

0.5

155

0.4

Against
property

34,625 107.1 36,224 109.7 31,697 94.1

30,979

90.2

31,926 91.3

859

2.6

976

2.9

954

2.8

856

2.5

717

2.0

1,597

4.9

2,016

6.1

1,903

5.6

1,630

4.7

1,167

3.3

11,466 35.4

11,031

33.4

8,253 24.5

7,506 21.9

36.2

12,569 38.1

10,954 32.5

10,912 31.8

Theft in
transportation
means
4,088 12.6

4,836 14.6

4,230 12.6

4,128 10.0

3,724 10.6

Damages
Fraud
Theft

Robbery with
force against
objects
11,701

8,408 24.0

11,781

33.7

Theft with
violence

against
individuals

3,019

9.3

3,327

10.1

3,080

9.1

3,607 10.5

4,483 12.8

456

1.4

564

1.7

586

1.7

612

1.8

806

2.3

Other

2,586

8.0

3,483 10.6

3,900

11.4

6,905

19.7

Total

42,711 132.1 45,662 138.3 40,939 121.6 40,461 117.9 44,321 126.8

Law on

Psychotropic
Substances

*

3,470 10.3

This includes injuries, injuries with a cutting weapon and with a firearm.
Misdemeanours are not included.

Source: Statistical yearbooks of the Judicial Investigations Agency, Judicial Branch, Planning
Department, Statistics Section.
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"

in 1997 offences against property accounted for 72% of
all offences, and the rates declined by 14.8% during the
1993-1997, especially as of 199420;

"

with the exception of theft with violence against
individuals, whose rate rose by 37.6% during the period
under consideration, (especially since 1995), the rates
for the rest of the offences declined, especially since
1994: fraud (32.6%), theft (32.2%), damages (23.1%),
theft in transportation media (15.9%), and robbery with
force against objects (6.9%);
"

by combining the preceding data it can be observed that
the most frequent offence between 1993 and 1997 was
robbery with force against objects (which in 1997
represented 26.6% of all offences in the country),
followed by theft (19%) and theft with violence against
the individual (10.1%); these three criminal categories
accounted for 55.7% of all offences reported to the OIJ
that year; other upsetting violations although at clearly
lower rates, were theft in transportation means (8.4%)
of the total in 1997, fraud (2.6%), injuries (2.4%), and
damages to property (1.6%);
"

in 1997 drug-related crimes (cultivation, trade and
trafficking, and especially possession and consumption)
accounted for only 1.8% of all offences recorded;

20

The reduction in the number of reports related tooffences against property,
which, on account of their volume "drag along" the total number of
officially recorded offences, is due to a decision made in 1994 by Oh
authorities to receive, from that point on, only reports that would meet or
*exceed the limits established by the Penal Code (prior to this time there
had been no policies in this respect); also in the case oftheft with violence
against the individual (assault), another decision was made by said
authorities, whereby persons who filed a report could abstain from
attempting to recover money stolen and limit the report to documents
stolen.
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however, this percentage is not realistic, since the dark
figure concerning this type of offence is usually very
high in all the countries;
in sum, and with the exception of homicide and theft
with violence against the individual, all other offences
reported to the OIJ showed declines during the period
analysed, which were particularly substantial in the case
of threats.
2. Trends in Rincón Grande de Pavas
A few years before this study was made, the Ministry of
Public Security established an office for the preparation of
statistics on the basis of reports received through the 911 line.
Although such statistics are not highly reliable and have many
more problems than those prepared by the Judicial Investigations
Agency, they are the only means through which it is possible to
observe certain recent data on specific neighbourhoods and
communities such as those that constitute Rincón Grande de
Pavas. These data refer to reports filed in neighbourhoods such
as Bribri, Lomas del Rio, Metropolis I, and the rest of Rincón
Grande de Pavas.
2.1.
In 1997 a total of 30 reports were filed in Bribri;
of these, 36.6% were for aggression, and 16.6% for fights21.
The data gathered up to August 1998 indicate the same number
of reports (30) and the same percentages for the aggression and
fights category, for which reason it was expected that the number
of reports was going to increase over the remainder of the year.
2.2. In 1997 241 reports were filed in Lomas del RIo,
the most representative ones being for aggression (38.2%), fights
(9.9%) and disorderly conduct (8.7%). Up to August 1998, the
21
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number of reports through the 911 line for Lomas del RIo totalled
252, the most representative ones being aggression (37.3%),
fights (9.5%) and disorderly conduct (8.3%).
2.3. In 1997 a total of 70 reports was recorded for
Metropolis I; 40% of them were for cases of aggression, 11.4%
for disorderly conduct, and 8,6% for fights. Up to August 1998
a total of72 reports had been recorded, of which 38.8% were for
cases of aggression, 11.1% for disorderly conduct, and 9.7% for
fights.
2.4. As to the rest of the Rincón Grande de Pavas
neighbourhoods, a total of 27 reports were filed in 1997; 29.6%
corresponded to cases of aggression, and 11% to fights. Up to
August 1998 the pattern of the reports was similar.
2.5. The preceding data make it possible to observe that,
to
up August 1998, the number of reports for all neighbourhoods
of the area increased with respect to 1997. Concerning the types
of violations recorded, it is appropriate to mention the existence
of reports for disorderly conduct in the Lomas del Rio and
Metropolis I neighbourhoods, a situation that was not reported
for the other neighbourhoods of the community.
3. Results of the survey and interviews
The results of the public opinion survey and a number
of interviews made with members of the community, make it
possible to complete and qualify the previously presented
statistical data. This is, obviously, another level of reality that is
generally based on perceptions.
According to this source, there was a great contrast
between the opinion of the persons interviewed on whether crime
has increased or declined over the preceding few years: most of
them (96.7%) felt that crime had increased at the national level,
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but only 66.8% shared this opinion concerning their place of
residence (29.9% felt it remained the same). The largest
percentage of those who felt that crime had increased in the area
were men and individuals over 30 years of age who had attended
elementary school.

The main causes alleged by those interviewed who felt
that crime in the area had increased were, above all, drug abuse
(48.4%) and unemployment (20.1%), and, to a lesser extent,
alcohol consumption (7.6%) and the loss of traditional values
(6.3%).

In addition to commenting on the subject of increasing
crime rates and the causes thereof, the area's residents expressed
their opinion about the most serious crimes that were committed
in the country. Almost half of the citizens (45.7%) mentioned
assault in the street with the intent to steal, followed by assault
with a weapon (28%) and rape (10.9%); other offences such as
homicide (7.9%), fraud (3.3%) and home burglary (2.3%) were
scarcely mentioned by those interviewed. This perception is in
correspondence with the data presented in Table 12, and with
the results of the victimisation study.

In fact, surveys are often useful to overcome the dark
figure of crime problem, since they provide more reliable data
on the reality of crime. This is accomplished asking those
interviewed if any of the persons who live in the home selected
has been the victim of any offence over the preceding year. The
survey conducted in Rincón Grande de Pavas permitted to
observe that a considerable percentage of the residents of the
area (almost one out of every three, that is, 30.6% of the persons
interviewed) stated she or he had been the victim of some offence
over the preceding year; assault in the street with intent to steal
was indicated as the most frequent offence (21.7% of the total of
victimised persons), followed at a distance by attack with a
weapon (4.8%) and home burglary (2.6%).
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People who had been the victims of at least one offence
were also asked a number of questions about certain
circumstances concerning the incident. It was reported that
offences involving generally one to three violators were
committed especially in the street, in the neighbourhood, near
the place of work and in the home itself, and especially in the
months of January, June and February, on Mondays, Saturdays
and Fridays, between 6 and 8 o'clock in the evening.

C. Feeling of insecurity
The results of the opinion survey show that the residents
of Rincón Grande de Pavas were essentially concerned about
the main national problem: unemployment, which 30.3% of the
persons interviewed regarded as the country's most serious
problem. Crime came in second (18.2%), followed by poverty
(12.2%), public corruption (11.5%), health (9.5%), and the cost
of living (9.2%). With unemployment, poverty and the cost of
living representing more than half the answers obtained, it is
evident that economic problems worried the surveyed population
the most. With respect to crime, women and citizens with an
intermediate (elementary, high school) education showed the
greatest amount of concern.

With respect to the security level of the area selected,
which was estimated on the basis of the possibility of being the
victim of some serious offence, it is possible to observe that a
feeling of insecurity prevailed in Rincón Grande de Pavas. In
fact, while approximately one citizen out of every three felt very
secure or secure (6.9% and 27.6%, respectively, of those
interviewed), two out of every three (64.5%) -especially people
at a lower educational level- felt not so secure, insecure, and
very insecure (32.9%, 22.7%, and 8.9%). In contrast with this
opinion, there prevailed a feeling of great insecurity in the
country, as shown by the fact that 89.8% of those interviewed
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especially persons with higher incomes and a better educationfelt not so secure, insecure and very insecure (23.7%, 35.2%,
and 30.9%, respectively), while only 10.2% indicated that they
felt very secure and secure (3.9% and 6.3%).
In face of such situation, the area's residents had adopted
measures to protect themselves from crime. The most frequent
ones were the installation of grills and bars to protect homes

(89.8%), the purchase of a watchdog (35.9%), and organisation
with the residents of the neighbourhood (24.3%), followed by
requests for police assistance (18.8%), the purchase of a weapon
(11.2%), the hiring of a guard (10.9%), and the installation of
alarms (7.2%). The measures adopted were related, above all,
to the purchasing power of those interviewed.

D. State policies
Having examined briefly State policies in sectors that,
because of a relationship they could in principle have with crime
prevention, could contribute to a better application of the action
plan, criminal policies that are more directly related to this
problem will be analysed in greater detail.
1. In general
One of the State's most notable social action responses
with a direct influence on the factors that affect citizen security,
was the Project on the Strengthening of Community Self
Management in the Development and Operation of Human
Settlements (PROFAC), which originated in an agreement signed
in February 1992 between the Ministry of Housing and Human
Settlements (MIVAH), the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Human Settlements
Centre (CNUAH-Habitat), and the Danish International
Development Agency (DANIDA). This project falls under the
96

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

Community Self-management Programme that the CNUAHHabitat is implementing in Ghana, Uganda, Ecuador, and Costa
Rica22. Its main purpose is to "...encourage community-based
strategies for the development of human settlements among the
most socially vulnerable urban groups; it has been designed to
help establish sustainable development, placing emphasis on the
creation of viable strategies to include the communities into the
provision of services and infrastructure. "23.
This project went through two stages: the first one, from
January 1992 to January 1997; the second one, from February
1997 to December 1998. During the first stage, emphasis was
placed on the development of a set of tasks with the communities
where it was implemented, as a vehicle for capacity building in
practice. During the second stage the project had been aimed
towards the catalysation of human and financial resources from
public and private entities to the communities, assigning priority,
within the communities, to organisational training and the
creation of independent groups.

PROFAC's work in Rincón Grande de Pavas started in
1994,
and later in December 1994, within the framework
May
of the Priority Communities Programme, under the Combat
Against Poverty Plan conducted by the Office of the Second Vice
President of the Republic. Its first actions focused on the
following areas: a) institutional inventory, through which 18
public and private institutions that were implementing 60 different
projects in the area were identified: 2) contact with each

institution present in the area to inform it about PROFAC's
objectives; and 3) inventory of community organisations,
whereby it became possible to determine "...the existence of a
high organisational dispersion, and the existence of conflicts
between the San Juan Property organisations and the rest of the
22
23

Muñoz, op.cit, p. 14.
Ibid., p. 15 (Translator's version of the quotation).
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sectors because of its pressure strategies (mainly road blocking),
which affect the remaining committees."24
Later, in December 1995, two working or assistance
teams were created in the area: one technical team comprised of

the institutions involved in housing and infrastructure (National
Housing and Urban Development Institute, Municipality of San
Jose, Costa Rican Water and Sewerage Institute, Ministry of
Public Works and Transportation, MIVAH), to deal with matters
relative to land use and collective infrastructure and equipment,
under the co-ordination of the Municipality of San Jose, and one
inter-institutional team to examine the community's social and
organisational matters under the co-ordination of the PROFAC.
After some time the latter was organised into work areas, citizen

security being one of them; it held area or subcommittee meetings
every 15 days, and monthly plenary meetings. The interinstitutional team eventually created a Central Committee as a
mechanism to co-ordinate and follow up the actions proposed
by the representatives of each of the existing subcommittees
(citizen security, environmental cleaning, childhood, women,
youth, housing and infrastructure).

Two of the actions developed by the PROFAC, which
were directly related to the purpose of the Project, deserve special
mention: the participatory diagnosis of the situation of Rincón
Grande de Pavas, and the work with youths in high social risk
(gangs). Citizen insecurity, together with violence in general,
was regarded as one of the main problems of Rincón Grande de
Pavas, according to the participatory diagnosis made between
1995 and 1996.
Although the PROFAC, which had to conclude its
intervention in Rincón Grande de Pavas in December 1998, had
performed many activities in the area, following is a description
24
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of the three that, from its point of view, were the most outstanding
ones:
Youth in Social Risk Project Not having been provided
for as an aspect of the self-management proposal, the existence
of a considerable number of youths grouped together into gangs
and ready to initiate a process of reorientation of their practices,
forced the PROFAC team to develop methodologies and
proposals for closer contact and work with youths in risk; these
were novel methods in the Costa Rican context, that could be

replicated in other situations. At community level, the foregoing
meant a considerable reduction in the levels of street violence
and insecurity among families, and the gradual participation of
a sector of youths who had, up to that point, been regarded as
one of the main problems of Rincón Grande de Pavas, in

community development.

Employment and Income Generation Project Although
it was still in its initial phase, the work with small business
entrepreneurs of the community had made it possible to define

certain specific characteristics of the informal economy of the
community, particularly, level and characteristics of participation
by women. A stable group of small business entrepreneurs was
formed, and this idea became increasingly accepted in the
community, as expressed by the interest other persons had shown
in participating. The possible development of a Community Bank

proposal opened up new possibilities for the residents themselves
to take up the challenge of establishing solidary development
practices.

Communications Project One of the main elements that
make possible the establishment of democratic practices and the
identification of the residents with their community is the
dissemination of information concerning community organisation
actions and negotiation processes. Rincón Grande de Pavas has
been, thus far, the most active community in this sense, which
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has been partly the result of intense work done over the past few
months, and the joint work of community organisations.25
2. In the field of penal law
2.1. Ministry of Public Security
The Administration in power had taken office in May
1998. Among its programmes in the field of community security
the following are worthy of special mention, within the
framework of the initiative for continuity of community security
projects that was launched during the preceding administration:26
2.1. 1. National Community Police Plan
The general objective of this Plan for the 1998-2002
period was "To stop the growth of crime and reduce insecurity
in the areas were crimes are more frequent, by improving crime
prevention and control, and encouraging citizen organisation and
"27
participation.
"

The following were proposed as specific objectives:28
to set into motion a new decentralised police organisation
and operation model that could bring together the efforts of
the police and the civil society;

"

to encourage community participation and organisation in
crime prevention and control;

25
26

Ibid., p. 35.
The preceding Administration started both, a pilot project in the Hatillo
district, and the Community Security Programme, which provided advice
on this subject to more than 200 communities. For greater detail, see
MSP, Resumen del Informe de Labores 1994-1998, San Jose, Imprenta
Nacional, 1998.
MSP, Plan Nacional de PolicIa Comunitaria, San Jose, Imprenta Nacional,
1998, p. 6.
Ibid.
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"

to reduce the scenarios that are favourable to crime, through
rehabilitation of the infrastructure and urban configuration
in the communities;

"

to improve control of drug trafficking and to broaden
education and prevention programmes concerning this social
scourge; and

"

to prevent and reduce social and domestic violence.

As can be seen, the objectives of the National
Community Police Plan, which was designed for the 1998-2000
period, were based on the premise that there was an imperative
need for a high standard of citizen participation in crime
prevention and the social control of the police force by the
population, such participation not to imply direct or determinant
interference in the operational realm or in the repressive activities
of the force.

2.1.2. Community Police Pilot Plan in Rincón Grande
de Pavas
The purposes of this pilot plan, which is not to be
confused with the plan laid out in this proposal, were to reduce
citizen insecurity and the frequency of crime; create an
organisational network for community participation in crime
prevention and control; and engage into gear the action of the
police force against crime.
For purposes of accomplishing the cited objectives, the
authorities of the Ministry of Public Security defined the
following activities: a social and spatial diagnosis; the
establishment and strengthening of community security
committees; the establishment and strengthening of the District

Security Council, a liaison department between the Community
Security Committees and the national authorities of the Ministry
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of Public Security; training the committees; the design of urban
development works; formal (elementary and high schools)
education; and a prevention and control campaign.

2.1.3. Community Security Unit
The Community Security Unit, which reported to the
police force, was responsible for developing security training
and education programmes in different communities of the
country, so as to strengthen their organisational capacity to assist
in the struggle against crime.

In Rincón Grande de Pavas it held seven meetings with
the community since the first one in 1998. During the first
meetings there were problems with residents who belonged to
the Community Group, the main community organisation of the
area, who complained alleging "little effectiveness in the actions
of the Ministry of Public Security."29 Faced with this situation,
the representatives of Community Security decided to continue
working with those persons who showed willingness to
participate in the type of actions that were going to be
implemented; these persons constituted the Central Security
Committee, with independence from the Community Group.

The Community Security Unit decided to carry out its
training activities by stages dividing the different neighbourhoods
that comprised Rincón Grande de Pavas. The residents of
Metropolis I and Metropolis 3 would participate in Phase One.3°
This Unit prepared also a pre-diagnosis of the area, where
emphasis was placed on certain infrastructure-related aspects,
29
30
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such as the existence of empty lots, insufficient lighting, neglect
with respect to public areas, and the lack of recreational sites,
considering that these elements had an effect on the area's
insecurity.
2.1.4. Pavas Police Station
The Pavas Police Station reported to the Sixth Precinct.
It only had four constables to get the job done, that is, a ratio of
one constable for every 7,500 inhabitants; this was considerable
lower than the national standard of one constable for every 520
inhabitants, and that of the remaining selected areas; it was also
clearly insufficient for such a numerous population, this being
the main reason for the resident's feeling of dissatisfaction and
mistrust, as was expressed in the public opinion survey.

As was observed, the facilities of this police station were
in a rather precarious condition. No reports were found to have
been filed against the constables concerning their performance
at the Inspection Office of the Ministry of Public Security.3'
However, the Office of the Comptroller for Services of the same
institution reported to have processed five cases against police
members of the locality between 1996 and 1998.32
The survey carried out in Rinc6n Grande de Pavas
provides all the data necessary for the evaluation of the police
force.
In the first place, only 16% of the individuals who
declared to have been the victims of an offence (30.6%) reported
the incident to the pertinent authorities. The main reasons alleged
for not reporting such offences were, mainly, the impression that
31

32

This department reported only complaints against the Sixth Precinct, but
its report did not specify whether any of them were against constables of
the Rinc6n Grande de Pavas station.
The reports related to alleged aggression, irregular arrests or arbitrary
actions.
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the competent authorities would not do anything about them;
the distance to the place where the report could be filed; fear of
revenge; lack of proof; and the belief that the incident was not
very serious. Most of the reports were filed with the police (the
regular police force and the OIJ), although in terms of results
expected there were no positive consequences; according to 3%
of those interviewed who had filed reports, the authorities did

not do anything (1%, however, expressed that the matter was
solved, and another 1% indicated that an investigation had been
carried out).

In the second place, 78% of the persons interviewed felt
that police presence in the area was insufficient (17.8% stated
that the police patrolled the area on few occasions, 34.9% on
very few occasions, and 25.3% never); only 22% expressed a
positive opinion (3.6% felt that the patrolling was very frequent,
and 18.4% that it was frequent). These data are in consistency
with the small number of constables that was assigned to the
area.

In the third place, only 13.8% of those interviewed stated
that the service provided by the police in the neighbourhood was
very adequate or adequate (1.3% and 12.5%, respectively), while
the vast majority (84.5%) felt that it was scarcely adequate or
not adequate at all (52.6% and 31.9%, respectively).

In the fourth place, more than half of the persons
interviewed in the area (51.3%) felt that, in its action against
crime, the police violated human rights always (13.8%) and
almost always (37.5%), while 22.7% felt that they rarely (11.5%)
or never (11.32%) violated them. These results should be
compared to those obtained from other questions intended to
determine the opinion of the citizenry concerning the institutions
that had either violated human rights the most during the past
year, or instead protected them. With respect to the first question,
the police appeared only in fourth place (4.3%), at a considerable
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distance behind the government (43.8%), the Judicial Branch
(26%) and the political parties (16.4%); as can be seen, these
results are not consistent with results indicated above on human
rights violations during police action. As to the second question,
the police force was at the bottom after the Catholic Church
(70.1%), the Office of the Ombudsman (17.4%), the Judicial
Branch and the Government. These opinions must be weighed if
we take into account what violation of human rights by the police
or other State organisations means to any citizen; in this sense, it
was not possible to compare occurrences so different from each

otheras those that could result from the slow or incorrect handling
of a case by public officials versus those that could result from
any police intervention which, by the very nature of the force,
would be always or almost always regarded of a repressive or an
authoritarian nature.
Lastly, for the residents of Rincón Grande de Pavas the
did
not appear to be the institution they actually trusted
police
for their personal protection from crime. In fact, not only were
private guards mentioned as thefirst option (29.9% of the answers
vs. 15.5% for the police), but also more than half of those
interviewed (52.3%) expressed their lack of trust in any of them.
As can be seen, there is a considerable contrast between
police strategies oriented towards a greater and more fruitful
collaboration with the community and the generally negative
opinions of the citizens. If this were taken into consideration,
perhaps one of the major accomplishments of this Project would
be an improvement of the image of the police institution,
especially thanks to the application of collaboration mechanisms
between it and the population.
2.2. Other penal system institutions
There were penal system departments in the area
selected, which included the Pavas Penal Court, the Pavas
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Prosecutorial Agency, one Misdemeanours and Small Quantity
Court, one Public Defenders department, one Traffic Court, and
one Notice Serving and Appearance Office.
The public opinion survey taken in the area shows quite
a critical attitude on the part of the citizens concerning the penal
system as a whole. In fact, for 96% of the population the
performance of the system in the country was fair (51.3%) or
bad (44.7%), while 30.6% felt that it became worse over the
preceding year (61.8% felt that it remained the same), the most
critical sectors being comprised of those individuals with a higher
level of education.

Although this survey makes it possible to conclude that
almost half of the citizens who resided in Rincón Grande de Pavas
(46.4%) were ready to collaborate with the justice system were
they given an opportunity to do so, a negative opinion concerning
the system was nevertheless ascertained if we consider that 39.5%
of those interviewed did not seem to be willing to collaborate.
The main reasons alleged by persons who were not willing to

collaborate were their lack of knowledge about the procedures
and the large number of procedures they would have to go
through, their perception of lack of efficiency in those procedures,
unfamiliarity with the laws, fear of reprisals, and lack of trust in
the penal system. Those who expressed to be willing to
collaborate with the justice system would do so through the
following activities: participation in 2 to 4 hour a week sessions
in lectures for youngsters and smaller children, organisation of
neighbour groups to improve security, participation in the
guarding of the community and night surveillance, and assistance
to prevention committees.
2.3. Policies and strategies on crime and insecurity
The foregoing lays out the problem of State policies and
strategies on crime. In this respect, the opinion survey indicates
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that the main governmental actions should be, above all, to
intensify the severity of the punishment (this was the opinion of
45.4% of those interviewed), and to create crime prevention
programmes (30.6%), followed by the building of more prisons
(7.9%), increasing the number of constables on the force (6.9%),
improving economic conditions to prevent crime (2.3%) and
broadening the inmate rehabilitation programmes (5.7%). As
can be seen, there was predominance of proposals for repressive
rather than preventive solutions.

On the other hand, the cited survey in the area shows
that 75% of those interviewed -especially those with lower
incomes and no school education or at college level- were in
disagreement with action by armed groups outside the law (such
as the death squads) to eliminate criminals on their own (21.4%
in agreement), and that 52% -especially younger persons with
less income and an elementary and high school education, did
not accept that groups of neighbours from their neighbourhood
become armed to combat crime also on their own (45 .7% in
agreement).

With respect to the possible application of the death
penalty as an important measure in the struggle against certain
serious forms of crime, one out of every three (33.9%) of those
interviewed were in agreement -especially for crimes such as
homicide (27%) and rape (5.9%); in contrast, 65.5% expressed
to be against the death penalty, especially older people with lower
incomes and an elementary and high school education.

Lastly, as to the often discussed matter of whether human
rights protect more the innocent and the victims of crime than
the perpetrators of the offences, the prevalent opinion was that
greater protection was afforded the offenders (53% of those
interviewed), while 35.2% felt that human rights protected all
without distinction, and only 7.9% expressed that they protected
more the innocent and the victims.
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E.

Civil society initiatives

Through its community leaders with the collaboration
of the Semi-private Social Assistance Institute (IMAS) and the
PROFAC, an after the diagnoses made in the past few years on
the status of the community, which were outlined in the section
on State policies, the Rincón Grande de Pavas community
prepared its Local Development Strategic Plan for the 1998-2005
period.

The participatory diagnoses on the status of Rincón
Grande de Pavas were prepared to this effect during 1995, in
order to start, at a later date, a process to reach agreement on the
use of the land, the central issue in the area's conflicts, between
the leadership itself of Rincón Grande de Pavas, and the different
public institutions involved in the problems of the area;
preparatory work was done during 1996, to enter into negotiations
during the first quarter of 1997.
This way, with methodological facilitation in the coordination of actions between the Inter-institutional Network
(formerly the Inter-institutional Team) and the Community
Group, the latter expressed the desirability to prepare a local
development plan, to which effect an active and democratic
participation methodology was employed, with participation of
the different leaders of the Rincón Grande de Pavas sectors.
An initial workshop was held in July 1997 to lay out the
cited local development plan, where strategic actions were
defined to develop the community participation process. Twelve
diagnosis and planning workshops were held later in all the
neighbourhoods of Rincón Grande de Pavas, with the purpose
of validating the problems detected in the 1995 workshops.
After these general workshops, sectoral workshops were
held on youth, woman, environment, small businesses and
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communication. With these diagnoses, a working session was
held with the Community Group; the actions to be undertaken
were priorised on this occasion,33 whereupon the 1998-2005
Rincón Grande de Pavas Local Development Strategic Plan was
finally prepared.

The diagnoses identified 16 broad need and problems
areas: education and training; economy, employment and
income; health; housing; community integration, organisation
and participation; drug addiction and alcoholism; security;
violence; community infrastructure; environment; governmental
and municipal participation; women; youth; childhood;
services; among others.

While the subjects indicated deal in the whole with the
subject of citizen security, this section considers exclusively those
directly related to citizen security from the proposals and plans
of the cited Strategic Plan, and from the initiatives of the Rincón
Grande de Pavas civil society in this field.
In this context, the needs and problems detected by the
community concerning citizen security were the following
"

security: lack of citizen security, little support from the
Ministry of Public Security, small number of constables, and
police corruption vis-à-vis drug addiction;

"

violence: some of the neighbours tackled their problems
engaging into fights (their life styles made an adequate
communication impossible), violence within the family and
the community, abuse and family aggression against women
and children, abuse of children by parents, paternal
irresponsibility, and abandonment of children; and

33

Alberto Rojas, Plan Estratégico de Desarrollo Local, 1998-2000. Rincón
Grande de Pavas, San Jose, 1998.
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youth: lack of trust among adults with respect to youths,
unemployment, drug addiction, youth violence at community
level, and little opportunities for study because of financial
difficulties.
The priority actions that had to be undertaken to solve
the problems detected by the Rincón Grande de Pavas community
in the Local Development Strategic Plan were broken down by
areas: economic; health; education; public services; childhood;
housing; community organisation and participation; prevention
of drug addiction and alcoholism; governmental participation,
community infrastructure; environment; prevention of violence;
citizen security; youth; women; and miscellaneous projects.
The actions that were directly related to the subject were the
following:34
"

citizen security: community and police surveillance;
preparation, organisation and operation of the Community
Security Committee; and Community Security Committee
proposal;

"

prevention of violence: programme on domestic violence
prevention and assistance to the women, the elderly and
abused children; and project on education and actions to
cope with and prevent aggression within families and
violence within the community;

"

youth: projects on drug abuse prevention and assistance to
drug addicts; projects relative to how to deal with family
youth problems; and project on completion of secondary
education, scholarships for technical or professional studies
with follow up and accompaniment processes, together with
a programme for joining the labour force or creating small
businesses; and

34
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"

prevention of drug addiction and alcoholism: programmes
on drug abuse prevention and assistance to drug addicts:
elimination and preventive surveillance of illegal alcohol and
drugs outlets; elimination and surveillance of the illegal sale
of alcohol and drugs; and promotion of AA.

F.

Action plan

The action plan that is presented below incorporates
inputs from the 1999 seminar held to discuss the results of the
diagnosis prepared in Rincón Grande de Pavas. In preparing the
plan, the participants took the following criteria into
consideration:
"

the Project's nature as a pilot but rigorously evaluated
experience;

"

consideration of the diagnosis results as the indispensable
basis for its preparation and application;

"

need to refer the actions to be undertaken to the project's
general and specific objectives;

"

need to refer the actions to be undertaken only to the
area selected and to those offences that the diagnosis
had identified as most frequent and troubling in the area,
to wit: injuries, theft, robbery with force against objects,
theft with violence against the individual, and threats;

"

the duration of the action plan, that is six months, which
required that the number of actions to be undertaken be
limited; and

"

the opportunity to select actions whose results could be
accomplished in the short, medium and long terms.
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Under such conditions, the following activities were
identified, together with the organisations that would be
responsible in each case:
1. Based on the Community Security Committees in
existence in the area, creation of a Municipal Citizen Security
Council comprised of all the institutions and organisations
involved in this field, and appointment of an Executive
Committee.
Persons or entities responsible all the institutions
involved.
2. Establishment of subcommittees for specific subjects,
such as: crime and security, local resources, risk areas and groups,
education in citizen security and violence within the family, and
road traffic education.
Persons or entities responsible Citizen Security
Committee and Ministry of Public Security.
3. Expansion of the Pavas police station.
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Public
Security and Citizen Security Committee.
4. Design and implementation of a surveillance and
patrolling programme for the areas where offences were most
frequently committed.
Persons or entities responsible the Police, Ministry of
Public Security, Citizen Security Committee and the community.
5. Co-ordination of preventive and traffic police
activities.
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Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Public
Security and Public Works and Transportation, and municipal
government.
6. Creation of a programme of assistance to the victims
of crime (especially when it involved violence within the family).
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Health,
Pavas Clinic, and Adolescent's Clinic.
7. Holding of regular meetings between the Police and
the community on subjects relative to crime and citizen security.
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Public
Security, Citizen Security Committee and the community.
8. Organisation of regular meetings between the Police,
prosecutors and judges to find joint solutions to the problem of
crime and insecurity.
Persons or entities responsible Judicial Branch and
Ministry of Public Security.
9. Design and implementation of an education and
sensitisation programme in the area's schools and in the
community on: penal legislation, crime, crime prevention, citizen
security, drugs, and use of weapons.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education,
Family and Public Security, Judicial Branch, National Vocational
Institute, municipal government, and the media.
10. Design and implementation of sports, recreational
and cultural programmes for children and youths.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education,
Culture and Public Security, and cultural sectors of the area.
113

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

11. Design and implementation of a public electric power
programme in the most dangerous neighbourhoods.
Persons or entities responsible Costa Rican Electric
Power Institute, municipal government, and the community.
12. Installation of three traffic lights forthe three schools
of the area.
Persons or entities responsible Costa Rican Electric
Power Institute, Ministry of Public Works and Transportation
and the community.
13. Design and implementation of operational plans to
repair and clean streets, pavements, etc., and create new green
areas.

Persons or entities responsible Municipal government,
Ministries of Public Works and Transportation and Public
Security, and the community.
14. Design and application of a municipal and
departmental information network on crime and insecurity.
Persons or entities responsible: Judicial Branch Statistics
Section, and Ministry of Public Security.
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III.

EL SALVADOR

A.

Main characteristics of Ilobasco
1. Geographical location

With a surface area of 20,749.44 km_ and a population
density of 269.1 inhabitants/km_, El Salvador is one of the
American Continent's most densely populated countries.
The Ilobasco municipal term has a surface area of 249.7
km2; it is located in the South-eastern sector of the Cabaflas
Department and it is bordered in the North by the Sensuntepeque
and Jutiapa municipal terms, in the East by the San Isidro
municipal term, in the South by the El Rosario, Monte San Juan,
San Rafael Cedros (of the Cuscutlán Department) and San
Sebastian (San Vicente Department) municipal terms, and in the
West by the Jutiapa and Tejutepeque municipal terms. Ilobasco
is the most important city of the Department, although it has not
been its administrative capital since the fifties. It can be accessed
by the Pan American Highway, the country's most important road.
Road traffic is fluid along this stretch, and this locality is 54
kilometres away from the capital of the country.
According to the UNDP report "1999 Status of the Nation in
Terms of Human Development," the Cabaflas Department was
in the next to last place in 1996 in terms of the national human
development index, an extremely low human development level
that is comparable only to that of the rates established for the
African countries at the lowest development level.
2. Demographic Data
According to the National 1992 Census, Ilobasco had a
population of 53,513 inhabitants. Projections made by the
115

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

General Statistics and Census Directorate (DIGESTYC) indicated
a population of 59,880 by 1997, with a density of 214 inhabitants
per square kilometre. However, according to assessments made
by the real estate register office at the City Hall of this municipal
term, the population could rise to 90,000 inhabitants, of which
35,000 would be in the urban sector. The population was, thus,
mostly rural, although by 1992 the city of Ilobasco concentrated
33.8% of the total number of inhabitants of the municipal term.
During the initial years of this decade the population of the city
of Ilobasco grew and expanded with new developments located
around it.
A significant growth in population started to take place
in the sixties, such trend having been maintained to date. Thus,
the population had gone from over 26,703 inhabitants in 1961 to
37,876 in 1971, 53,513 in 1992, and 59,880 in 1997. It was
during the past decade that the situation became a special cause
for social alarm, since this demographic dynamics had become
aggravated by the addition of new settlements; this new
phenomenon was due to both, the displacement of individuals
as a consequence of the war, and the growth of urban
developments after the Peace Agreements and the setting into
motion of war veteran reinsertion programmes.
The real estate registry office reported that there were
48 neighbourhoods in the city of Ilobasco. Ten percent of these
were built after the Peace Agreements, most having been created
during the eighties. The "Las 3 Marfas" settlement, located close
to the city and comprised of nearly 300 families, was established
as a consequence of discharges from the armed forces.
Consideration must be given not only to such population
growth, but to the problem of insufficiency of the local capacity
to respond to such growth in terms of quality of life and the
population's development possibilities, especially in the case of
the younger population; in the case of Ilobasco, the latter
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constituted the social group that was directly pointed at as the
leading character in terms of violence and crime.
As regards age, the majority was comprised of
individuals 14 years old or under, who accounted for 44.9% of
the population. Youths 15 to 18 represented 9.3% of this
population, and 45.8% corresponded to persons over 19.
3. Social and economic situation
The social situation of the Salvadorian population was deeply
marked by violence and poverty. According to official data35,
during the 1994-1996 period, the behaviour of poverty in the
country had been characterised by a reduction in extreme poverty
at national level (23.9% to 21.6%), a reduction in poverty in
general (54.7% to 51.9%), and an increase in relative poverty
(28.5% to 30.3%). Rural poverty was more serious than urban
poverty, and it was at a higher level than it was before the internal
conflict.
If we have come to accept that poverty and the uneven
distribution of income have been structural causes ofthe conflict,
it would be somewhat valid to establish the same relationship
with respect to the current problem ofcrime. However, the social
character of the crime phenomenon was not exclusively related
to the poor. The growing presence of criminal organisations and
practices through which it was possible to exceed considerably
the margin of illegal earnings that would characterise a
subsistence strategy, indicates that the economic reasons were
not sufficient to explain the phenomenon.

35

1996 homes and multiple purpose survey.
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With respect to national income distribution, UNICEF
(1997)36 maintained that, despite a slight improvement noticed
during the first five years of this decade, 20% of the poorest
population obtained only 5% of the income, while the richest
20% enjoyed 50% of it.

Such living conditions as were associated to the problems
of poverty and low income and/or the latter's effects, make
evident a very deteriorated standard of living. The human
development index (UNDP-Government of El Salvador, 1997)
for the country in 1996 was 0.609; this corresponded to the
109th position in the world, out of a total of 174 countries. But
national data were truly alarming considering the human
development index for Chalatenango (0.508), La Union (0.474),
Cabanas (0.471) and Morazán (0.458).

3.2.
The Ilobasco situation was representative of the national
situation, although it was aggravated by the fact that it was a
part of the two poorest and less developed Departments of the
country. Furthermore, it was a highly conflictive war zone that
had been the scene of fierce battles and permanent disputes. The
population that was displaced from the Chalatenango and
Cabanas Departments settled along the periphery of Ilobasco.

It wasn't until the middle of this decade that Ilobasco,
as a part of the Cabanas Department, became somewhat relevant
in poverty alleviation actions and in the intervention of
governmental and non governmental development and human
promotion organisations.
The Ilobasco economy was practically concentrated on
the following areas: agricultural production of staple grains and
a not-too-diversified livestock production (the poultry industry
36
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had installed highly productive and technological farms in the
area); production of arts and crafts (basically ceramics) for the
local and international markets; trade, as a point of encounter of
large numbers of farmers who came in search for agricultural
equipment and supplies, and of peasant families from the
Department's Western and Northern sectors in search for basic
items (food, clothing); and the growing banking system
consisting of five banks and a savings and loan association, such
magnitude being disproportionate to the size of the municipal
term and its economic activities, for which reason it is assumed
that it was linked to the flow of dollar transfers from the United
States. At the industrial level, there was little development. It
consisted, in sum, of the poultry farms and an offshore shoe
factory (ADOC).

The urban economically active population in 1992
amounted to 6,025 persons (93% employed), the rural population
consisting of 10,402 persons (96% employed). The economic
activity that generated the largest number of jobs was agriculture,
which absorbed 63.17% of the EAP; its weight was totally

dominant when compared to that of trade and the manufacturing
industry. However, agriculture stayed at a low industrialisation
level, and the labour force it engaged was not specialised. Even
in the field of trade, the situation was similar to the growth of the
non-structured sector. This is why there were no corresponding
job opportunities for many youths upon conclusion of their
middle education.

Official data on employment are based on occupational
criteria, which is why the employment index was fairly high;
this is in contrast with the community's perception that the

employment situation was one of the area's main problems,
especially for youths. On the other hand, it is impossible, with
these statistics, to distinguish between underemployment,
temporary employment and permanent employment. The
opening of new jobs (and underemployment) had been of
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This offer did not satisfy the increasing demand. At technical
level only two computer operation centres were in operation. At
vocational level there were some projects of support to youths
that, in any event, were still very limited. The community had a
"House of Culture."
6. Health
A general hospital, two health care units, and one
Salvadorian Social Security Institute centre operated in this
municipal term. There were seven clinics in its rural area, where
a physician, a dentist and nurses were regularly on duty.
7. Recreational cultural and other activities
Lastly, the city of Ilobasco faced problems because of
its peripheral urban growth and insufficient recreational and
leisure areas, which, according to those interviewed, caused
youths to engage into socially detrimental practices.
Recreational areas were very limited. There were two
squares of which one had become the territory of youth gangs
and youths with drugs or alcoholism problems; in any event,
their conditions for recreation and leisure were very deficient.
With respect to the practice of sports, there was the municipal
stadium, which was the main such facility. There were three
parish churches in the locality, one cocktail lounge ("Flor
Blanca"), and six cheap bars.
B.

Crime

For Salvadorians, crime construed as a problem that
warrants priority treatment is nothing new. During the war years
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it became secondary since the internal conflict attracted more
attention; however, once the Peace Agreements were signed and
the cease fire entered into effect, it recovered its force with high
levels of criminal violence, whose direct effects on the individuals
had been ignored only because ofthe lengthy war period that the
country finally put behind.
1. General trends
Table 13 contains the list of the main offences reported
to the General Prosecutor's office from 1994 to 1998 throughout
the country. It would be appropriate to point out, concerning
this table, that it does not reflect the total number of offences
reported, but only the most important ones in each of the
categories shown.
According to this table, the rates of occurrence of the
offences taken into consideration rose by 33.1% during the period
analysed: from 58.3 offences per 10,000 inhabitants in 1994 to
77.6% in 1997, the main increase having occurred between 1994
and 1995.
1.1. A number of comments can be made also, such as
the following, that apply to the national level:
"

in 1997 crimes against the individual represented 65.5%
of the total of offences considered, and the rates thereof
increased by 35.8% during the period indicated.

"

in 1997 the most frequent forms of offence under this
criminal category were injuries (34.4% of all offences),
homicide (15.1%), threats (11.9%), and rape (3.9%).
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Table 13
El Salvador. Offences recorded by criminal
category, totals and rates per 10.000 inhabitants
(1994-1997)
Offences
Against the
individual

21,121

37.4 27,922

48.4 27,567

46.7

30,616 50.8

Homicide
Injuries
Rape
Kidnapping
Threats

9,135
6,643
1,876
3,667

16.2 7,877
11.8 5,001
3.3 1,544
117
6.5 3,383

13.6 6,715
8.7 14,051
2.8 2,001
0.2
92
5.9 4,708

11.4
28.3
3.4
0.2
8.0

7,042 11.7
16,087 26.7
1,840 3.1
65 0.1
5,582 9.3

11,714

20.8 13,993

24.2 13,308

22.6

15,180 25.2

Against
property
Theft in the
street and in
the home
burglary
Car theft
Theft
Damages
Fraud
Drugs
Total *
*

1995
1996
1997
Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate

1994
Total Rate

3,484

6.2

3,387

5.9

3,302

5.6

3,972

6.6

3,168
2,184
2,878

- 5,710
5.6 4,896
3.9
5.1

9.9
8.5
-

4,680
5,326
-

8.0
9.0

4,972
6,236
-

8.3
10.4
-

1,031

1.8

1,487

2.5

953

1.6

-

32,835

-

58.3 42,946

74.5 42,362

71.9 46,739 77.6

Totals represent only the criminal categories shown on the table, not crime
in the country as a whole.

Source: Office of the Prosecutor General of the Republic.
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"

the rates for injuries increased sharply between 1994 and
1995, having become stable as of the latter year, while
those for homicide declined up to 1996, having increased
slightly in 1997; those for threats increased steadily since
1995, and rape showed a fluctuating trend;

"

in 1997 crimes against property represented 32.5% of
the total, their rates having increased by 21.2% between
1994 and 1997;

"

the most frequent forms of crime in 1997 were theft
(13.3% ofall offences analysed), car theft (10.6%), theft
in the street and home burglary (8.5%);

"

theft rates increased steadily between 1994 and 1997
(86%), while theft in the street, home burglary, and car
theft showed a fluctuating trend;

"

by combining the preceding data, it is observed that the
most frequent offences during the period analysed were
injuries, homicide, theft, threats, car theft, and plain theft;

"

drug-related offences (trafficking, possession and
consumption) represented, in 1997, only 2% of the total
of violations; however, this percentage is not consistent
with reality, since the dark figure concerning this criminal
category is usually very high in all the countries.

1.2. National Civil Police data from the Police station of
the Ilobasco municipal term indicate the following:
"
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"

offences against the individual (161 in 1994,82 in 1995,
87 in 1996, 132 in 1997 and 135 in 1998) represented,
for the latter year, 43.7% of the total, the most frequent
forms being injuries (16.5%), threats (15.5%), and
homicide (10.4%), with an upward trend, in all cases, as
of 1995;

"

offences against property (258 in 1994, 142 in 1995, 198
in 1996, 243 in 1997 and 173 in 1998) accounted, during
the latter year, for 56% of the total of the offences
considered, and showed increases since 1995; the most
frequent forms ofthis type of offence were theft (36.6%),
robbery (11%), and damages (5.8%), with fluctuating
trends in all cases;

"

based on the preceding information combined, the most
frequent offences for the area would be theft, injuries,
threats, robbery, homicide, and damages;

"

from a statistical point ofview drug-related offences were
practically non existent in Ilobasco.
2. Specific offences

With respect to homicide rates, the OPS pointed out a
trend that became seriously intensified during the 90s, but which
for more than 30 years -not counting the exceptional war periodhad been a troubling one. The rates per 100,000 inhabitants for
the country as a whole were 25.4 in 1965, 34 in 1979, 49.9 in
1990 and 139 in 1996.
Statistics show that criminal violence was on the rise,
shown
a sharp increase as of the end of the war; one part
having
of the population perceived this in a sensationalistic way under
the influence of tabloids, whose handling ofthe information and
images intensified the feelings of insecurity and fear; also by
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the campaigns on crime that the Government and certain civil
organisations had launched. Recent reports indicated that the
highest intensity of violence in the entire American Continent
37
corresponded to El Salvador.
Among the factors that can explain the increase in violence it
would be appropriate to stress the easy access to and use of
firearms (from personal to exclusively military models), and the
use of explosives and home-made weapons which were not only
highly dangerous but also very unsafe even when not used for
criminal purposes.
In June 1998 the National Public Security Council
presented statistics from the Ministry of Defence, according to
which in 1997 4,879 illegal weapons and explosives had been
seized. In like manner, the media informed, in October 1998,
that the Patriotic Movement Against Crime (MPCD) invested
10 million 800 thousand colons on the exchange of weapons for
consumption goods, and that 128,691 pieces of weaponry (long
and short guns, grenades, explosives, grenade launchers, mines
and mortars) had been collected in 17 days.38 These data are
only a hint about the number of illegal weapons that may be
spread out throughout the country: in conservative terms, it is
estimated that there may be some 150 thousand illegally
possessed weapons.

Also, according to the Ministry of Defence, from the
16th October 1994 to the 20th February 1998 25,894 long and
96,404 short weapons, totalling 122,298 pieces were registered,
which means, considering only weapons being held legally, a
ratio of one weapon for every 48 persons.
37
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In addition to the business of weapons for private use,
another distorting factor is the emergence and accelerated
development of private security enterprises. These constitute a
real private army with 176 security bodies, comprised formally
of 16,832 members; the number of personnel is actually greater,
since informal hiring and small businesses of this nature are not
registered (only cases involving more than four security guards
are declared). The National Civil Police, for its part, maintains
approximately 18,000 constables on its force.

Another distorting element consists of certain highly
violent criminal acts. Theft in the street can potentially cause
death and injuries, while organised offences, such as car theft
and assault after withdrawing money from banks, include a
premeditated dose of violence to accomplish the objective.
Massacres or killings constituted a special case of
violence in El Salvador. Rafael Guido-Bdjar (UNDP, 1998) points
out that 32 massacres had been committed between 1991 and
1996, 90% having been committed in the rural area (29 out of
32); most of them, 25 killings and more than 102 victims, were
concentrated in the years 1995 and 1996. The motives were
strongly personal (vengeance, misunderstandings, fights, family
feuds); only in six of the 32 cases (18.7%) was theft a motive.

On the other hand, although some homicides were related
to gang violence, young gang members were also the victims of
violence. According to the MOJE, 9 young gang members died
in 1996; 12 in 1997; up to 30 in 1998, and six were assassinated
during the first two months of 1999.
In the case of juvenile gangs, the results in terms of
injuries and murder, as well as their strong capacity to pressure
with threats, were matters of concern. Youngsters were
considered responsible for criminal street violence and fights
among rival gangs.
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The proliferation of gangs over the preceding five years
could be associated to the operation of the Juvenile Rehabilitation
Centre installed in the city of Ilobasco, which had attracted gang
members from other areas (especially to visit others under
custody); this had facilitated the establishment of contacts and
networks and this had later culminated with the expansion of
such groups.
Two gang groups, number 18 and Mara Salvatrucha (MS)
competed for control of the downtown area, while each
maintained "controlled" areas that practically divided the city of
Ilobasco into two sectors. According to some police officials,
the gangs' combined membership could be of up to one thousand
juveniles, which was a high percentage with respect to the
population as a whole.
The expansion ofthe gang phenomenon to the rural area
was another concern. On the year of the study rival gangs had
confronted each other for purposes of vengeance in some counties
of the municipal term (San Jose).
However, it would be appropriate to recognise that there
may be a difference between gangs and their criminal activities.
In fact, in some interviews people referred to the existence of
"groups that did not make trouble" and that maintained a peaceful
attitude. In like manner it was pointed out that it was the criminal
activities and acts of aggression committed by juveniles what
was regarded as a negative aspect, not their desire to get organised
into groups, despite the fact that most adults did not share their
ways and characteristics (the way they dressed and spoke, their
music, and their personal appearance, among others).
Furthermore there was recognition of the fact that there
were not many social opportunities for youths; for instance, there
were no recreational or sports grounds, no cultural activities and
no access to culture; unemployment was greater among this
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population sector than in others, access to middle and higher
education was very limited, and families paid little attention to
youths.
Another criminal violence expression was the increase
or emergence into view of organised crime, such as in the
trafficking of drugs, children and automobiles, money laundering,
car theft and smuggling. Well-structured apparatuses with
conduction and operational mechanisms that functioned with the
most flagrant impunity managed these activities. In other parts
of the world these situations had had a direct influence on the
decomposition of political power.
Lastly, the impact of crimes against property seemed to
be seriously affecting the corporate sector, according to the
interviews made. Commercial and industrial expansion
possibilities were limited because of an atmosphere of insecurity;
the savings and investment realm did not regard the Ilobasco
municipal term as a priority, and several businesses had closed
while others had gone bankrupt after being robbed; it was
recognised that certain productive and corporate ranks had
withdrawn from this area.

3. Results of the survey and interviews
The public opinion survey results and the interviews with
community members that were conducted in the area make it
possible to complete and quantify these statistical data. This is,
obviously, another level of reality that is generally based on
perceptions.

According to this source, the general opinion was that
crime had increased over the preceding few years, both at national

level (89%), and in the area or neighbourhood of residence
(82.7%). Only 0.7% and 2.3%, respectively, expressed that crime
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had declined, and 9.7% and 12.3%, respectively, expressed thai
it remained the same. Mostly men and individuals 30 to 50
years of age with higher incomes expressed that crime had
increased in the area.

The main causes alleged by those interviewed who
believed that crime had increased in the area were, above all,
unemployment (31.3%) and the use of drugs (28.3%), and, to a
lesser extent, the lack of education (8.7%), poverty (7.3%), police
inefficiency (6.7%), deficiency of the laws (4.7%), lack of
severity on the part of judges (3.3%), loss of values (3%), lack
of strictness in corrections (0.7%), and alcoholic beverage
consumption (0.2%). According to the interviews made, the main
causes forthe criminal situation in general were extreme poverty,

unemployment, lack of opportunities for youths, post-war
problems and the deficient reinsertion of veterans, overpopulation
and migratory displacements, loss of values, little access to
education (there was only one elementary school, and high
schools did not satisfy the demand; access to college was difficult
for low income youngsters), proliferation of drug consumption
and trade (especially "the stone" or crack), consumerism
(frequency of money transfers from abroad) and loss of the
willingness to work, single motherhood and family disintegration,
lack of referents, and 'loss of the orienting capacity by parents,
teachers and even the authorities.

In addition to commenting on the subject of increasing
crime rates and the causes thereof, the area's residents expressed
their opinion about the most serious crimes that were committed
in the country. Almost one citizen out of every three (31.7%)
mentioned assault with a weapon, followed by rape (24.7%),
homicide (15%), assault in the street with intent to steal (11.3%),
kidnapping for ransom (9.7%), fraud (4%), and home burglary
(3.3%). This perception was not consistent with the data in Table
14, which indicate that the most frequent offences at the national
level were injuries, homicide, theft, threats, car theft and robbery.
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According to the persons interviewed, the most troubling criminal
activities were gang violence and offences against property of
the individuals.
Surveys are often useful to overcome the dark figure of
crime problem, since they provide more reliable data on the reality
of crime. This is accomplished asking those interviewed if any
of the persons who live in the home selected has been the victim

of any offence over the preceding year. The survey taken at
Ilobasco makes it possible to observe that approximately one
citizen out of every four (24%) declared to have been the victim
of some offence over the preceding year; most frequent offences
were assault in the street with intent to steal (9.3%) of the total,

attack with a weapon (8.3%), home burglary (3%), theft at the
workplace (1.7%), homicide (1.3%), and fraud (0.3%). The
interviews confirmed these results in general.

People who had been the victims of at least one offence
were also asked a number of questions about certain
circumstances concerning the incident. Offences generally
involving two or four offenders, were committed especially in
the neighbourhood, on the bus, near the workplace, and at home,
particularly during the months of August, January and April, on
Thursdays and Mondays, at 10 in the morning, at 3 o'clock in
the afternoon, and at 8 o'clock at night. On the basis of the
interviews a number of neighbourhoods located along the
periphery of the city of Ilobasco were identified, which were
troublesome because of gang activity and possession of weapons;
for instance, the neighbourhoods of Elem, Alcaine, Miranda I
and II, San Francisco, Severo Lopez, among others; the Los
Desamparados square is the gathering place for juvenile gangs
and it is regarded as a dangerous spot.
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C.

Feeling of insecurity

The opinion survey results show that the residents of
the Ilobasco municipal term were essentially concerned about
two main problems of an economic nature: poverty and
unemployment, which were regarded by 25% and 32.4% of those
interviewed, respectively, as the country's most serious problems.
Crime came in third (18.7%), followed by health (13.7%) and,
to a lesser extent, education (6.3%), public corruption (4.7%),
housing, and the cost of living (4% each). Those who were
most concerned about crime were older persons without any
formal education. The results of the interviews with some persons
who were representative of the municipal term confirm the
preceding results.
With respect to the security level of the area selected,
which was estimated on the basis of the possibility to be the
victim of some serious offence, it is possible to observe that a
feeling of insecurity prevailed in Ilobasco. In fact, 64.3% of

those interviewed, especially the men and individuals 16 to 30
years old with high incomes and a college or a technical education
felt not so secure and insecure in their own neighbourhoods
(30.3% and 34%, respectively), while 27.7% stated to be very
secure or secure (8.7% and 19%); Only 7.7% felt that the
neighbourhood was very insecure. In contrast with this only 7%
felt very secure or secure in the rest of the country, 9.7% no so
secure, and 82.8% insecure and very insecure (60% and 22.8%,
respectively), especially the men and persons with no formal
education or with a high school education. Some persons
interviewed pointed out that insecurity affected those who worked
in the streets, such as vendors, ticket and lottery salespersons
and others the most.

The foregoing does not imply that many of those interviewed
would not have adopted measures to protect themselves from
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crime. The most frequent one consisted of the installation of
grills and bars to protect homes (50.3%), seeking police assistance
(40%), organisation with the residents of the neighbourhood
(27.3%), the purchase of a weapon (24.3%), and the purchase of
a watchdog (21%); few hired a guard (13.3%) and installed alarm
systems (9.3%). Other persons had adopted measures such as

going out less or not going out at all in the evening, reinforcing
accesses to the home, and not carrying cash in their pockets. The
measures adopted were related, above all, to the purchasing power
of those interviewed.

D.

State policies

1.
In the context of modernisation of the State, El Salvador
had, since the beginning of this decade, started to adopt a very
complete penal legislation: in 1993 a new Family Code, the
Family Procedural Law, and the Law on Minor Offenders were
enacted; in 1994 the new Penal and Penal Procedural Codes
were adopted; and in 1997 a Correctional Law was passed.
However, among some sectors of the population there
prevailed a negative perception concerning the recent legal
changes, especially with respect to the penal procedural
legislation and the legislation on minor offenders. In the case of
the former, because of the limitations it imposed on police
performance; in the case of the latter, because it was regarded
"too lenient" with respect to juvenile offenders.

This negative vision, which was justified by a notable
increase in crime rates, translated into pressure oriented at
ensuring a more severe intervention vis-à-vis this phenomenon;
this led to the passing, in 1996, of a Transitory Emergency Law
Against Crime and Organised Crime, which met against several
unconstitutionality actions admitted by the Supreme Court at the
beginning of 1997. It would be appropriate to highlight the fact
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that, some five months after the criminal procedural legislation
entered into force (in April 1998), 27 amendments to the new
Code, intended, almost in all cases to grant greater powers to the
police during the investigation stage, had already been approved.
2. With respect to the police institution, one of the most
important results obtained by the Peace Agreements was the
decision to dismantle the security bodies in existence at that point,
to set up one single police force, the National Civil Police, outside
the realm of the armed forces. As part of this initiative, the
National Guard and the Treasury Police were eliminated in mid
1992; another large body, the National Police, had to be dissolved
gradually as the new National Civil Police (PNC) continued to
settle in. The latter was governed by an Organic Law (Legislative
Decree N° 269 of the 25th June 1992), in accordance to which
the PNC was a service of a civil and professional nature detached
from any party political activity; it was under the supreme

command of the President of the Republic, who exercised her or
his powers through the Minister of Public Security. Although
the organisation of the service was centralised, its operation was
decentralised since there was a police headquarters in each
Department of the country, and a metropolitan headquarters in
the city of San Salvador.
The police sector was relatively well covered by the
activities carried out up to the end of 1994 by UNSAL, which
concluded its mission that year; however, collaboration was
still being provided by the ICITAP (especially for training
purposes) and by certain foreign governments (among them those
of Spain and Sweden).
The PNC was facing several problems; worth
mentioning are, on the one hand, numerous allegations of
corruption and abuse on the part of its members against alleged
offenders and, on the other, its lack of effectiveness to cope with
crime. Nevertheless, the population gave the force a positive
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value and shared the generalised opinion that the new police
institution's democratic vision should be supported, emphasising
the need to strengthen the principles of transparency and
professionalism, its spirit of service to the community, and its
effectiveness against crime.

The PNC and the Armed Forces had been patrolling the
area jointly through the so-called Joint Task Groups (GTC).
According to the previously cited UNDP report, the survival of
such groups was dubious from the constitutional point of view,
since this could represent an illegal extension of the presidential
powers that permitted the use of the army for public security
duties.39. The answer to this by the Presidency of the Republic
was that the areas covered by the GTCs were essentially along
highways and out in the country, where the PNC maintained
discreet coverage.

The José Simeón Cañas Central American University
(UCA) had suggested that some of the problems expressed
concerning the performance of the police institution during 1998
were: (a) the presence of police officials -constables and middle
level officials- with criminal contacts; (b) complicity with

criminal activities of a diverse nature; (c) an unresolved conflict
between the higher echelons of the police and the National Public
Security Academy; (d) lack of co-ordination between the Police
Chief's department and the Ministry of Public Security; (e)
prevalence of political over strictly police decisions; and (f)
negligence and resistance to institutional change on the part of
an important sector of the police organisation.4°

In a statement made to the press on the 171h January 1999,
the PNC Director informed that seventy members of the
39
40

In the same sense, Informe, Seguridad Páblica y Dereclios Huinanos, El
Salvador, 1998, San Salvador, FESPAD, 1999, pp. 2425.
El Diario de Ho', 27th December 1998, p. 9.
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institution from all ranks were discharged during the last quarter
of 1998 as part of the institution's cleanup operation,
The PNC maintained a delegation in the municipal term
of Ilobasco, which consisted of a police station and two sentry
boxes; these were staffed by some 100 constables, which resulted
in an approximate ratio of one constable for every 600 inhabitants.
The survey conducted in this locality provides some data
for the evaluation of the police institution.
In the first place, only 12.3% of the individuals who
declared to have been the victims of one offence -especially

persons with higher incomes and educational levels- reported
the occurrence to the competent authorities. The main reasons
for not doing so were: the impression that said authorities would
not do anything about it (7% of the total), the lack of proof (2%),
the danger involved in doing so (1.3%), lack of knowledge
concerning the procedure provided forto report such occurrences
(0.7%), and the idea that the incident was not too serious (0.3%).
Almost all reports (117%) were filed with the PNC (0.3% with
the Human Rights Ombudsman), but there were no positive
consequences concerning results expected, since in the opinion
of 6% of those interviewed who had filed a report, the authorities
did not do anything about it (only 1.7% expressed that the case
was solved, 3.7% having indicated that an investigation was
made).

In the second place, half of those interviewed stated that
the service provided by the police in the neighbourhood was
adequate (44.3%) or very adequate (1.7%), while the other half
regarded it not very adequate (38.3%) or not adequate at all
(12%); the most critical opinions came from persons with higher
incomes and educational backgrounds. The opinion of the
citizens was divided also as to police presence in the area,
although more than half the persons interviewed felt that police
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patrols were very frequent (11%) and frequent (47%), while 26%
stated that the area was rarely, very rarely (12.7%) or never (2%)
patrolled.
In the third place, 17% of those interviewed in the area
felt that, in its action against crime, the police violated human
rights always (6%) and almost always (11%), while 45.4% felt
that it almost never violated them (37.7%) or never did (7.7%),
28.7% having stated that any violations of this nature were
contingent on the situation. These results were corroborated by
those obtained through other questions intended to obtain the
opinion of the citizenry concerning the institutions that had either
violated human rights the most, over the preceding year, or instead
protected them. With respect to the first question, the police
was in fifth place (4%) after the Judicial Branch (18%), the
Government (16.7%), the political parties (9.7%) and public
officials (9.3%); as to the second question, the police came in
fourth, after the Catholic Church, the human rights organisations
and the Government. These opinions must be weighed if we
take into account what violation of human rights by the police or
other State organisations means to any citizen; in this sense, it
was not possible to compare occurrences so different from each
other as those that could result from the slow or incorrect handling
of a case by public officials, versus those that could result from
any police intervention which, by the very nature of the force,
would be always or almost .always regarded of a repressive or an
authoritarian nature.

Lastly, the citizens of Ilobasco felt that the police was
the institution they trusted the most for their protection from
crime; 57.7% of those interviewed shared this opinion; next
was the army (5%) and private guards (3.3%); however, 27.7%
of the population interviewed expressed it did not trust any of
the above.
As can be seen, these results are not mutually consistent;
some are positive, some are negative, but this apparent ambiguity
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must be interpreted within the framework of the transition process
that the new PNC was going through. If this were taken into
consideration, perhaps one of the major accomplishments of this
Project would be an improvement of the image of the police
institution, especially thanks to the application of collaboration
mechanisms between it and the population.

3. As to the other sectors of the penal system, the
municipal term had three courts: two justice of the peace courts,
and one court of first instance; personal appearances had to be
made in Sensuntepeque. There was also a national correctional
centre, and a national rehabilitation centre for juvenile offenders.
However, no rehabilitation services for common inmates or aid
programmes for the victims of crime were found. The courts
provided mediation and conciliation services, depending on the
type of offence; at the social relationship level, such services
were provided eventually by groups such as the Church, the
MOJE, and other non-local institutions such as the Human Rights
Ombudsman's department.

UNICEF was encouraging a pilot plan on treatment of
violence within the family, and other organisations were
promoting rural development programmes (PROGRESO,
PRODAP, Aid in Action). However, the scope of such
interventions was just beginning to be defined.
The public opinion survey conducted in the area showed
quite a critical attitude on the part of the citizens vis-à-vis the
penal system as a whole. In fact, for 53.7% of the population
the performance of said system in the country was fair, and for
34.3% it was bad (only 11.3% regarded it good); additionally,
28.3% felt it had become worse over the preceding year, 50%
felt it had remained the same, and 18.3% felt it had improved.
According to some interviews, the administration of justice was
one of the realms that had lost a substantial amount of prestige
within the Ilobasco community; its legal framework was heavily
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criticised -especially the Law on Minor Offenders (which
respondents claimed should be amended to treat minor offenders
according to criteria similar to those provided for in the case of
adults)- that was regarded scarcely appropriate to cope with gang
violence; it was also blamed for the resurgence of violence in
the area.
Despite such negative opinion, the survey shows that
the great majority of the citizens who reside in Ilobasco (85.7%)
were ready to collaborate with the justice system were they given
an opportunity to do so. The main reasons alleged by persons
who were not willing to collaborate were fear of reprisals, too
much red tape, the impression that it didn't do any good, lack of
trust in the penal system, and lack of knowledge with respect to
the law and the steps to be taken.
4. The foregoing poses the problem of crime-related
State policies and strategies. In this respect, the public opinion
survey pointed out that the main governmental actions should
be to increase the severity of penalties (this was the opinion of
47% of those interviewed), to improve the economic situation in
order to prevent crime and broaden inmate rehabilitation
programmes (12.7% in each case), to increase the number of
police constables (9.3%), to create crime prevention programmes
(9%), and to build more prisons (6.7%). As can be seen, there
was predominance of proposals for repressive rather than
preventive solutions.
On the other hand, the cited survey in the area shows
that 64.7% of those interviewed -especially older persons with
lower incomes and education- were in disagreement with action
by armed groups outside the law (such as the death squads) to
eliminate criminals on their own (21.3% in agreement), and that
50% accepted that groups of neighbours from their
neighbourhood become armed to combat crime also on their own
(48%, especially older persons with a low educational
background, was in disagreement).
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With respect to the possible application of the death
as
an important measure in the struggle against certain
penalty
serious forms of crime, 46.7% of those interviewed were in
agreement -especially for crimes such as homicide (243%), rape
(13.3%), and kidnapping (5%); in contrast, 50.3% expressed to
be against the death penalty, especially people over 50 with high
incomes and a high school or college education.
Lastly, as to the often discussed matter of whether human
rights protected more the innocent and the victims of crime than
the perpetrators of the offences, the majority of those interviewed
(67.3%) felt that greater protection was afforded the offenders,
while only 2.7% felt that human rights protected more the
innocent and the victims, and 21.3% felt that they protected all
without distinction.

E.

Civil society initiatives

There had been little progress in the Ilobasco selected
area in terms of civil society initiatives, despite the fact that there
was consensus on the seriousness of its problems and the need
to tackle them.
There had been two initiatives over the past three years.
The first one encouraged an encounter of rival gangs in the El
Calvario Church, where approximately one hundred youngsters
were brought together; however, this project did not flourish for
lack of support from the majority of the society and the result
was the transferring of the priest, a rupture of the initial steps
towards unity, and the generation of still greater violence
among
the rival groups.
A youth movement came out of this experience (the
Gregarious Youth Movement - MOJE), which carried out
activities to support young retired and active gang members; it
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co-ordinated its activities with the Salvadorian Juvenile
Protection Institute (ISPM) and received financing from
European sources. It operated in the fields of vocational training,
and educational and recreational programmes, with the
participation of some 30 youngsters.
Community support to the PNC was more intentional
it
was
real. Inter-institutional co-ordination initiatives had
than
not worked out, and some sector representatives place in doubt
the little citizen participation that could be noticed.
F.

Action plan

Based on the same criteria that were used in Costa Rica,
the seminar where the diagnosis made in Ilobasco was discussed
made possible the identification of the following activities to be
included into the action plan, and into the plans of those
organisations responsible for its implementation:
1. Creation of a Municipal Citizen Security Council,
comprised of all institutions and organisations involved or having
an interest in the subject, and appointment of an Executive
Committee.
Persons or entities responsible all institutions involved.
2. Establishment of Citizen Security Community
Committees in all the communities, neighbourhoods,
developments, counties and settlements of the area selected.
Persons or entities responsible
Security Council

Municipal Citizen
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2.

Design and putting into effect ofa police surveillance
and patrolling programme in the areas most
frequently afflicted by crime.

Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police.
4. Control of and penalties to businesses that sold
alcoholic beverages illegally, especially to minors.
Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police,
Prosecutorial Agency, and the municipal government.
5. Closing of businesses such as cocktail lounges, bars,
poolrooms, gambling halls, etc. at eleven o'clock at night.
Persons or entities responsible
and the municipal government.

National Civil Police

6. Installation in Ilobasco of the 121 system of the
National Civil Police.
Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police and
the municipality.
7. Design and implementation of an education and
sensitisation programme in schools and in the community, on
the following subjects: penal legislation, crime prevention,
citizen security, drugs, and use of weapons.
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Education, Judicial
Branch, Prosecutorial Agency, National Civil Police, the Court,
Human Rights Ombudsman's department, House of Culture, and
the media.
8. Regular meetings between the National Civil Police
and the community on crime and citizen security-related subjects.
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Persons or entities responsible
and the community.

National Civil Police

9. Regular meetings among police officials, prosecutors
and judges to try to find joint solutions to the problem of crime
and insecurity, particularly taking into consideration penal
violations.
Persons or entities responsible Judicial Branch,
Prosecutorial Agency, and National Civil Police.
10. Design and setting into motion of sports, recreational
and cultural programmes for children and youths, especially in
risk situations.
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Education,
the Court, National Civil Police and cultural sectors in the area..
11. Design and setting into motion of operational plans
to clean up empty lots, streets, pavements, abandoned houses,
etc.
Persons or entities responsible municipal government,
National Civil Police and the community.
12. Improvement of lighting in the municipal term,
especially in risk areas.
Persons or entities responsible San Salvador Electric
Power Company, municipal government, and the community.
13. Establishment of contacts with the gangs in the
municipal term to learn about their needs and social reinsertion
potential.
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Persons or entities responsible Salvadorian Juvenile
Protection Institute, National Civil Police, municipal government,
and the community.
14. Regular marches with the motto of "Ilobasco says
no to violence and crime."
Persons or entities responsible Municipal government,
Ministry of Education and the community.

IV.

GUATEMALA

A.

Main characteristics of Villa Nueva
1. Geographical location

The Guatemala Department, to which the Villa Nueva
municipal term belongs, is one of the 22 Departments into which
the country is administratively divided. With a surface area of
approximately 75 km2, it borders in the North with the municipal
terms of Guatemala and Mixco (within the Guatemala
Department), in the South with the municipal term of Amatitlán
and its lake, Villa Canales and Magdalena Milpas Altas; in the
East with San Miguel Petapa, Villa Canales, and part of the
municipal term of Amatitlán, and in the West with the municipal
terms of Magdalena Milpas Altas and Santa Lucia Milpas Altas
(of the Sacatepequez Department). There is direct access through
the latter to Antigua Guatemala, a historical town that attracts
heavy tourist traffic, and to the highway to the West. Both, the

Pacific and the Western highways are the most important means
of access for Guatemala's development.
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Because of its temperate and dry climate, its sandy silt free soil,
the absence of backstopped waters and large arable tracts ofland,
it was a disease and epidemic-free region, according to the INE
(1994). However, the Amatitlán Lake became polluted every
day, since it was, because of several rivers that discharged into
it, the drainage pool for the Southern part ofGuatemala City and
other adjacent municipal terms. The municipal terms of Villa
Nueva and Mixco were planning a water treatment project for
which financing was not available.
According to the last census, which dated back to 1994,
there were 120 types of living arrangements in Villa Nueva (70
neighbourhoods, 17 small towns, 9 settlements, 6 hamlets, 5
haciendas, 5 farms, 3 villages, 2 residential developments, 2 open
fields and I area subdivided into parcels). It is estimated that
there were as many as 317 residential areas at the time of the
study, thanks to their substantial expansion within the preceding
four years. According to data furnished by the Villa Nueva
National Civil Police Sub-station, it covered 280 different types
of residential areas.
2. Demographic Data
According to the 1994 census Guatemala had a population of
8,331,874 inhabitants, with an average growth rate in between
censuses of approximately 2.42% over the preceding 44 years.
However, according to UNDP's Human Development Report,
the total estimated population of the country by 1995 was
10,600,000. The same report projected an annual growth rate of
2.6%, whereby in the year 2015 the population would consist of
17,800,000 Guatemalans. The gross birth rate was 37.5, and the
mortality rate was 7.2.
In 1994 the population of the Guatemala Department where most inhabitants of the country lived- was 1,813,825
inhabitants; the Villa Nueva municipal term had a population of
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192,069 inhabitants (10.6% of the Department's, and 2.4% of
the country's total populations)4' , with a density of 2,561 persons
per km2.
Forty-eight point three percent of the population of the
municipal term was male, and 51.7 % female; 52.7% lived in
the urban area and 47.3% in the rural area. As to age, 40.2% of
the population was under 15, 57.2% was from 15 to 64 years
old, and 2.6% was older than 65. Lastly, in 1994 the indigenous
population represented only 5.3% of the population (10,250
individuals); the Mayan population did not constitute a majority
in any of the residential areas; the three areas with the largest
number of Mayan inhabitants were the La Esperanza Settlement
(824 individuals), the Villa Lobos II neighbourhood (721
individuals), and the El Exodo Settlement (576 individuals).
3. Social and economic situation
3.1. The 15th November 1998, on the occasion of the
submission of the "Latin America in the face of inequality" report,
the 1DB representative in the country stated the following:
"Guatemala is one of the Central American countries where the
highest level of inequality prevails. The richest 10% of the
population absorbs nearly 50% of the national income, while
50% of the population in the middle earns barely 10% of the
country's income."42
According to UNDP's 1999 Human Development Report, in 1997
Guatemala was in 117th place (among 174 countries), with a
real per capita GNP for that year of US$4,100.

41
42
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At national level, the economically active population
consisted of 2,477,000 individuals. Of these, 31,627 were
employers, 859,489 worked on their own, 1,228,222 were
employees, and 343,178 were family members without
remuneration; in 1995 the female economic activity rate was
36%. The most important activities were: first, agriculture,
hunting, silviculture and fishing; second, the manufacturing,
textile and food industries; third, wholesale and retail trade,
restaurants and hotels; and fourth community, social and personal
services. In the urban area, the three most numerous occupational
groups consisted of non-skilled workers, mechanical workers
and artisans, and farmers and skilled agricultural workers; in
the rural area the most numerous occupational groups consisted
of non-skilled workers, farmers and agricultural and fishery
skilled workers, and mechanical skilled workers, workers and
artisans.

3.2. In Villa Nueva, where no itemised records on the
activities carried out by the economically active population were
available, the latter numbered 65,253 persons (33.9%), of which
43,862 were males (67.2%), and 21,391 were females (32.8%).
Agriculture (cotton, maize, wheat, beans, cassava,
chickpeas, broad beans, annatto, barley, sugar, brown sugar,
coffee, cheese, cardamon, cerca, ocote, vegetables, fruits such
as lime, granadilla, Spanish plum) was one of Villa Nueva's most
important activities, although over the preceding few years it
had become saturated with industries, factories and businesses
on account of its geographic location.
Because of this same reason, there had been a sharp rise
in new urban developments and residential neighbourhoods
initially near Amatitlán Lake and later throughout the municipal
term. This municipal term was regarded as a bedroom
community, since many families that lived here worked in the
Guatemala municipal term and in other bordering municipal
terms.
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Also found in Villa Nueva were archaeological sites such
as El Frutal, Eucaliptos, Falda, Santa Clara, Tactic, Villa Nueva
and El Zarzal, as well as Amatitlán Lake, which attracted local
and international tourism.
4. Health
According to the previously cited UNDP report, in 1997
life expectancy at birth was 64 years, and the population that did
not have access to running water constituted 23%, to health
services 40%, and to sanitation services 17%. In 1993 there
were 90 physicians and 30 nurses for every 100,000 inhabitants.
The National Statistics Institute (INE) did not have
specific information on the health of residents ofthe Villa Nueva
municipal term, although the records did indicate the existence
of 22 businesses such as cocktail lounges, bars and other
establishments where alcoholic beverages were sold.
5. Education
According to the IJNDP report, in 1997 the adult literacy
rate was 66.6% of the population. The 1994 INE census showed
a rate of 53.1% for the Villa Nueva municipal term.
According to the latter source, the educational levels for
the Villa Nueva literate population in 1994 were the following:
pre-elementary school (2.5%); elementary school (86.9%); high
school (37.5%), and higher education (7.3%).
According to information recorded at the House of the
Educator ofVilla Nueva, in 1998 the municipal term had 42 public
pre-elementary and elementary schools, which were attended by
17,884 students (70.7%), and 29 private schools attended by
7,425 students (29.3%), that is, a total of 25,309 students.
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6. Housing
As has already been explained, in 1994 Villa Nueva
consisted, according to the INE census, of 120 different residential
areas, a figure that rose to 317 in 1998 (neighbourhoods, small
towns, settlements, developments, and, to a lesser extent, the
traditional forms: open fields, hamlets, and villages) distributed
over 13 zones. That year, the most populated places of the
municipal term were Villa Nueva's zone 1 (20,594 inhabitants),
the township of Bárcenas (a village of 19,376 inhabitants) the
neighbourhood known as Peronia City (11,889 inhabitants) and
the Villa Lobos II neighbourhood (8,205 inhabitants). If we take
into consideration the total number of registered homes and the
total population of Villa Nueva up to 1994, it is possible to
conclude that the average number of persons in a home was five.
On the basis of INE information, 52% out of a total of
38,857 homes from the 120 residential areas here, belonged to
the urban area, while 48% belonged to the rural area. That same
year and on the basis of 36,714 facilities/homes, 92.4% had
running water, and 53.3% had drainage facilities.
7. Recreational cultural and sports activities
Although there were certain cultural, recreational and
sports activities in Villa Nueva, they were not viewed as part of
a definite policy emanating from the municipal or the central
government. In spite of the existence of a Neighbourhood
Committee that maintained a relationship with the municipal
government and held meetings somewhat regularly, its efforts
were often limited to a patron saint fair that was held from the
8th to the 22 November of each year. Among the activities that
were generally organised, worthy of special mention were the
election of the Flower or Queen, the social ball, rodeos, sports
events, and religious activities. The 8th December of each year
was a holiday in Villa Nueva.
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8. Situation of Villa Nueva in the Aftermath of Hurricane
Mitch
The entire country was declared a Disaster Area as a
consequence of hurricane Mitch, which, among other things,
implied the suspension of some individual rights.
According to information obtained from the municipal
government of Villa Nueva, and the Court's report on the
emergency, although Mitch did not take the lives of persons, it
did cause severe material damages whose cost amounted to an
estimated Q 33,180,000. According to the executive report of
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(CEPAL) and the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), submitted in December of the preceding year, the
accounting of damages caused by Mitch implied a cost of 562.7
million dollars (283.2 direct and 279.5 indirect). These amounts
included the social sector (54.6), infrastructure (115.5), and the
productive sector (387.5).
B.

Crime

Some of the difficulties that made it impossible to have
a correct image of crime in Guatemala have already been pointed
out, notably the lack of reliable official mechanisms and
instruments for the compilation and handling of data in this
regard.
In spite of this difficulty, the national consulting team
attempted to identify, compile and manage data relative to crime
in the area selected. The possible sources of information were
the National Civil Police, the Prosecutorial Agency, and the
courts. Contacts were established to this effect with the Precinct
43
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of Villa Nueva, the Prosecutor's Section, the Prosecutorial
Agency and the courts (two Justice of the Peace courts, one First
Instance Court that has been in existence only one year, the
Narcotraffic and Environmental Offences Court, that was created
in 1997, and the Trial Court created on the year of the study),

which provided or helped obtain the information that appears
below. Because of time and human resource considerations it
was impossible to implement the time-consuming task of
analysing the situation at national level, for which reason the
analysis of crime at that level shall limit itself to the results of
the opinion survey.

Before presenting the data obtained, it is appropriate to
out
the lack of consistency found in the information
point
available, and to explain difficulties encountered in each of the
institutions mentioned.
Concerning police statistics, Decree 11-97 of the
Congress of the Republic, pursuant to which the new police body
known as National Civil Police was created on the basis of
commitments made under the Peace Agreements, provided for
the gradual establishment of the National Civil Police; a transition
period of one year was determined in order for the former police
bodies (the Directorate Geneial of the National Police and the
Treasury Guard, both under the Ministry of the Interior) to
become integrated into the new body. This circumstance was

pointed as the reason to prohibit access of the consultants to
information on crime for the preceding years. Access to 1997
and 1998 statistics had been precarious due to the lack of
systematised information and the fact that the existing
information was not too reliable.
Concerning the Prosecutonal Agency, the Investigative
Prosecutor of Amatitlán, who could, under her powers, hear cases
from the Villa Nueva municipal term, said to the national
consultant that no individualised records were available for Villa
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Nueva, but that, according to her experience, approximately 65%
of all offences examined at the Amatitlán Investigative
Prosecutor's Office came from the municipal term under study.
Unable to provide information for the preceding years she referred

the national consultants to the Prosecutorial Agency headquarters
-specifically its Planning Unit- where the institution's aide
memoirs were prepared. However, this Unit indicated that it
received only general data from the Amatitlán Investigative
Prosecutor's Office and from the other investigative prosecutors'
offices, having to take into account only the way the criminal
notice had to be entered, as well as the conclusive procedures
and acts, and that, because of the lack of resources, they did not
have records on the types of offence, the perpetrators, the victims,
etc. Nor -as it added- did they have information for 1998.

1. General trends
As explained before, being unable to gather data
concerning the national situation, the only information on crime
at country level consists of data obtained through the opinion
survey, whose results shall be presented later on.

2. Trends in Villa Nueva
In accordance with the "Notes of the Villa Nueva
National Civil Police Station on Criminal Acts," which include
data from the Villa Nueva and the San Miguel Petapa municipal
terms, between July and December 1997 the following offences
against the individual were recorded: 105 homicides (137
between January and July 1998), 32 injuries (360 in 1998) and
13 rapes (19 in 1998); in terms of offences against property, 610
cases of theft, which include theft with violence against persons
and with force against objects (820 in 1998), and 121 car thefts
(113 in 1998).
152

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

Concerning certain data provided by the Prosecutorial
Agency, those that corresponded to the Amatitlán Investigative
Prosecutor's Office, which included the Villa Nueva municipal
term, indicated that 14 murders (5 up to September 1998), 115
homicides (32 in 1998), 237 cases of injuries (160 in 1998), 18
cases of aggression (53 in 1998), 27 rapes (98 in 1998), 92
kidnappings (50 in 1998), 334 robberies (227 in 1998), 289 thefts
(198 in 1998) and 58 cases of damages (45 in 1998) were recorded
for 1997 in this locality.
Because of the lack of statistics and difficulties for
compilation ofthe data, it was not possible to establish the trends
of crime and its main forms in the preceding few years; the
information of the Prosecutorial Agency on crime in Villa Nueva
was based on the single opinion of an Investigative Prosecutor
who had estimated it at 65% of the total of reports filed in
Amatitlán. Taking into consideration the information sources
used, the most frequent offences appeared to be theft, injuries,
homicide, and car theft.
3. Results of the survey and interviews
The influence ofthe media and comments exchanged at
or
family neighbourhood chats, together with the impact that the
knowledge of spectacular crimes at national or local level had
on the citizenry, intensified the sensation of insecurity and caused
the citizenry to become exceedingly fearful; the magnitude of
such fear frequently surpassed the measure of the reality ofcrime,
and deepened the victim feeling even if this sensation was not
reflected on the everyday reality. The results ofthe public opinion
survey and a number of interviews made with key persons of the
sector made it possible to complete and qualify the official
statistical data. This is, obviously, another level of reality that is
generally based on perceptions.
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In the first place, there was a certain contrast between
the opinions of those people interviewed during the survey, on

whether crime had increased or decreased over the few preceding
years: the great majority among them (76.7%) felt that crime
had increased at national level, but the percentage dropped to
61.7% when reference was made to their place of residence. It
was those over 50 with monthly incomes higher than $400 and
no educational background or with a college education, who
expressed in larger numbers that crime had increased both in the
country as a whole and in the area. The interviews with key

community representatives confirmed this opinion, although at
lower percentages, since little more than half of them felt that
crime had increased at national level and little less than that half
expressed the same opinion when referring to Villa Nueva.
The main causes alleged by those interviewed who
believed that crime had increased in the area were, above all,
drug abuse (24.3%) and unemployment (19%), and, to a lesser
extent, police inefficiency (9.3%), the loss of traditional values
(9%), the lack of education (8.7%), deficiency of the laws (5.3%),
and poverty (3%). According to the interviews, the causes were
poverty, unemployment, the loss of traditional values, the lack
of education, and drug abuse.
In addition to commenting on the subject of increasing
crime rates and the causes thereof, the area's residents expressed

their opinion about the offences they regarded as the most serious
ones. In decreasing order of importance they were: kidnappings
for ransom (46.7%), assault in the street with the intent to steal
(14.7%), rape (12%), attacks with a weapon (10%), homicide
(9.7%) and home burglary (4.7%). This perception was not in
correspondence with the results on victimisation, which are
presented below.

In fact, surveys are often useful to overcome the dark
figure of crime problem, since they provide more reliable data
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on the reality of crime. This is accomplished asking those
interviewed if any of the persons who live in the home selected
has been the victim of any offence over the preceding year. The
survey conducted in Villa Nueva permitted to observe that 34%

-a very significant percentage- of those interviewed expressed
to have been victims of some offence over the preceding year;
the most frequent form of crime, as indicated, was assault in the
street with the intent to steal (21.7% of the total of those
victimised), followed far behind by attack with a weapon (7.3%),
home burglary and theft in the workplace (each at 1.3%),
homicide and fraud (each a t 1%), and kidnapping (0.3%). The
interviews with key community members confirmed in general
what was expressed before, indicating that the most frequent
offences were theft or assault in the street, theft in the workplace,
and homicide.

People who had been the victims of at least one offence
were also asked a number of questions about certain
circumstances concerning the incident. The offences, generally
involving two (8.7% of the total of those victimised), three
(6.7%), or one offender (6.3%) were committed especially in
the neighbourhood, in the home itself, near the workplace, on
the bus, and in the street, and especially during the months of
May, August and February, on Fridays and Tuesdays, between 6
o'clock in the afternoon and 8 o'clock at night. The interviews
show that the offences of which some relative or work mate was
the victim were committed especially near the workplace, in
August and September, on Thursdays and Fridays, between 5
o'clock in the afternoon and 8 o'clock at night, and that they
were committed by two or three violators.

C.

Feeling of insecurity

The results of the opinion survey show that the residents
of Villa Nueva were essentially concerned about crime, which
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was regarded as the country's main social problem; this was the
opinion of one out of every three persons interviewed (33.3%).
Next came the economic problem, that is, unemployment
(21.3%), poverty (9.3%), the cost of living (6%), health (9.3%),
and public corruption (6%). Persons with low incomes, over 50,
and with a low educational level (none and elementary) were the

most concerned with the problem of crime. The interviews
corroborated, in general, these results.

With respect to the security level of the area selected,
which was estimated on the basis of the possibility of being the
victim of some serious offence, it was possible to observe that
there prevailed in Villa Nueva a relative feeling of insecurity. In
fact, 41.3% of those interviewed -especially people with high
incomes- expressed they were very insecure or insecure in their
neighbourhoods (17.3% and 24%, respectively), while 32.7%
stated they were not too safe, and 25.6% very safe or safe (3.3%
and 22.3%). Such feeling of insecurity was even greater with
respect to the rest of the country: two out of every three of those
interviewed (65.7%) -especially persons over 50 years of age
with low incomes and a technical education background,

expressed they felt very insecure or insecure (34.7% and 31 %,
respectively) and 16.7% not too secure, versus 16,6% who
indicated they felt very secure or secure (3.3% and 13.3%). The
interviews with key community representatives confirmed the
preceding findings.

In general, the feeling of insecurity led to the adoption
of several measures intended to provide protection from crime.
For the residents of the area, the most frequent ones were the
purchase of a watchdog (43.3%), and the installation of grills
and bars to protect the home (35%), followed by seeking police
assistance (13.3%), the organisation of residents of the

neighbourhood (11%), the purchase of a weapon (7%), the
installation of an alarm system (2.7%), and the hiring of a guard
(1.7%). According to the interviews, the most frequent forms of
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installation
protection from crime were seeking police assistance,
of grills and bars, and the purchase of a weapon. The measures
adopted were related especially to the purchasing power of those
interviewed.

D.

State policies

The penal justice system, comprised in Guatemala of
the creators and enforcers of penal laws (Congress, National Civil
Police, Prosecutorial Agency, Penal Public Defence Institute,
penal courts and courts of Justice of the Peace in regions of the
country, First Investigative Instance, Trial, and Enforcement
courts, Courts of Appeals, Supreme Court, and Directorate
General of the Correctional System), had been in constant
renovation since the issuance, in 1992, of the Penal Procedural
Code, which introduced a modern, mixed penal procedural
system with institutions that were accusatorial rather than
inquisitorial.

This transformation had implied substantial changes in
the operation of the administration of justice; it had also created
conflicts, controversies, situations of unfamiliarity, and specific
needs for training for the system's players; the process was still
advancing. Since the entering into force of the Penal Procedural
Code, reforms had been made both, to the organic laws of the
institutions that comprised the system, and even to the Code itself;

for instance, to incorporate the obligation of applying preventive
imprisonment for certain types of offence such as murder,
homicide, kidnapping, rape, robbery and aggravated theft, as well
as crimes related to narco-activities.
The study entitled "State Policy Against Crime," was
completed in October 1998; it was prepared by the Co-ordinating
Department for the Modernisation of the Justice Sector, which
was comprised of the President of the Judicial Branch, the
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Prosecutor General, and the Ministry of the Interior44. The study,
among other things, acknowledged serious deficiencies among
the different sectors of the penal system: in the case of the Judicial
Branch, cases of corruption, little dedication to the job, excessive

formalism, bureaucracy, administrative discretion and
centralisation, and the lack of conditions to ensure a free and
equal access to justice; in the case of the Prosecutorial Agency,
cases of corruption, sluggishness in the handling of cases, an
excessive workload, the lack of controls and technical
supervision, and the lack of a criminal investigations system;
lastly, with regard to the security forces, cases of corruption,
insufficient coverage for the entire country, lack of vehicles and

appropriate equipment, deficiencies in criminal investigations,
and the lack of techniques relative to criminal grades and
profiles45.

According to a report by the Catholic Church, submitted
in December 1998 on the occasion of year-end celebrations and
the 50th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights, Guatemala's Episcopal Conference denounced -even as
it recognised that progress had been made in the sector- that
numerous human dignity violations continued to occur. It also
pointed out the deep frustration that afflicted the citizens in
ascertaining that two years after the end of the internal armed
conflict, "impunity reigned in the State institutions and there still
were concealed groups planning, in the shadows, the termination
44
45
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of all efforts, even the renown and the lives, of the defenders of
truth and justice." This report referred also to unfair labour
relations concerning the peasants, who were not allowed to
become organised, and to "unfair policies dictated by the
economic power centres which, in our country, impoverished
the majority of the population still further and supported the
irrational exploitation of economic resources.
Finally, the Supreme Court had not long before
completed another study -with participation of the Prosecutorial
Agency and the National Civil Police- which was intended to be
submitted to the next Hispanic American Presidents and Courts
Summit. It pointed to the presence of corruption at different
levels of the judicial organisation, and to reprimands and
separations in reaction to this (in the preceding four years 400
disciplinary measures had been imposed on judicial and
administrative personnel)47.

Following is an analysis of each of the sectors of the
justice
system.
penal
1. Concerning the legislative realm, the Peace
Agreements signed in December 1996 between the Government
and the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unit (URNG)
provided inspiration, among other things, for the redefinition of
institutions that started this important change process. As a
consequence thereof, certain organic laws of penaljustice system
agencies were renovated; this is the case of the Police and Public
Defence, which complemented the process already started on
the reform of the penal procedural legislation (the new Penal
Procedural Code was enacted pursuant to Decree 51-92), and of
the Organic Law of the Prosecutorial Agency, and the Judicial
Branch.
46
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2. In the police sector, until 1997 the Ministry of the
Interior was in charge of two police bodies: the Directorate
General of the National Police, and the Treasury Guard.
As a consequence of the Peace Agreements and the
respective constitutional reforms that accompanied the process,
in 1997 the National Civil Police Law48 was enacted. This law
created the Directorate of the National Civil Police as the only
police body of the State responsible for the security of the
country's population through prevention and criminal
investigation activities. In 1998 it had approximately 15,000
members.

Pursuant to the Constitution (Article 250), "the National
Civil Police is the only national armed police body that operates
as a professional and hierarchical institution to protect the exercise
of the freedoms and liberties of the individuals; prevent,

investigate and combat crimes and other illegal acts; maintain
law and order and internal security. It conducts its actions in full
observance of human rights and under the supervision of civil
authorities of the Prosecutorial Agency in charge of public
security. As regards criminal investigations, it acts under the
supervision of the Prosecutonal Agency. The National Civil
Police Law shall regulate the requirements for and forms of
admission into the police career, as well as the assignment of
positions or degrees, promotions, transfers, discipline measures,
and other matters inherent to its organisation and operation"
(Translator's version of the quotation).

48
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According to the National Civil Police Law, "public
security is an essential service for which the State, exclusively,
is responsible, in respect of which the National Civil Police is

hereby created." (Article 1). "It is a professional, armed,
apolitical, hierarchical, permanent duty (24-hour) institution
divided into districts, the boundaries of which the Directorate
must define, as well as the number of its members" (Article 2).
Its supreme command was exercised by the President of the
Republic through the Ministry of the Interior, and its operation
was entrusted to a Director General (Article 3).

Despite the fact that the Peace Agreements grant
specifically an exclusively to the National Civil Police the
responsibility of maintaining the country's internal security,
limiting that of the army to the defence of national sovereignty
and the integrity of the territory of the nation, ArztYs government
had, with the purpose of tackling the serious problem of crime
and through the issuance of Executive Decree 90-96 of the 7t1
March 1996, used military personnel widely in "combined
patrols" comprised of constables and military personnel,
especially in the capital and in those Departments where the NCP
had not been deployed. Although such military participation in
internal security was not contrary to the Constitution in force,
since its Article 244 gave the army, among others, the power
required to maintain internal and external security, it was regarded
contrary to the spirit of such Peace Agreements.49. According to
comments made by the Minister of Defence in December 1998
at a press conference, some 12,000 members of the military were
collaborating with the National Civil Police in tasks related to
certain police operations.
49

Hugh Byrne and others, Rescatar la reforma policial.' Un reto para el
nuevo gobierno guatamalteco, Washington DC, WOLA, January 2000,
pp. 4-5 y 31-32. Constitutional reforms aimed at consolidating the
requirement to separate military from police functions were rejected in
May 1999 after a national referendum.
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The basic salaries of the members of the police force
ranged from Q 2,000 per month for plain constables, to Q 4,400
for commissioners. However, since December ofthe preceding
year individuals who joined the force were offered a monthly
salary of Q 2,950.
With respect to Villa Nueva, the new police structure
consisted of a Precinct in charge of administrative matters, and a
Sub-station responsible for operative matters50.
The Precinct had 125 constables, of which 115 were, to
use the term that officials ofthe Ministry of the Interior employed,
"recycled" from the former Directorate General of the National
Police through a three-month training course taught at the
National Civil Police Academy. The rest were of recent arrival
after passing the 6-month course at the National Civil Police
Academy. In total numbers, the Sub-station had 117 constables
who, in the absence of administrative personnel, performed both,
operative and administrative duties.
According to information provided by the Personnel
Section of the National Civil Police, the staff of the Villa Nueva
Precinct (which included and managed the Sub-stations of the
municipalities of Villa Nueva, Villa Canales, and San Miguel
Petapa) consisted of: 2 commissioners, 3 deputy commissioners,
9 level I constables, 13 level II constables, 17 level III constables,
25 inspectors, 30 assistant inspectors, and 345 constables, that
is, a total of 444 members. This represented a ratio of one
constable per 432 inhabitants which is considerably higher than
the national ratio of one constable per 846 inhabitants.

50

162

Pursuant to the National Civil Police Law and the Regulations on the
Organisation of the National Civil Police, a Station is the "main operative
and service control unit, under the command of a first officer."

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

The VillaNueva Sub-station only had 5 double-seat pickcondition.
up trucks, 2 patrol cars, and 8 motorcycles in good
In terms of communications, it had a telephone line and
a fax machine, as well as a radio base with some terminals
exclusively reserved for the chiefs and those in charge. With the
radio
exception of patrol car drivers, the constables did not have
communication.

Concerning weapons and uniforms, the 177 constables
in the Sub-station had one weapon each (12 of them 38 cal.
revolvers with only 12 rounds; the rest had 9mm guns with 30
rounds); once the rounds were used, such use had to be justified
before another equal stock was provided. Each one of the

members of the new National Civil Police received two uniforms,
an additional uniform having to be provided every six months.
However, not only had the original uniforms not been replaced
in almost two years, but if they became too worn out, the
constables themselves had to take charge of the corresponding
expense estimated at Q 260 per uniform.
With respect to infrastructure, furniture and equipment,
the Sub-station was in a corner building across from the Villa
Nueva Square, at the centre of the municipal term's busiest
commercial area. There was a reception desk and a small citizen
service office with minimum and plain furniture; the reception
area had a counter, a work table and a manual typewriter, no
chairs; and in the office there were two plastic chairs, one desk,
and one manual typewriter. Further inside there was a small
office that the chiefs used at the same time (with 4 plastic chairs,
one desk, a small table with a manual typewriter, and the fax
set), a small bedroom for the chiefs (with three cots), and a door
to the 6 cells of the Sub-station (2 x 2 metres with a concrete
slab for a bed and a hole in the floor that those under detention
used to excrete); the smell of the latter was unpleasant since the
facilities were always overcrowded.
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In addition to sleeping quarters for the chiefs, there were
other sleeping facilities for the constables, with 50 bunks in
deplorable condition, without adequate containers to store water
despite the fact that the water supply to this municipal term was
suspended at different times during the day. There were no
adequate showering facilities for so many people, and only one
sink was available where they washed things and got some water
that they stored. During Holy Week and under high-risk
conditions all the bunks were occupied since no rest periods were
allowed, and all the personnel was called in to be on the alert.
Nor was bottled water or food provided to the constables,
although they could be on duty and without rest.
In brief, a visit to the Sub-station sufficed to feel the
overcrowding and the poor condition of its physical infrastructure.
This opinion was shared by the chiefs and constables themselves.
In contrast, at the Villa Nueva Station there were 10
sleeping quarters which were abundantly useful, because of the
shifts system that made it possible to work around the clock. A
project for the modernisation of the offices and the extension of
the barracks was underway.
In order to carry out their work, the Sub-station
constables were divided into three shifts, each 8 hours long on a
daily basis. The first shift started at 8 in the morning and ended
at 4 in the afternoon; the second one started at 4 in the afternoon
and ended at midnight; and the third one started at midnight
and ended at 8 in the morning.
No reports on the work performed was kept at the substation nor were there procedure designs or manuals. There were
no defined statistical systems, and the control or recording of
penal information was elementary, scarcely efficient, and
vulnerable; there were no follow up mechanisms or systems.
This is why it was not possible to obtain reliable statistical data
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for that and the four preceding years. We were referred to the
Chief's department or precinct, where some data were provided
but without specifying the number of offences for each municipal
term and without any indication whatsoever about narcotraffick
The precinct also lacked optimum information,
management and follow up systems and equipment.
offences.

Both at the Station and at the Villa Nueva Sub-station,
police personnel felt that the relations with the Prosecutorial
Agency and the Judges of the municipal term were good, although
collaboration from these entities left much to be desired.
Indeed, according to the Constitution, the police could
arrest a person when caught in the act or by the order of a
competentjudge, with the obligation to bring the person arrested,
within six hours as of the moment the arrest was effectively made,
before a judicial authority; the judges had the obligation to
receive the first statement of those accused within 24 hours as of
the moment the latter were brought before their authority. The
problem being faced by the Villa Nueva Sub-station was that, in
spite of the fact that the accused were brought before the authority
of the Justices of the Peace or the penal investigative judge in
compliance with the Constitution, the judges did not receive the
statements of the accused within those 24 hours; instead, some
times days, even as much as one month, could go by without
their being interrogated, whereby they were illegally being held
under custody during all this time in cells of the National Civil
Police. The chiefs of this Sub-station indicated that they had
attempted to find a solution to this problem with the authorities
of the Ministry of the Interior, the judicial authorities and the
Prosecutorial Agency, but that they had received no answer from
them. The problem was further aggravated by the fact that the
Sub-station only had 6 small cells. For instance, on Sunday 20t1
December 1998, 38 persons were being held in them, some since
15 or 30 days before, and most of them for misdemeanours; this
made things worse, because even judges ordered arrest for
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misdemeanours (of up to 60 days for not having the money to
pay the penalty) and ordered that they serve time from that very
moment. Although the constitutional rules were clear in
determining that detention centres for misdemeanours should be
separate from preventive detention centres, and in spite of the
responsibility that the directors of these centres had in this regard,
these provisions were not observed. The public jails of the
National Police were essentially designed for nothing more than
temporary use, indeed not for serving time, let alone holding
people in them under preventive detention. What the Chiefs of
the Sub-station formerly used to do was to bring people under
custody to the Zone 18 Preventive Detention Centre, but since
they did not have an order from a competent judge, they were
not admitted and they had to bring them back to their public
jails.

The Chiefs of the sub-station were responsible for the
safety of these persons, but did not have adequate facilities to
keep them safe, or resources to feed them , and therefore their
families were allowed to visit them twice a week (one hour in
the morning and one hour in the afternoon) to bring them food
and clean clothes. On several occasions there had been brawls
and suicide attempts involving some of those under custody, the
police being obliged to solve such situations.
Another problem that the police personnel of the Substation had to deal with was that there was a divorce between the
police and the municipal authorities. Long after this project had
started to be implemented, they had not yet offered any kind of
support. Even the Mayor, who was in principle supposed to
participate as co-chairperson (together with a representative of
the Police and a representative of the neighbours) in the Local
Board meetings, normally did not attend them or showed interest
in participating.

According to the Sub-station authorities, more resources
were needed to do the work. At the time of the study, they stated,
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they performed the different tasks subject to great limitations,
which was even unfair, in their opinion, given the amount of
responsibility they had; if something happened to a person under
their custody, they could be prosecuted. They were also unhappy
with the situation of 117 constables among whom some had
expressed their intention to leave the force as soon as they found
another job opportunity with less exposure to risk.
One of the chiefs felt that, in order to perform at an
optimum level in Villa Nueva, at least 1,000 constables equipped
with everything needed to do the job were required. Some of
them coincided on the need to be treated with dignity, which, in
turn, would enable them to treat those under detention with
dignity, in observance of the human rights of both groups.
The survey conducted in Villa Nueva provided some data
for evaluating the police.
In the first place, only 10.3% of those who declared to
have been the victims of an offence (34% of those interviewed)
-especially males with high incomes and a college educationreported the incident to the competent authorities, mainly the
police (8.7%), and in a much lower number of cases to the
Prosecutorial Agency and the Human Rights Ombudsman (0.3%
in each case), although the results expected did not have positive
consequences: according to 7% of those interviewed who had
reported an offence, the authorities did not do anything (1.7%,
however, reported that the case had been solved, and another
0.7% that an investigation had been carried out. The main reasons
alleged for not reporting the offence were, above all, the
impression that the competent authorities would not do anything
(this was the opinion of 7.3% of those interviewed), fear of
reprisals (6%), lack of evidence (3%), the idea that the incident
was not too serious (3%), ignorance with respect to the steps to
be followed to file a report (1.3%), and the long distance to the
place where a report could be filed (0.3%). Interviews with key
community members confirmed the preceding data.
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In the second place, almost half (49.3%) of the residents
interviewed expressed a positive opinion about presence of the
police in their neighbourhoods or subdivisions (16% felt that the
police patrolled the area very frequently, and 33.3% that it did
so frequently), while 46% felt that there was little or very little
presence of the police (23.3% and 22.7%, respectively). Only
4.3% declared that the police never patrolled the area. The
interviews coincided in general with these opinions.

In the third place, the opinions were divided concerning
the evaluation of services provided in the neighbourhood to fight
crime. In fact, 44.7% of those interviewed stated that said services
were adequate (very adequate 6%, and adequate 38.7%),
especially females 30 to 50 years old with low incomes and no
school education or with only an elementary education, while
51.3% felt they were inadequate (barely adequate 37%, and not
adequate at all 14.3%). Here, again, the interviews corroborated
these results.

In the fourth place, 41% of the persons interviewed in
the area felt that in its action against crime the police never
violated human rights (32.7%) or almost never violated them
(8.3%), while 12% felt that it always violated them (13.3%) or
that it violated them almost always (12%). These results -indeed
surprising taking into consideration the accusations made almost
systematically against some Guatemalan institutions, among them
the Police, by important international organisations devoted to
the protection of human rights- were corroborated by those
emanating from other questions intended to obtain the opinion
of the citizenry about the institutions that had either violated
more or else protected human rights over the preceding year.
With respect to the first question, the Police appeared only in the
third place (with 11%), after the Government (with 14.7%), and
the army (with 11.3%); as to the second question, the police
institution was again in third place (with 4%) after the Catholic
church (33.7%) and the Human Rights Ombudsman (20%).
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These opinions must nevertheless be weighed if we take into
account what violation of human rights by the police or other
State organisations means to any citizen; in this sense, it was not
other as
possible to compare occurrences so different from each
those that could result from the slow or incorrect handling of a
case by public officials versus those that could result from any
police intervention which, by the very nature of the force, would
be always or almost always regarded of a repressive or an
authoritarian nature. Once again, the interviews confirmed the
data above.
Lastly, although the Villa Nueva citizens felt that the
institutions that they trusted the most in terms of their personal
protection from crime were above all the army (25.3%) and the
Police (24.3%) -since private guards deserved only 8.7% of such
opinions- a considerable percentage of the population (34.7%)
expressed it did not trust any of the above.
As can bee seen, the public image of the Police was
generally positive. However, such an image could be improved
within the framework of this Project, especially through the
application of collaboration mechanisms between it and the
population.

3. Concerning the remaining sectors of the penal system,
pursuant to the Penal Procedural Code and the Organic Law of
the Prosecutorial Agency, the latter was responsible for bringing
public action and for conducting the criminal investigation. For
purposes of this latter function, the Prosecutorial Agency had a

Criminal Investigations Directorate which was being established
but was not yet ready to carry out such investigations. The former
General Directorate of the National Police and the Treasury Guard
always created problems for the prosecutor conducting the
investigation, since there was no internalisation with respect to
the new role of the investigations director or the obligation that
police personnel had to respect the instructions of the prosecutor
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and assist her or him in the performance of her or his duties.
Although this perception had improved with the creation of the
National Civil Police, some co-ordination problems between both
bodies still prevailed.
As has already been mentioned, the creation of a Public
Defence Institute was included by consensus into the Peace
Agreements, to which effect Decree 129-97 was issued (Law of
Public Service of the Penal Defence); after being in vacatio
legis for six months, it entered into force on the 13th July 1998.
This Institute, which was comprised of permanent public
defenders "to provide free assistance to persons without sufficient
financial resources" and which shall "enjoy functional autonomy
and total independence for the performance of its duties," (Art.
1), had to be financed by the Supreme Court, until Congress
established a specific budget account. This entity would have
Departmental sections (one for each Department), consisting of

at least three permanent defenders; in municipal terms where
there was a Penal Court of First Instance, Narcoactivity, and
Environmental Offences -such as Villa Nueva- there had to be a
permanent public defender (Article 19). However, this legislation
-which had been internationally supported especially through
UNMIGUA- had not been completely implemented for lack of
financial resources.
In terms of judicial coverage, Villa Nueva had several
courts: two Justice of the Peace Courts (which heard especially
cases of misdemeanour; applied opportunity criteria; authorised
reconciliation and mediation; took depositions from persons
accused of crimes and later referred cases to the Investigative
Court); one Investigative Court (a court managed by one person
who was the comptroller concerning the legality of the
preparatory activities of the action and the investigation by the
Prosecutorial Agency, and the director of the intermediate phase
intended for the examination or criticism of the prosecutorial
request); and one Trial Court (consisting of a technical team
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comprised of three judges who conducted the penal trial and
handed down judgements). In the preceding two years, the
Judicial Agency had increased the number of investigative and
trial courts. As a result of this project, Villa Nueva was one of
the few municipal terms with an Investigative and a Trial Court.
This project also included an increase in the number of Justice

of the Peace courts and Regional Courts (a mode of operation
imposed by the reforms of October of the previous year to the
Penal Procedural Code, according to which these latter courts,
in contrast with the one-person Courts of Justice of the Peace,
had to be comprised of three judges who were members of the
community, that the latter proposed to the Supreme Court).

Concerning the correctional system, there were no
facilities for preventive imprisonment or convicted felons in Villa

Nueva.

Lastly, the 20 attorneys who were on register in 1998 in
the Bar Association of Guatemala, stated they had their homes
and/or offices in the Municipal term of Villanueva. During the
visits made to this municipal term, it was ascertained that five
law offices were installed near the central square, a location that
was traditionally chosen by attorneys-at-law in most municipal
terms of the country to install their offices.

The opinion survey taken in the sample area shows a
critical
attitude on the part of the citizens with respect to
very
the penal system as a whole. In fact, for 85.6% of the population
interviewed the performance of this system in the country was
either fair (55.3%) or bad (30.3%); most severe were males and
persons with a high level of education. Furthermore, the situation
seemed not to have improved, since 50% of those interviewed
felt that it remained the same, while 16.7% indicated that it had
become worse (however, 25.7% stated that it had shown signs
of improvement over the preceding year).
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These opinions were in contrast with the willingness
expressed by most of the inhabitants of Villa Nueva (73.7% ) to
collaborate with justice if given a chance to do so. With respect
to those not willing to collaborate with justice (16.7%) the main
reasons alleged were fear of reprisals (5.3%), lack of trust in the
system (4%), the impression that the system was not good for
anything (1.7%), lack of knowledge about the laws (1.3%), the
excessive bureaucracy (1%), and the high cost (1%).

The interviews held with key community members
confirmed the data above. The general opinion was that there
were too many laws -it was usually felt that by enacting laws all

social problems were solved- but that there was only minimum
compliance therewith. Changes could be observed in the police
realm; it was felt that a large number of constables of the new
National Civil Police addressed the population with friendliness
and respect, which did not occur with the former forces. In spite
of this, it was also felt that crime was rampant and that no positive
response by the penal system was noticed. It was likewise
believed that police personnel, prosecutors and judges let
themselves be influenced by social and economic positions,
although it was also recognised that these officials did not have
the security required to be able to perform their work without
being exposed to such influences. Concerning corrections, they
opposed the privatisation of the prisons, and felt that this process,
which started in 1998, had only evidenced the interest that certain
sectors had in exploiting these public funds to become rich

through covert, illegal and more costly privatisation processes.
They also stressed the need for programmes of prevention and
assistance to victims, since they either did not exist at the time,
or were very deficient. Lastly, they expressed their concern for
the country's economic situation, the level of unemployment,
the lack of responsible maternity and paternity, and the lack of
adequate public health and education services, as factors that
had a direct effect on the increase in crime and insecurity.
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4. The above lays out the problem that crime related State
policies and strategies face.
4.1. The Peace Agreements
The Global Agreement on Human Rights, signed in
Mexico on the 29t11 March 1994, established the "Commitment
that illegal security bodies and underground apparatuses shall
not be allowed to exist: Regulations on the carrying of weapons
(IV)," pursuant to which the Government recognised both, the
obligation to observe human rights and to combat any acts
contrary to such obligation (IV. 1), and its commitment to clean
and professionalise the security bodies and regulate the
possession, carrying and use of weapons by private citizens (IV.2).

On the 19th September 1996, the Agreement on the
Strengthening of Civil Power and the Function of the Army in a
Democratic Society recognised the structural weaknesses of the
Guatemalan State in the justice administration system, its
deficiencies and failures, and the lack of controls, which
translated into corruption and inefficiency (111.8). Mention was
made also of its interest in struggling against impunity and
corruption (111.9), for which reason the need to priorise and take
effective measures to ensure a judicial process supported by the
indispensable guarantees was pointed out (111.11); this included
measures destined to promote the legal reforms through which
such measures could be improved (which included subjects such
as the judicial career, the penal defence public service, and
reforms to the Penal Code).
The Security Agenda and the Public Security Agenda
were also defined in this same Agreement. The notion of security
"is not limited to protection by the Army from external armed
threats, or protection by the National Civil Police from threats
against law and order and internal security" (IV.A. 18), but it must
be interpreted as "overall security" (IV.A.20), it being established
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that "citizen security and security of the State are inseparable
from the full exercise, by the citizens, of their political, economic,
social and cultural rights and duties. Social and economic
unbalance, poverty, extreme poverty, social and political
discrimination and corruption, among others, are risk factors and
direct threats against democratic coexistence, social peace, and,
consequently, against the democratic constitutional order"
(IV.A.19). In respect thereof, and in order to support the

Executive Branch, it was agreed to create a Security Advisory
Council intended to study and submit "broad consensus strategies
to respond to such risks" (IV.A.20).

Concerning "Public Security," the restructuring of the
police forces was stipulated for the creation of a new police
model: the National Civil Police under the Ministry of the
Interior; the commitment to promote its incorporation into
constitutional reforms, with one law for this police entity and
another new law for law and order (IV.B, 21 to 26); and the
basic rules for the constitution of the police career and the Police
Academy were determined (IV.B, 27 to 29). Important
commitments for the operation of the institution were established
in the same Agreement; among them, the objective that by 1999
Guatemala have at least 20,000 qualified constables, that it obtain
support from UNMIGUA to accomplish the objectives, and that
it issue an invitation to the international community to gather
support for the Agreements (IV.B.30, sections a) to f), and 31).
A subject of basic interest for the Project was dealt with
in the Agreement mentioned, as it established that "The
communities shall participate through their representatives in the
promotion of the police career, the proposal of candidates that
meet the corresponding requirements, and support to the agents
in charge of public security at local level" (IV.30, section e).
Also indicated was the need to regulate the operations of private
security companies (IV.32).
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With respect to the "Operational Aspects Derived from
the Ending of the Armed Conflict," the Agreement on the
Strengthening of Civil Power and the Function of the Army in a
Democratic Society, provided for an initiative to urge the
Congress of the Republic to derogate the Decree for the Creation
of Voluntary Civil Defence Committees, where the deadline for
demobilisation and effective disarmament had to be established.

Later, in the Agreement on Constitutional Reforms and
the Electoral System, signed in Stockholm on the 7thi December
1996, it was agreed to include the definition of the National Civil
Police into the constitutional reforms, as a professional,
hierarchical and only armed body authorised to "guarantee the

exercise of the rights and liberties of the citizens, investigate
and fight crime, and maintain law and order and internal security",
under the command of civil authorities and in full observance of
human rights. This Agreement also emphasised the need for a
regulatory law on "ways to be admitted into the police career,
promotions, advancement, transfers and disciplinary sanctions"
(item 19). These matters were also considered in the Agreement
on the Schedule for Implementation, Compliance with and
Verification of the Peace Agreements.

The process of reform of the security forces was initiated
on the basis of the aforementioned events. What was intended
was the unification of the former Treasury Gard, and the former
General Directorate of the National Police, which belonged to
the Ministry of the Interior, the depuration thereof, and the
selection, from both, of those material or human resources found
appropriate for the creation of the new National Civil Police,
under the same Ministry. Another component of this process
was the elimination of the Mobile Military Police, which
belonged to the Ministry of Defence. A technical and institutional
co-operation agreement worth half a million quetzals was entered
into by the FONAPAZ, the Ministry of Labour, and the
International Organization for Migration (TOM) "to facilitate the
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social and economic integration of the beneficiaries of the former
Mobile Military Police (PMA)," within the framework of the
Programme of Support for the Social and Economic Reinsertion
of Beneficiaries of the former PMA.5' The purpose of this
agreement was to provide a reference service on access to
employment, to identify job and advice opportunities. A training
course offered to 953 persons, whose objective was "to ensure
that the participants acquire or develop know-how and skills
which may facilitate their placement in working positions and
the generation of income in the short term," was concluded in
September. The theoretical and practical courses added up to
600 hours, technical training having accounted for 200 hours.
The subjects taught included auto mechanics, tailoring, masonry,
hair cutting, hair dressing, cooking and bakery, carpentry,
industrial cooking, electricity, auxiliary nursing, industrial

sewing, computer skills, management, and tourism. The courses
lasted six months and were taught in nine of the country's
Departments, 44 of the participants having been hired upon their
conclusion.
Although the above-mentioned constitutional reforms
were approved by the Congress of the Republic on the 16th
October 1998, they were rejected in the May 1999 referendum.
4.2. The Local Citizen Security Boards
Neighbours were invited through the Local Citizen
Security Boards in order that they "become informed about the
functions of the new National Civil Police; learn about the new
public and humanitarian service concept; and establish a
necessary trust and collaboration relationship in order for the
51
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work of the police to be done with greater efficiency". This
support could be provided through participation in the Local
Citizen Security Boards by reporting occurrences, informing,
supporting the construction of the local police station, and by
controlling its work. Neighbours benefited from this arrangement
in that, as participants in the project, they would be watchful of
these public servants thus being able to demand that they do
their job. As indicated in a pamphlet published by the National
Civil Police on the occasion of the installation of the Local Board
for zones 15 and 16 of Guatemala City, which were among its
most valuable areas, "the participation of the civil sector was
essential for the success of the project."

These Boards were co-ordinated by the Head of the
National Civil Police Relations and Information Office (ORIS),
and were kept active by each one of the Chiefs of the stations
and sub-stations of Guatemala. According to the Head of this
Office, this project moved on thanks to inputs from the cited
Office and its small support group. However, it had only one
secretary and one eventual assistant; it lacked equipment; and
it was only a short time before that it became equipped with a
computer. The Office of the Director provided the paper for
duplications, but prints were made as a favour by some official
or private individual. A telephone line was available, but the
project found it impossible to follow up its work closely.
Its specific needs included the appointment of a general
supervisor and one or two persons to plan, co-ordinate, follow
up and control the Boards in the Department of Guatemala and
in those Departments where they are already in place. It was felt
also that the appointment of Departmental or regional delegates
would be of great benefit. However, neither she nor her
administrative personnel had had specialised training in citizen
security, since there were no budget resources for this purpose.
According to the Provisions for the Creation and Follow
of
the
Local Security Boards of the National Civil Police, the
Up
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design of the Boards had changed a little. Their main purpose
was to provide support and information to the National Civil
Police and to encourage closer contact between the institution
and the citizens; having been recognised by the National Civil
Police as part of an apolitical, individualised and information
group for each town or neighbourhood, although outside its
administrative organisation, their general objective was to provide
citizen security.
The Head of the ORIS reported that, originally, they were
supervised jointly under equal conditions by the Mayor and the
representative of the locality. That, however, in certain places it
was felt that it was the latter who had to supervise the activities
of the station or sub-station chiefs, which led to
misunderstandings. For this reason, as stated, Station or Substation Chiefs had become incorporated, since shortly before this
time, into this supervisory function.
The Board Secretary was a resident of the locality, who
was appointed for this commitment. Citizens who wished to
join in, as well as representatives from the different sectors of
the locality who expressed the desire to join could be deputy
Board members. The Assistant Mayor of the locality, members
of the Fire Department, schools, associations (including
professional associations), neighbour committees, tradespersons,
entrepreneurs, the Judicial Branch, and the Prosecutorial Agency,
had to be invited to the meetings.
The headquarters of the Board had to be designated by
its members at the first meeting, but could be changed as needed.
The Board's members, who had to be recognised by their moral
solvency, had to be elected at this same meeting. In case of
absence, they could be replaced by election. The minimum
number to hold a meeting was seven members, but the presence
of the police authority or its representative was a requirement.
The term of office could be from 6 months to a year, unless there
was re-election on the basis of merit.
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The resolutions of the Board had to be adopted by
absolute majority (the joint chair could issue a "double vote" in
case of disagreement), and had to be assessed by the Chief of the
local National Civil Police and forwarded to the respective
command to be incorporated into the Citizen Security Plan.
Matters discussed and agreed to at the meetings had to be recorded
in minutes, of which a copy had to be kept on file at the Station
or the Sub-station of the NCP.

One monthly meeting had to be held as a minimum (to
be convoked at least five days in advance) but special meetings
could be convoked (at least six hours in advance). The agenda
had to be included with the convocation notices. The meetings
had to start with an account on the sector's law and order and
security status. Later, the police chief had to present statistical
data on offences and misdemeanours against persons and
property, as well as on the accused. After this, the floor was
given to the deputies of the Board and citizens who wished to
speak. Forms and envelopes could be distributed at the meetings
in order for the participants to submit suggestions to be given
directly to the police chief if present, or to be forwarded
confidentially to the Directorate General. These meetings could
be convoked also to receive training on these matters.
Among Guatemala's 22 Departments and 330 municipal
terms, there were Boards in certain places (neighbourhoods or
townships) and municipal terms of the following Departments:
Escuintla (6), Quetzaltenango (2), El Petén (3), Sacatepequez
(2) and Quiche (4). There were Boards about to initiate their
work in some municipal terms (one in each) of the Departments
of Santa Rosa, Jutiapa, Izabal and San Marcos.
There were Boards in sectors of the Guatemala
Department covered by Precincts 11, 12, 13, 15, 14y 16. Precinct
15, located in Villa Nueva, was responsible for municipal terms
in the vicinity of this locality (Villa Canales and San Miguel
Petapa).
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The URIS maintained a record of those places where
Local Boards had been created.

4.3. Results of the survey
With respect to state policies, the public opinion poll
indicates that the main actions that the Government should
undertake should be aimed at improving economic conditions in
order to prevent crime (this was the opinion of 29% of those
interviewed); making penalties more severe and increasing the
number of constables (20.7% and 17.7%, respectively);
expanding the inmate rehabilitation programmes (6%); creating
crime prevention programmes (5.7%), and building more prisons
(4.3%). As can be seen, the opinion of the citizenry was split
between preventive and repressive solutions.
On the other hand, and in relationship to the citizenry's
proneness to repressive responses to the problem of crime and
insecurity, the survey taken in the area shows disapproval of
armed groups outside the law (such as the death squads) to
eliminate offenders on their own (this was the opinion of 55.7%
of those interviewed); however, more than one citizen out of
every three (37.7%), especially youths and people with a primary
and technical school education approved it. This was the opinion
that was expressed also with respect to the possibility that groups
of residents of the neighbourhood or subdivision become armed
to combat crime on their own, since 57% of those interviewed
expressed disapproval, vs. 38.3%, especially women and youths,
that expressed approval.

Concerning the possible application of the death penalty
as an important measure in the struggle against certain serious
forms of crime, the great majority (82%) of those interviewed
favoured such a measure, especially in the case of certain crimes
such as homicide (32.7%), kidnapping (24.7%) and rape (21.3%);
in contrast, only 13.3% indicated to be against the death penalty.
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The interviews held with key community representatives
produced similar responses with respect to the questions asked
in the preceding three paragraphs.
Lastly, as to the often discussed matter of whether human
rights protected more the innocent and the victims of crime than
the perpetrators of the offences, the opinion of those interviewed
seemed clear: 46.7% expressed the feeling that greater protection
was afforded the offenders (29.7% felt that all were protected
equally, and only 12.3% felt that human rights favoured the
innocent and the victims).

E.

Civil society initiatives

There were few security initiatives in the Villa Nueva
municipal term, as shown by the fact that, on the occasion of the
three initial visits made to the municipal term by the national
consultants, nobody (neither the authorities nor the neighbours)
informed them about the Local Citizen Security Boards, mention
having been made only of verbal agreements among residents of
the neighbourhood, who took turns doing surveillance rounds or
who built movable barricades to close the access to certain streets,
thus making them feel safer.

The consultants first learned about the existence of the
Local Boards when they met with the Director of the National
Civil Police and later heard about them at the ORIS. Through
these interviews they learned that, contrary to the rules of the
Local Boards, a Local Board had not yet been established at the
Sub-station of Villa Nueva. A group of businesspersons was
providing support to municipal development initiatives, among
which some had to do with citizen security. These initiatives
deserved to be strengthened and developed.
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In addition, during non-structured interviews to complete
the quantitative data relative to the preparation of the diagnosis,
the key community members explained to the national consultants
that, apart from such quite informal surveillance by neighbours,
there were no community organisations devoted to family matters
(protection and services to minors, domestic violence, etc.), or
to provide services to alcoholics or drug addicts, or medical
assistance.
F.

Action plan

As has already been mentioned in the cases of Costa
Rica, and El Salvador, the same guidelines were followed in
Guatemala for the preparation of the action plans to be applied
in the selected area.
This way, the following activities, and the organisations
responsible for their implementation, were identified:
1. Creation of a Municipal Citizen Security Council
comprised of all institutions and organisations involved and
interested in the subject, and designation of an Executive
Committee.
Persons or entities responsible all institutions involved.
2. Design and implementation of a surveillance and
patrolling programme in areas with the highest crime rate.
Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police.
3. Control of and punishment against businesses where
alcoholic beverages were sold illegally and which permitted
prostitution (especially those located near schools, churches and
parks).
182

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police,
Prosecutorial Agency and the local government.
4. Establishment of contacts and agreements with the
Central American consulates, in an attempt to solve the problem
of illegal aliens (especially from Honduras and El Salvador).
Persons or entities responsible Ministry of the
Interior and National Civil Police.
5. Design and implementation of an advertising
campaign intended to facilitate the reporting of crimes that the
citizens may learn about.
Persons or entities responsible
National Civil Police and the media.

Prosecutorial Agency,

6. Creation of ajoint citizen assistance office comprised
of representatives of the NCP, the Prosecutorial Agency and
Public Defence, to assist citizens who may have problems in the
penal justice domain.
Persons or entities responsible Prosecutorial Agency,
Public Defence, and National Civil Police.
7. Expansion of the Prosecutorial Agency's Programme
of Assistance to Victims.
Persons or entities responsible Prosecutorial Agency.
8. Design and implementation of a community
sensitisation programme on the following subjects: penal
legislation, crime, crime prevention, citizen security, and use of
firearms.
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Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Education,
Judicial Branch, Prosecutorial Agency, National Civil Police,

Public Defence, and the media.

9. Holding of regular meetings between the NCP and
the community on citizen security-related subjects.
Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police,
the Fire Department, and the community.
10. Organisation of regular meetings between constables,
prosecutors, judges and solicitors to find joint solutions to the
problems of crime and insecurity.
Persons or entities responsible Judicial Branch,
Prosecutorial Agency, Public Defence, National Civil Police and
Bar Association.
11. Design and implementation of sports, recreational
and cultural programmes for smaller children and youngsters.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education
and Family Affairs, National Civil Police and cultural sectors of
the area.
12. Installation of public telephones connected to the
stations
in the most dangerous neighbourhoods.
police
Persons or entities responsible Telephone company
and National Civil Police.
13. Design and implementation of a public electric power
coverage programme in the most dangerous neighbourhoods.
Persons or entities responsible Electric power
company, Mayor's Office, and National Civil Police.
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14. Design and implementation of a municipal and
Departmental information network on crime and insecurity.
Persons or entities responsible National Civil Police
and Municipal Commission.
V.

HONDURAS

The subject ofcitizen security has, for the past few years,
been a matter of public debate in Honduras. Several elements
that relate to an accelerated increase in traditional forms of crime,
the perpetration of highly-violent criminal acts that are duly
publicised by the media, the ending of the Central American war
(which alleviated the militarised siege put up about the country's
social and political order thus allowing social dissatisfaction to
surface), the impoverishment of large population sectors, the
reduction of options in terms of social mobility, the crisis of the
correctional system as a whole, family disintegration, and the
weakening ofthe process of socialisation of values, among others,
are elements that have contributed to the appearance of this
phenomenon.
The increase in the crime rate was part of a democracy
building process that involved substantial changes, such as the
redefinition of civil-military relations (elimination of compulsory
military service, restoration of civil control over institutions
previously hoarded by the military, reduction of privileges and
income, the establishment of limits to realms of power,
submission to judicial authority, etc.), and that consequently led
to the start and development of a transition process where the
police was separated from military control and placed under civil
control.
The preceding explanations help understand better the
complexity of the relations that developed about the subject of
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crime both among the society, and within the State apparatus.
They are also useful in explaining the ever more widespread
allegation that the increase in crime rates was due, basically, to
the elimination of the compulsory military service; the idea that
there was acriminal instinct in the nature ofthe Honduran people
which, it was felt, could be controlled only through coercive and
intimidating elements such as the military service, was taken for
granted. Such notion, which was indeed not based on empirical
evidence or reflection, persisted in combination with the trend
in thinking that maintained that the problem could be dealt with
only through radical measures (stiffening of penalties, an
accelerated drive for the acquisition of weapons, and illegal
punishment).
The situation was aggravated by scarce efficiency in the
State's response to the citizens' need for public security; this
was expressed by the crisis in the judicial system, areform process
that was initiated but never completed, the adoption of more and
more legislative decisions relative to prosecutions, institutions
and codes, and the problems which the new police force was
facing.
The need to incorporate a new element as part of the
efforts made to confront crime in the best possible manner was
thus laid out in such a context. Such element was the active
participation of the civil society both, in political decision making,
and in the implementation of specific plans and projects. This
phenomenon was gradually occurring in the country's complex
reality; novel ideas and interesting processes were starting to
come up, where the preventive police force coul play, and was
indeed playing, a basic role. Intervention focusing on specific
projects intended to improve the insecurity perception that arose
from the crime problem was, therefore, timely.
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A.

Main characteristics of Choluteca
1. Geographical location

The Choluteca Department is located in the Southern
region of the Republic of Honduras. With a surface area of
4,211 km2, it had a population of 377,273 inhabitants in 1997
and was expected to have 380,147 in 1998 according to
projections. It had 16 municipal terms, Choluteca being the
municipal capital with a concentration of some 120,000
inhabitants for 1998. The municipal capital was broken down
into 73 zones.
Concerning the characteristics of the area, it consisted
of two neighbourhoods and one subdivision (Morazán, Suyapa,
and Las Acacias); Morazán, the oldest and biggest
neighbourhood, had the smallest number of homes and the
smallest number of homes with drinking water, electric power
and sewerage; there were no paved streets, nurseries or police
posts in any of the three. Only in the Morazán neighbourhood
was there a community centre, and the Suyapa neighbourhood
had the largest number of grocery stores, but also of low class
taverns.
2. Demographic Data
According to the 1998 UNDP human development
Report, in 1995 the country's population was 5.7 million
inhabitants; for 2015 it was estimated at 9 million; the annual
population growth rate was 3.2%; the gross birth rate was 35.3%,
and the mortality rate was 5.8%; life expectancy at birth was
68.8 years.
As was already mentioned, in 1998 the population of
Choluteca was approximately 120,000 inhabitants.
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3. Economic Condition
With respect to the country as a whole, the cited UNDP
Report indicated that the active population accounted for 36%
of the total population. Of this percentage, 41% worked in
agriculture, 39% in services, and 20% in industry. The real per
capita GDP was US$1,977.
The area selected showed, as a whole, quite a noticeable
economic growth over the preceding few years, notably in
industry, trade and services, which is quite important given the
agricultural and ranching tradition of the area. The companies

operating in it generated employment for 73,000 persons directly,
and to many families that lived in the area indirectly. Shrimp
farming, melon, salt, cashew, meat, coffee and sugar production
were among the most developed industries.
Several associations were currently grouped together into
the Choluteca Chamber of Commerce and Cattle Ranchers
Association; in 1998 there were 195 organised companies.

4. Health
As was noticed, health coverage was broad thanks to
the existence of several health care centres distributed throughout
the city, which were known as UPS (the Spanish accronym for
"Health Service Generating Units"). These centres provided
services to the population of the entire Departmental capital,
paying special attention and offering extended services in the
case of common ailments. Each one of them serviced its
respective neighbourhoods, villages and settlements.
There were seven such centres that covered 101
neighbourhoods, villages and settlements in the area selected.
The main illnesses dealt with at the UPS were malaria, dengue,
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acute respiratory infections, Chagas' disease, tuberculosis,
diarrhoea, and dehydration.
The "La Providencia" health centre provided care to two
of the selected neighbourhoods (Morazán and Suyapa); the Las
Acacias health centre had its headquarters in this subdivision.
The Departmental capital had a regional hospital that
serviced the population of the Choluteca and Valle Departments
and of some areas of the El ParaIso and Francisco Morazán
Departments.

5. Education
The city of Choluteca offered broad coverage at all levels
of the educational system. There were 3 public and 8 private
institutes; 453 public and 7 private schools; and 22 public and
12 private kindergartens. Higher education was covered by the
National Autonomous University of Honduras, and in the distance
education mode by the Pedagogical University and the Catholic
University.

6. Social and cultural aspects
Cultural groups were scarce in the area, and those in
existence were not provided adequate support for their further
development. Although, on the basis of the information received,
there appeared to be no record kept of such groups, the area had
a House of Culture, a folk dance regional group, a choir of the
Southern Combined School of Education, a trio, two female
reciting artists, a mariachi band, a string ensemble, and several
dance groups. Churches in the area were basically protestant
(60), Mormon (7), Catholic (7), and Adventist (1).
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B.

Crime

The two main sources available were used to determine
the crime situation in the country and in the area selected: the
yearbooks of the Public Security Force (FSP), formerly the only
Honduran police body prior to the adoption, in 1998, of the
Organic Police Law, and the statistical yearbooks ofthe Criminal
Investigations Directorate (DIC), an agency created in 1995.
As will be seen later, the data provided by these two
police sources differ considerably, for which reason they cannot
be compared to each other. Those of the FSP are based on the
division of the country into Regional Commands (COREs), which
took charge of two or more Departments; furthermore, the FSP
had been changing its grouping criteria. Those of the DIC
corresponded to its division into Regional offices, whose
headquarters were in specific cities of the country.
1. General trends
The following comments are based on the analysis of
tables 3 and 4, which contain general country data from the
sources mentioned.

that:

1.1. With respect to FSP data, it is possible to notice

"

52
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the rates over the total number of offences officially
recorded in the country by the FSP declined between
1994 and 1996; however, there was a sharp increase in
1997, because of an unexpected increase in the number
of misdemeanours, from 13 in 1994 to almost 24,000 in
199752;
This substantial increase in the number of misdemeanours on record
deserves an exhaustive investigation.
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"

criminal action was particularly strong in the CORE #7,
which covered the Francisco Morazán Department and
which included Tegucigalpa, the capital; in 1997 this
represented 37.6% of the total for the country (16,581
cases recorded); so it was in the CORE #2, which
covered the Departments of Cortés, Santa Barbara and a
part ofYoro, with 21,7% (9.542 cases recorded);

"

in 1997 crimes against life and physical integrity
accounted for 23.4% of the total and, although the crime
rate declined between 1994 and 1996, it rose
considerably in 1997; the reduction for the period under
consideration was of 15.3%;

"

the most frequent offences under this category for 1997
were injuries (3,602 cases), homicide (3,143), and intent
to commit homicide (239);

Table 14
Honduras. Criminal activities, by criminal
category, totals and rates per 10,000 inhabitants
(1994-1997)
1997
Felonies and
1994
1995
1996
Rates Total
Rates
misdemeanours Total
Rates Total
Rates Total
11,142
20.3
6,821
12.1
7,015
12.1
10,287
17.2
Against life
Against
property

2,623

4.6

2,930

5.0

2,952

4.9

Other offences 12,773

23.3 4,165

7.4

5,266

9.0

6,818

11.4

Misdemeanours

0.02 7,474
53.3 21,083

13.2 5,252
37.3 20,463

9.0 23,984
35.2 44,041

40.1
73.6

Total

5,330
13

29,258

9.7

Source: Yearbook, Public Security Force.
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Table 15
Honduras. Reports filed with the DIC, by regions,
percentages and variations (1996 and 1997)
Regional offices

1996

Variation

1997

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

12,623

36.7

19,619

46.6

6,996

55.4

San Pedro Sula

8,448

24.6

7,929

18.8

-519

-6.1

Choluteca

1,832

5.3

1,504

3.6

-328

- 17.9

La Ceiba

1,592

4.6

1,864

4.4

272

17.1

Tegucigalpa

Tela

1,342

3.9

1,521

3.9

179

13.3

Other regions

8,575

24.9

9677

22.9

1,102

-2.0

34,412

100.0

42,114

100.0

7,702

22.4

Total
Source:

Prepared by the author based on DIC data.

In 1997 the main causes for these offences were personal
conflicts and fights under the influence of alcohol; deaths
and injuries were caused mainly with firearms and
cutting or piercing weapons;
"

in 1997 offences against property accounted for 6.7%
of the total and, although the rates declined by 49.5%
between 1994 and 1995, they had remained stable over
the following years;

"

as a whole, the offences recorded by the FSP in 1997
were committed especially on weekends (Saturdays and
Fridays) of the months of December and November,
between 6 o'clock in the evening and 12 o'clock
midnight;

"

lastly, the police had detected the existence of 117 gangs
of offenders, the most numerous ones being those of
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common offenders who operated especially in the CORE
#6 (Choluteca and Valle) and in the CORE #3 (Copán,
Ocotepeque and Lempira), that had replaced the
traditional COREs #2 and #7, which seems to imply that
these gangs were moving into rural areas.
1.2. Concering the DIC data, the following was found:
"

an increase by 22.4% of the total number of offences
reported between 1996 and 1997, that is, from 34,412 to
42,114;

"

a higher crime rate in the country's main cities
(Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula) which, together,
accounted for 65.4% of the total number of offences in
1997;
2. Trends in Choluteca
The DIC data for Choluteca indicated the following:

"

contrary to what occurred in the rest of the country,
except for the Regional section of Catacamas, between
1996 and 1997, the total number of crimes reported
declined by 17.9% in the Choluteca Regional section
(Table 15);
"

in 1997 crimes agains life and physical integrity
represented 16.4% of the total number of offences
reported (246 cases out of a total of 1,504), the most
frequent being injuries (114 cases), intent to commit
homicide (100), homicide (84), threats (23), and rape
(15);

53

No information was available on the addition of misdemeanours to these
data, whose volume, as was stated before, increased notably in 1997.
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that same year offences against property accounted for
51.2% of the total number of offences reported (770 cases
out of a total of 1,504), the most frequent forms being
burglary (482 cases), theft (180), damages (49), theft of
livestock and fraud (21 cases in each of the latter
categories), and car theft (17);
consequently, the offences most frequently committed
in the area during 1997 were burglary, theft, injuries,
homicide and intent to commit homicide, and injuries.
3. Results of the survey and interviews
The influence of the media and comments in family or
neighbourhood gatherings, together with the impact that the
knowledge of notorious crimes committed at national or local
level had on the citizenry, intensified the sensation of insecurity;
this caused the citizens to feel an exaggerated fear that was often
unwarranted as compared to the actual magnitude and volume

of the reality of crime; it also increased the citizens' victim
sensation, although such feeling was not reflected in everyday
life. The public opinion survey permitted to analyse this problem,
as well as complete and qualify the official statistical data. This
is, obviously, another level of reality that is generally based on
perceptions.

In the first place, the opinions of those persons who were
interviewed on the subject of whether crime had increased or
decreased over the preceding few years contrasted greatly among
themselves: most of them (88.3%) felt that crime had increased

at national level, but only 46% of those felt it had increased in
their place of residence, 16.1% having even expressed the feeling
that crime had declined (this was the opinion of only 1.7% with
respect to the country). For the most part, it was the men 30 to
50, and persons with monthly incomes below $200 or above $400
and no school education or with a college education, who
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expressed that crime had increased in the area, while persons
over 50 and monthly incomes between $200 and 400 felt it had
decreased.
The main reasons alleged by those interviewed who
believed that crime had increased in the area were, above all,
unemployment (25.2%), the use of drugs (23.2%), and, to a lesser
extent, the loss of traditional values (8.4%), poverty (7.7%),
police ineffectiveness (5.7%), and the lack of education (4%).
In addition to commenting on the subject of increasing
crime rates and the causes thereof, the area's residents expressed
their opinion about the most serious crimes that were committed
in the country. By decreasing order of importance, they were:
assault in the street with the intent to steal (27.9%), rape (23.2%),
homicide (22.8%) and attack with a weapon (18.5%), followed
at a considerable distance by home burglary (4%), and kidnapping
for ransom (0.7%). There is no correspondence between these
data and those submitted in the tables presented. Nor do they
correspond to the results on victimisation submitted below.
In fact, surveys are often useful to overcome the dark
figure of crime problem, since they provide more reliable data
on the reality of crime. This is accomplished asking those
interviewed if any of the persons who live in the home selected
has been the victim of any offence over the preceding year. The
survey conducted in Choluteca revealed that 18.8% -a relatively
considerable percentage- of the persons who were interviewed
expressed that they had been victims of some form of offence in
the course of the preceding year. The most frequent offence was
assault in the street with the intent to steal (11.1% of the total of
victimised persons), followed at a distance by attack with a
weapon (3%), burglary in the home (2.7%), burglary at work
1.3%), and fraud (0.7%).
Those who had been the victims of at least one offence
were asked a number of questions concerning given
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circumstances about the perpetration thereof.
The offences
one
of
the
total
number
of victims),
generally involving
(7.7%
two (4%), or three violators (3.4%), were committed mainly in
the home, in the subdivision or neighbourhood, near the
workplace and on the bus, and especially during the months of
January, June, and February, on Saturdays and Tuesdays between
4 in the afternoon and 8 at night.

C.

Feeling of insecurity

The results of the public opinion poll show that the
residents of Choluteca were essentially worried about the
country's economic situation, which was regarded as the main
social problem. This was the opinion of 41% of those interviewed
with respect to unemployment (16.8%), poverty (12.8%), and
the cost of living (11.4%). Health was, likewise, a big social
problem, as expressed by 29.5% of those interviewed. Taking
into account this economic combination, crime came in third
(18.1%) in the concerns of the areas's residents, followed by
public corruption (5.4%) and education (3.7%). Concerning
crime, women and persons over 50 at a low educational level
(no school education or elementary school) and high incomes
showed the greatest amount of concern.
With respect to the educational level of the area selected,
estimated on the basis of the possibility to be the victim of any
serious crime, a relative feeling of insecurity prevailed in
Choluteca. In fact, 40% of those interviewed -especially persons
with high incomes and a college education- expressed they felt
very safe or safe in their neighbourhood (8.1% and 31.9%,

respectively), while 50.7% declared to be not very safe and unsafe
(27,2% and 23,5%); only 5% felt that their neighbourhood was
very unsafe. In contrast with this opinion, only 13.4% of those
interviewed indicated they felt very safe and safe in the rest of
the country; 58.7% not very safe and unsafe; and 25.5% very
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unsafe, especially the women and persons with higher incomes
and educational levels.
In general, the feeling of insecurity leads to the adoption
of several measures intended to provide protection from crime.
For the area's residents, the most frequent were the purchase of
a watchdog (64.4%), the installation of bars and grills in the
homes (51.7%), and the organisation with the residents of the
neighbourhood or subdivision (50%); next came the purchase
of a weapon (36.9%) and seeking police assistance (34.6%),
followed at a distance by the hiring of a guard (7.7%) and the
installation of alarms (4.4%). The measures adopted were related
mainly to the purchasing power of those interviewed.

D.

State policies

After examining briefly the State policies in sectors
which could, by virtue of their involvement in principle with
crime prevention, contribute to a better implementation of the
action plan, an analysis in greater detail shall be made of the
penal policies that are more directly related to the problem.

1. In general
Three important initiatives had been undertaken in the
country in this field; two of them related to the establishment of
ad hoc committees on the subjects of violence and the police
institution; they were encouraged by Presidents Rafael Leonardo
Callejas and Carlos Roberto Reina, respectively. The other one
was promoted by President Carlos Roberto Flores, with his Public
Proposal on Security:
The first Committee was created by former President
Leonardo Callejas (1990-1994) in 1993, to tackle the problem
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of the increase in violence and the police crisis that had cast a
shadow on a police force that existed under military control, and
a National Investigations Directorate plagued with excesses and
violations of constitutional guarantees. A Committee capable of
bringing together the most varied sectors of the society was
created to lay out its proposals on the subject; being presided
over by the maximum authority of the Catholic Church,
accompanied by representatives of the different sectors of the

society and the State, it enjoyed great prestige, and so did the
recommendations that were submitted to the President, which
became laws by legislative decree a few days before the
expiration of his term in office. The Office of the Prosecutor
General of the Republic and the Criminal Investigations
Directorate under it were created on the basis of that initiative,
which also eliminated the DNI and initiated the period of
transition for the transfer of the police to the civilian domain.

The second Committee, created in January 1995, was
an initiative of President Carlos Roberto Reina (1994-1998); its
purpose was to tackle the predominance of violence and crime
that became evident day to day thanks to the media, citizen
complaints, and inability by the police to cope with the problem.
This Committee enjoyed great recognition from the beginning
of its creation and, like its predecessor, it encouraged a broad
round of consultations among the different sectors of the society,

which led to the preparation of an interesting document of
recommendations for a confrontation against violence and crime;
however, it did not receive full support by the President of the
Republic for its implementation. This experience made evident
the absence of governmental commitments to encourage a true
public security policy, as well as constant evasion of State
responsibility to co-ordinate actions intended to control this social
problem. Perhaps the main weakness of this proposal was its
general nature and the fact that it recommended certain actions
that had already been started, whereby they could not actually
be regarded as innovations. As examples of the former, mention
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can be made of the recommendations to intensify the struggle
against alcohol and drug abuse, the co-ordination of activities to
fight narcotraffic, stimulation of the struggle against corruption,
and persuasion of the media concerning the airing of violent
programmes. As examples of the latter, there was the separation
of the police from the Armed Forces54, the adoption of a new
Penal Procedural Code, the adoption of the Childhood and
Adolescence Code, and the creation of the Child and Family
Institute.

The third initiative was announced by President Carlos
Roberto Flores (1998-2002) in August; although it attempted to
approach the programme proposed in an integrated manner, it
proposed a repressive rather than a preventive approach. This
was related to the stiffening of the punishments (basically life
imprisonment), the strengthening of the Preventive Police with
equipment and budget resources, the creation of special units to

tackle the gangs problem, greater attention to the correctional
system, intervention of the Armed Forces in activities of support
to the Police, creation of the Metropolitan Police in Tegucigalpa
and San Pedro Sula, the request for the legislative enactment or
ratification of certain arms control bills, the inspection of vehicles,
the allocation of budget resources for the prompt start of
operations of the Ministry of Security, and the appointment of
its first Minister, attorney-at-law Elizabeth Chiuz-Sierra.

The preceding measures were complemented by the
"Strategic Proposal for the Safety of Persons and their Property,"
submitted on the 8th September 1998 by the National
54

Since the beginning of 1994 the Armed Forces had submitted a proposal
for the transfer of the police to the civil sector. Even since the year before,
amidst the police crisis and shortly after the creation of the first ad hoc
committee, the Armed Forces had placed the doubtful and discredited
National Investigations Directorate (DNI) which was later eliminated and
replaced by the strictly civil-controlled DIC, "at the disposal" of the
President of the Republic.
199

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

Convergence Forum (FONAC), an entity created by the President
of the Republic with the purpose of arriving at minimum
agreements among groups, organisations and institutions of
different natures, both political and social. This was quite a
coherent proposal that reached further than that of President
Flores. In its section entitled "Proposal for Measures and Actions
for the Prevention of and the Struggle Against Crime and
Violence, recommendations were made on the four basic aspects
of a security policy, which related to the police, the judicial and
the correctional systems, and the role of the civil society. It
contained also proposals on judicial and institutional matters,
social participation, childhood and adolescence, economic and
social policy, regional integration, sociological investigation, and
the media.
The weakness of the proposal lied, however, in the fact
that it was very general and that no entities or individuals were
pointed as having the responsibility for each of the actions
suggested; it also ignored an important organised participation
mechanism of the society concerning security, the National
Internal Security Council, which was created with the Organic
Police Law as an important space for civil society participation.
Nevertheless, the FONAC proposal constituted a step forward
in terms of initiatives to confront the problem of insecurity and
crime; this broadened the possibilities for the formulation of a
true security policy.

2. On penal matters
2.. 1. Parallel to the initiatives of the Executive Branch,
several initiatives had been passed in the National Congress to
shape up a more coherent State policy for coping with insecurity.
The Law Against Domestic Violence, the Childhood and
Adolescence Code and the Organic Police Law had been passed,
the new Penal Procedural Code was under debate, and so was
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the reform intended to establish life imprisonment" ; it would
be also appropriate to stress the creation of the Ministry of
Security, a key institution that would approach the problem of
insecurity independently.

2.2. Concerning the police institution, whose role was
of basic importance in the penal realm, since 1963 the Honduran
police had been attached to the Armed Forces; this situation
was maintained until the enactment of the Organic Police Law
in 1998, according to which all police services in existence in

the country were placed under the Ministry of Security. It is
important to clarify that the police transition started in 1993 with
the elimination of the former National Investigations Directorate
(DNI) and the creation of the Criminal Investigations Directorate
initially under the Prosecutorial Agency, but later placed under
National Police supervision.

This long transition was characterised by evidence that
Armed
Forces placed the Public Security Force at the disposal
the
of the President of the Republic in order for him to decide under
which State organisation the civil control of the Police should be
placed.

A second element related to the approval, in the National
Congress, of a constitutional reform which would make possible
to take the public law and order and public security enforcement
functions away from the Armed Forces. The third element was
the creation, by executive decree of President Carlos Roberto
Reina, of the Transfer Board and its later transformation into the
55

This controversial issue was introduced by the President of the Republic
in office at the time of the study, since he was acting as President of the
National Congress. The main discussion about its effectiveness in the
struggle against crime has been overshadowed by a mixture of political
negotiations, arrangements and pressures between the two branches of
the State and between the latter and the members of Congress for each
party..
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Intervention Board, with powers to intervene the Public Security
Force (FSP) and the Criminal Investigations Directorate (DIC).
The fourth element referred to the passing of the Organic Police
Law in the National Congress in May 1998. Finally, the last
transitional element related to the appointment of the Minister
of Security and the corresponding installation of the Ministry
during the final months of that year.
Clarification must be made of the fact that the Public
Security Force went through a process of institutional and
functional militansation that translated into a militarised police
behaviour before the citizenry. The FSP was always the least
privileged of the Armed Forces, since it received only a small
amount of the budget as compared to the strictly military
branches. This meant scarce equipment, little response capacity,

few members and low salaries; this, in turn, meant deterioration
of the police image from the point of view of the citizenry, and a
reduction of its legitimacy to the extent that common crime was
surpassing the response capacity of the police force.
The institutional crisis of the FSP -and more specifically
of the DNI- during the initial months of 1993 permitted the
slow but steady turnover of the police from military to civil
control. With the appearance of the DIC, which started to operate
effectively in January 1995, two police institutions started to
coexist in the country: the DIC as a new and strongly legitimised
body incorporated into the dynamics of Prosecutorial Agency
strengthening, and the FSP, as the old militarised and strongly
questioned police force without a clearly-defined institutional
future, and with an image that was considerably deteriorated
before the society.
This led to a certain competition over competence
between the two police bodies, which translated into lack of
precision concerning the boundary that should separate
prevention from investigation. This duality, which originated in
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reluctance of the FSP to become detached from the investigative
function which it had always performed, confused the citizenry
which, for long thereafter, continued to demand preventive
functions from the investigative police and investigative functions
from the preventive police. Nevertheless, at the time this study
was made, it was possible to notice the differences in functions
and roles, which made it possible to associate the Preventive
Police with the maintenance of law and order and the public
well being; this was positive for the institutional change of the
two police bodies once into the structure of the new Ministry of
Security.

In 1998 the Police had, at national level, some 8,000
members, which means a ratio of one constable for every 750
inhabitants. There was no police post in the Choluteca municipal
term and there were 348 constables in the Choluteca Department,
100 being assigned to the municipal term, which resulted in a
ratio of one constable for every 345 inhabitants.
The survey taken in Choluteca provides certain data for
the evaluation of the Police.
In the first place, only 4.4% of those who declared to
have been the victims of one offence (18.8% of those interviewed)
reported it to the competent authorities, especially the
Prosecutorial Agency (2.7%) and the Police (1.7%) but there
were no positive consequences in terms of results expected, since
according to 3.4% of those interviewed who had filed reports,
the authorities did nothing about it (0.3%, however, expressed
that the case had been solved, and another 0.3% indicated that
an investigation had been made). The main reasons alleged for
not reporting the offence were, mainly, the impression that the
competent authorities would do nothing about it (this was the
opinion of 5% of those interviewed); fear of reprisals (4%);
lack of evidence (2.7%); the feeling that the offence was not too
serious (1.7%); and the long distance to the place where the
report could be filed (1%).
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In the second place, 69% of the residents interviewed
expressed a negative opinion concerning the presence of the
police in their neighbourhood or subdivision (22.5% felt it was
very insufficient, and 45% felt that the police was never present).
Only 12% declared that the police patrolled the area very often
(2.3%) and often (10.7%). These data were consistent with the
fact that only a few constables were assigned to the area.

In the third place, more than three quarters of those
interviewed stated that the service provided by the police in the
neighbourhood to fight crime was inadequate (not too adequate,
32.6%, and not adequate at all, 45.3%), and only less than 20%

regarded it adequate (very adequate, 3.4%, and adequate, 16.4%).
The most critical opinions were given by men and young people
with high incomes and a better education.
In the fourth place, 44% of those interviewed in the area
felt that in its action against crime the police always violated
human rights (16.8%) and almost always (27.2%), while only
14.4% indicated that they almost never violated them (7.7%),
and never did (6.7%). These results were corroborated by other
questions that were intended to obtain the opinion of the citizenry
concerning the institutions that had either violated human rights
the most during the preceding year, or instead protected them.
With respect to the first question, the police appeared only in the
fourth place (with 10.1%), after the army (15.4%), the
Government (13.1%) and the Judicial Branch (12.4%); with
respect to the second question, the police institution was in third

place after the Catholic Church (29.2%) and the National Human
Rights Commissioner (23.8%). These opinions must be, however
weighed if we take into account what violation of human rights
by the police or other State organisations means to any citizen;
in this sense, it was not possible to compare occurrences so
different from each other as those that could result from the slow
or incorrect handling of a case by public officials versus those
that could result from any police intervention which, by the very
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nature of the force, would be always or almost always regarded
of a repressive or an authoritarian nature.
Lastly, for the citizens of Choluteca the police
represented the institution that inspired in them the greatest
amount of trust for their personal protection against crime; this
was the opinion of 26.5% of those interviewed; next were the
army and private guards (with the same percentage for each,
21.6%); however, 24.5% of the population interviewed expressed
it did not trust any of the above.

As can be seen, the public image of the police was
generally negative. If this were taken into consideration, perhaps
one of the major accomplishments of this Project would be an
improvement of the image of the police institution, especially
thanks to the application of collaboration mechanisms between
it and the population.

2.3. Concerning other sectors of the penal system, there
were two lower courts and 20 courts of Justice of the Peace in
Choluteca. However, there were no correctional centres or
rehabilitation services for inmates in the area. As to assistance
to the victims of crime, services were provided through some
non-governmental organisations, basically those devoted to
assistance to women who have been victims of family violence,
rape, etc.

The public opinion poll taken in the area shows a
considerably critical attitude by the citizens concerning the penal
system. In fact, for 89.6% of the population interviewed the
performance of said system in the country was fair (57.7%) or
bad (31.9%); the men and persons with a high educational level
were the most severe. Furthermore, the situation appears not to
have improved, since 60.1 % of those interviewed felt that it
remained the same (16.1% felt that it had improved, and 18.8%
expressed that it had become worse over the preceding year).
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These opinions were in contrast with the willingness
expressed by most inhabitants of Choluteca (89.9%) to
collaborate with justice were they given an opportunity to do so.
This opinion was shared especially by persons with higher
incomes and a better education. The main reasons alleged by
persons who were not willing to collaborate with justice, were
lack of knowledge about the procedures and the laws, fear of
reprisals, and lack of trust in the penal system
2.4 This laid out the problem of State policies and
strategies concerning crime. In this respect, the opinion survey
indicated that the main governmental actions should be to
improve the economic situation in order to prevent crime (this
was the opinion of 35.2% of those interviewed); increase the
seventy of punishment and the number of constables (26.5%
and 17.1%, respectively); build more prisons (7.7%); expand
the inmate rehabilitation systems (7%), and creation of crime
prevention programmes (4%). As can be seen there was
predominance of repressive over preventive solutions.

On the other hand, and with respect to the proneness of
the citizenry to repressive responses to the problem of crime and
insecurity, the survey shows a polarisation in the area between
those in favour of armed groups outside the law (such as the
death squads) to eliminate offenders on their own (47%) especially persons with lower incomes and no school educationand those who were in disagreement (45.6%). But the majority
of the residents of Choluteca (69.1 %) -especially young people

and those over 50 with no school education- accepted that groups
of neighbours from their neighbourhood or subdivision become
armed to combat crime also on their own (in disagreement:
24.5%).
With respect to the possible application of the death
penalty as an important measure in the struggle against certain
serious forms of crime, more than half (53.4%) of those
206

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

interviewed expressed to be in favour -especially in the case of
offences such as homicide (39.9%) and rape (11.4%); 38.9%
expressed to be against the death penalty.
Lastly, as to the often discussed matter of whether human
rights protect more the innocent and the victims of crime than
the perpetrators of the offences, the prevalent opinion was
ambiguous, since, on the one hand, 40.6 % felt that greater
protection was afforded to the offenders, and on the other hand
40.3% felt that all were equally protected; only 10.4% felt that
human rights were more in favour of the innocent and the victims.
E.

Civil society initiatives

The presence of non-governmental organisations in the
area goes back many years; their purpose has been to provide
services in many fields thus contributing to the development of
the area.
Nearly 14 non-governmental organisations have been
detected in the area which provide different services: Vision
Mundial (integrated development), ANDA (rational growth in
water industries), CADE (organisational development of
companies), ACEPADE (financial support to small businesses),
CCEDIVE (credit assistance and technical training), COMSPRO
(conservation of micro basins), SAVE THE CHILDREN (micro
basins, training, organisation), CODEH (legal assistance and
basic rights protection), Youth and Family Development Centre
(legal assistance, work with minors and vendors, schools,
advancement)), CODDEFFACOLF (conservation of flora and
fauna of the Gulf of Fonseca, organisation and training), Oasis
of Love (Rehabilitation of minors, prevention, protection and
organisation), International Plan (community productive
development and training projects) and FincaHonduras (financial
organisation and support), GVC (massive eradication of malaria
and dengue).
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Concerning the specific subject of crime and citizen
insecurity, there were certain interesting experiences that are
described below, intended either directly or indirectly to stimulate
a culture of citizen participation to confront violence and crime.
For instance: the Citizen's Forum and the experiences of
Olancho, DanlI, and the Villanueva Subdivision in Tegucigalpa.
1. The Citizen's Forum
The Citizen's Forum was a civil society organisation
created in September 1997 with the initial purpose of carrying
out political influence actions concerning public security; it was
felt, at the time of its creation, that many key elements were still
pending to conclude the long transition from military to civil
control of the Police. The Forum intensified its activities in
January 1998 when its members learned that Congress was about
to pass the Organic Police Law, without its having been known
to or debated by the citizenry or even by the very members of
Congress. As of that moment it doubled its efforts and support
gathering ability, having succeeded in attracting more than thirty
civil society organisations, in its struggle to change or stall the
legislative initiatives.
Using mechanisms such as press conferences, public
communiques, letters to the citizenry and to the members of
Congress, debate fora, and all the room allowed by the media,
they started their struggle in a style that was unprecedented in
the country; they brought together and combined celebrities and
human rights organisations (that came together for the first time
around a common cause), college educators, NGOs, peasants,
labourers, professional associations, assistance and protection
organisations, women, etc.
The Forum insisted on: the need to maintain the
preventive and the investigative police bodies separate from each
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other; the urgent need to formulate a security policy as a State
policy; the need to ensure the participation of the civil society in
decision making and in specific actions; and on the importance
of having a cleansed police force. Almost all concepts proposed
by the Forum were incorporated into the text of the Law, except
for the item on the separation of the police forces, for which
reason the Ministry of Security -more specifically the Internal
Security Council- would bear the responsibility of having to
guarantee the demilitarisation, the political neutrality and the
efficiency of the National Police to the citizenry, as sensitive
elements for the new and necessary image of the police.
This opened the possibility to formulate a State security
policy, and the Law itself established the need for co-ordination
between the central government, the local government and the
community, to confront the problem of citizen insecurity. The
creation of an Internal Security Council with an important level
of participation by the civil society56, opened up institutionalised
spaces to make proposals and exert a political influence to tackle
violence and crime. An important element to be underlined was
the control to be applied over private security agencies concerning
their number, types of weapons, permits to operate, and minimum
training required, which was healthy for the initiative of
controlling the threat of generalised proneness to rely on weapons
when it came to citizen security.
At the time of the study the Forum was still doing some
political influence work on security, particularly aimed at the
56

The Council was to be comprised of five Central Government
representatives (Ministers of Security and the Interior, one Supreme Court
Justice, the Prosecutor General of the Republic, and the National Human
Rights Commissioner), one representative of the local governments (from
the Municipal Terms Association of Honduras, AHMON), and five
representatives of the civil society (the Committee for the Defence of
Human Rights, CODEH, labourers, peasants, businesspersons, and
women).
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formulation of a policy on this subject, by gathering the proposals
that had been made up to that time. The Forum had broadened
its influence framework and was preparing to carry out actions
about the subject of defence, which had not come to its conclusion
in spite of the approval of the constitutional reforms on the Armed
Forces and the election of a new Prosecutor early in 1999; it
was suspected that such election was in danger of being tampered
with in terms of party politics.
2. The Olancho Project
The specific objective of this project was to build a peace
and non-violence culture in a Department that was characterised
by permanent insecurity among its inhabitants. More than one
hundred representatives of civil society organisations,
Departmental and municipal authorities, the Armed Forces, the
Police, and the central government were brought together to
prepare a diagnosis of violence in the area, and design an action
plan to encourage a strategy in this direction. The project, known
as "Work for Peace, Democracy, Human Rights and Honesty in
Olancho" was sponsored by the University for Peace, the
Bishopric of the Catholic Church in Olancho and the CODEH,
which worked very intensely since February 1996.
The project started to be implemented with a workshop
entitled "First Session Against Violence and Crime in Olancho,"
which was attended by participants from State, religious,
business, military and social institutions; its final product was a
participatory diagnosis on the violence and crime situation in
Olancho. A Permanent Work Committee was created at the
workshop, whose members, from the cited organisations,
constituted the team responsible for following up the action axes
and the activities scheduled. A "Second Session Against Violence
and Crime in Olancho" was held in July 1996 with the purpose
of approving the final project and establishing the social
commitment of the different sectors with respect thereto.
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A reduction in the level of violence and crime, a change
in the behaviour of the population with respect to its own self
and to the State for the sake of peaceful coexistence, and the
creation of opportunities for dialogue and consensus between
the civil society and the State concerning the problems detected,
can be mentioned as the project's general objectives.
Unfortunately, this participatory, enthusiastic and very productive
experience did not result in immediate plans, because its
implementation implied a substantial budget that was not
available. The project was very ambitious, very broad in terms

of geographical area, and very appropriate for the concentration
of problems that escaped the local organisational initiative and
its ability to manage resources.

3. The DanlI Experience
An interesting experience took place in the city of DanlI,
in the Eastern Department of El ParaIso; a complaint was made
by the citizens urging the paving of the main access road to the
town; this resulted in the application of excessive force by the
Police which caused the death of some demonstrators while others

were wounded. The anger of the community led to the improvised
but effective co-ordination of different social groups (residents,
teachers, students, young people, small and large businesspersons,
labourers, peasants, etc.) with the local authorities, which initiated
the protest movement by burning the police headquarters to the
ground and violently expelling all of its staff. The step that
followed was to structure surveillance and control committees
to avoid the proliferation of crime in the city while the Police
was absent from it; in order to accomplish this they met together
with the members of three juvenile gangs and their families to

make them aware of the problem they would be facing until they
would become a part of the community or were otherwise
neutralised by it. Patrolling and surveillance committees were
organised and, together with the municipal authorities, they
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cleared dangerous areas, repaired the power lines for lighting,
and carried out systematic awareness campaigns. The police
was absent for several months, during which crime was reduced
by a substantial percentage. The Police returned after the signing
of an agreement whereby the community group agreed to rebuild
the Police post in exchange for a number of terms and
requirements that the new constables had to comply with. This
experience, which went beyond the local realm, enabled them to
visualise possibilities for success associated with the integrated
and non-differentiated participation of the society and the local
government, in respect of which they proceeded to make the
organisational structure with which they had been working
permanent, to become the Citizen Security Municipal Council
of DanlI.
The Council was established during an open public
session of the city government held in May 1997, which was
attended by several sectors of the community. Its initial objective
was to reduce crime and to gain control over the juvenile gangs.
Citizen Security Committees were created to this effect in
neighbourhoods, subdivisions, villages and settlements, whose
main work was done by the members of a board, together with
one or two members of the police force, for purposes of patrolling
on certain days of the week and in those places with the greatest
proneness to crime; the community reacted very positively and

with much enthusiasm to the idea of uniting together to keep
small crimes under control and to protect itself from the theft of
livestock, the illegal timber trade, illegal alcoholic beverage
outlets, the cutting and burning of forests, and the destruction of
the water sources.
The Chairperson of the Council was the Mayor of the
municipal term; other members were the Regional Police Chief,
the representative of the DanlI Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, the representative of the Banking Institutions
Association, and other members of the community. At the present
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time there were more than 140 committees in operation, of which
90% were in the rural areas. The members purchased the vest
and patrolling equipment they needed, the torches, the machetes
and in some cases the firearms, each having an identification
card that, per se, was not a permit to carry firearms. Its objectives
included fighting crime, seeking co-operation among the
citizenry, the municipal authorities and the police, and developing
in the common citizens a community commitment to tackle
common problems57.
Worthy of mention among the positive results was the
noticeable reduction in the number of crimes committed, the
massive and enthusiastic participation of the population, the
bringing under control of juvenile gangs, the creation of a project
aimed at young gang members, greater responsibility on the part
of the police,58 and closer ties between the community and the
authorities.
4. The Villanueva Experience
A regional human rights and citizen participation project
of the Inter-American Institute on Human Rights (IIHR), together
with the Centre of Human Rights Research and Promotion
(CIPRODEH), the CODEH, Casa Alianza and others was
initiated in 1996 in the Villanueva Subdivision of Tegucigalpa.
57

58

See the summary of the experience prepared by the treasurer and the
Secretary of the Citizen Security Municipal Council of DanlI, which
appeared as an appendix to the CODEH document (in Spanish) entitled
"Guidelines for discussion on a public security strategy, proposal for
discussion," September 1988.
It is interesting to point out the reflection made by the members of the
Municipal Council cited, in the sense that the Police became more
responsible since the committees formed not only maintained the
surveillance of their neighbourhoods, but also kept an eye on the
performance of the Police; this resulted in a reduction in the number of
reports on illegal businesses that members of the Police force would
endorse.
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The project started with a diagnosis and a survey that identified
the access to land ownership and gang violence within the
subdivision, and common crime, burglary and assault with a
weapon in the rest of the city as the causes for citizen insecurity.
This led to the establishment of the priority axes of the project,
which were oriented at facilitating free legal advice through
mobile units of the Popular Law Office of the UNAH that made
monthly visits to provide advice concerning the legal possession
of urban property. The other axis was oriented towards the gangs

problem; initiatives were developed for the recovery of areas,
re-socialisation work, direct work with youths and their families,
etc.
The Villanueva subdivision was selected for the

implementation of the project for its reputation as the most violent
neighbourhood of Central America; since this assumption was
not supported by solid evidence, a meeting was held in March
1997 with participants from the community, grassroots
organisations and NGOs, where the Network of Solidarity for
Citizen Security in Villanueva was created. Its strategy included
mobile legal assistance activities, training, lectures on peace and
non-violence, plays, murals, sports competitions with the
participation of children and the Catholic Church, home visits
prior to reporting irregularities, etc. Thanks to the project, the
residents were learning to participate, to manage their own
resources, and to lobby for the construction of sports facilities,
and the installation of power line and telephone posts among
other things. After a final evaluation it was possible to talk about
a spirit of collaboration among the residents of the subdivision
and the members of the gangs, which was reflected by a festival

of Youths United by Peace and by the arrangements made to
hold a second festival.
At the time of the study, the IIHR, like the UNAH,
provided only consulting services through the Law Office, while
the Movement for Peace, Disarmament and Freedom (MPDL)
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had undertaken a more dynamic role; these, together with
CIPRODEH and Casa Alianza, were the only organisations that
had continued with the project.
F.

Action plan

Following the same criteria as those followed by the
countries mentioned in the preceding chapters, a seminar was
held in Honduras to discuss the results of the diagnosis and
establish the basis for an action plan in the area selected. This
plan included the following activities and organisations
responsible for its implementation:
1. Creation of a citizen security municipal council,
comprised of all institutions and organisations involved and
interested in the subject, and appointment of an Executive
Committee.
Persons or entities responsible: all institutions involved.
2. Formation of citizen security committees in each of
the neighbourhoods selected.
Persons or entities responsible
Municipal Council.

Citizen Security

3. Design and setting into motion of a police surveillance
and patrolling programme in those areas where most crimes were
committed.
Persons or entities responsible National Police.
4. Control of and punishment to businesses where
alcoholic beverages were sold illegally, especially to minors.
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Persons or entities responsible
municipal government.

National Police and

5. Closing of businesses such as bars, taverns, pool
rooms, gambling arcades, etc. at 11 p.m.
Persons or entities responsible
municipal government.

National Police and

6. Control of the movement of minors in public
establishments at night.
Persons or entities responsible
municipal government.

National Police and

7. Design and implementation of an education and
sensitisation programme for schools and the community on:
penal legislation, crime, crime prevention, and citizen security.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education
and Family, the Judicial Branch, the Prosecutorial Agency, the
Popular Law Office, the National Police, the Mayor's office,
Development Boards and the media.
8. Regular meetings between the Police and the
community on citizen security-related subjects.
Persons or entities responsible
Development Boards, and the community.

National Police,

9. Design and implementation of sports, recreational and
cultural programmes for small children and youths.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education
and Family, National Police, and cultural sectors of the area.
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10. Design and setting into motion of operative cleaning
and clearing plans in vacant lots, streets, pavements, abandoned
houses, etc.
Persons or entities responsible: Municipal government,
Environmental Prosecutorial Agency, and the community.
11. Improvement of public lighting in the municipal term,
especially in the neighbourhoods selected.
Persons or entities responsible
government and the community.

ENEE, municipal

12. Installation of police posts in the neighbourhoods

selected.

Persons or entities responsible Ministry of Security,
National Police, municipal government and the community.
13. Creation of a municipal tax for citizen security.
Persons or entities responsible Municipal government
and the community.
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VI.

NICARAGUA

A.

Main Characteristics of Masaya
1. Geographical location

Geographically, Nicaragua is the largest country
(121,428 km_) and also the country with the lowest population
density (35.9 inhabitants per km2) of Central America59. With a
surface area of 146.62 square kilometres60, the Masaya municipal
term borders in the North with the municipal term of Tipitapa
(of the Managua Department), in the South with the municipal

terms of Catarina and Niquinohomo (Masaya), in the East with
the municipal terms of Tisma and Granada (Granada) and in the
West with the municipal terms of Nandasmo. NindiirI and the
Masaya lagoon.

2. Demographic Data
Masaya has a population of 117,523 inhabitants and a
population density of 801.54 inhabitants per square kilometre;6'
it is the most densely populated municipal term of the country.
Women represent 52% and men 48% of the population of the
municipal term, and 75.7% of the population is urban, while
24.3% is rural. In 1998 the general mortality rate was 12.4 per
10,000 inhabitants.
59
60

61

218

Nicaraguan Statistics and Census Institute (INEC), 1995 national
population census, final official figures. September 1996.
Information provided by the Territorial Distribution Department,
Nicaraguan Territorial Distribution Institute (INETER), wiht headquarters
in Managua. A report of the Masaya Mayor's office (1997) indicates that
it is 165km2, and another report of the same office without a date, indicates
it is 160 km2.
The population figure from the 1995 census is used, since no official
projection has been published on the basis of the census figures.
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The population growth rate (approximately 4.5%) ofthe
area is higher than the national rate, which is 3,74%"62 A study
made by the Inter-American Development Bank (1DB) on the
evolution of the population of the ten main urban centres of
Nicaragua indicates that the growth rate of the city of Masaya
for 1971-1995 was 4.5%, that is, higher than that of Managua
(3.4%), Leon (3.4%), and Granada (3.0%), but lower than that
of EstelI (5.5%), Chinandega (5.0%), and Bluefields (4.7%)63.
Masaya was, furthermore, one of the main internal migration
destination centres.
3. Social and economic situation
According to a study made by the Association of
Municipal Terms of Nicaragua (AMUNIC), the economically
active population of the Masaya municipal term consisted of
64,608 inhabitants, of whom 52% was employed and 48% was
unemployed. However, on the basis of data from the 1995 census,
the unemployment rate would be 19 to 21%64. The study shows
also that the distribution ofthe population of Masaya by economic
sectors was as follows: primary (15.74%), secondary (12.34%),
and tertiary (71.92%), which pointed to the doubtless prevalence
of the latter sector in the economic life of the municipal term.
According to the same source, in 1996 there were in
Masaya 70 bars and taverns, 113 bakeries, I blacksmith's shop,
23 carpentry shops, 551 grocery stores, 8 taylor's shops, 30
drugstores, 23 butchers, 35 maize mills, 10 hotels, 77 shoe stores,
62
63
64

PAHO, "1996 morbid mortality indicators for Nicaragua," working
document, Managua, 1996.
1DB, "Demographic trends and their projections in Central America and
1995 population census," in Migraciones internas en Nicaragua.. OIM,
INEC, UNFPA, Managua, August 1997.
The calculation was made on the basis of Vol. IV, "Municipal terms" of
the 1995 National Population Census.
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and 13 construction material stores. According to another
study65, legal permits to operate had been issued to, among other
types of establishment, 15 hardware stores, 11 rice mills, woodturning shops and lumber mills, 10 watchmaker's and jewelry
shops, 9 shoemaker supply shops, 6 shoe distributors, 38
vulcanisation and mechanics shops, 18 beauty parlours and barber
shops, 5 hammock shops, 3 rope factories, 4 fireworks factories,
6 liquor stores, 24 bars and restaurants, 21 taverns, and 20 pool
rooms and cockfight arenas.
The predominance of the tertiary sector is corroborated
after having studied the applications processed for the renewal
of permits during the January-May 1998 period in the Masaya
Department. According to a report of the National Police66, 260
applications were submitted for the renewal of permits to operate,

among others, taverns (33), pool rooms (50), grocery and
unopened liquor stores (76), liquor stores (17), bars (53), dance
rooms (3) and fireworks shops (6); it was indicated also that 44
new businesses entered into operation, which included, among
others, 3 bars, 6 grocery and unopened liquor stores, 16 pool
rooms and 5 motels. Although this report refers to the Department
of Masaya, it constituted an adidtional reference about the city
of Masaya, to the extent that it was the most important municipal
term and therefore the place where the main activities were
concentrated; of these, those related to alcoholism were
65

66
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This study, made by the office of the Mayor of Masaya (hereinafter referred
to as "Mayor's Report") is a crosscut of the municipal term. Although
the copy used for this diagnosis does not have a date on it, by the nature
of its contents it seems to have been prepared between 1996 and 1997.
This document was given to the national consultant by Ms. Gloria Larios,
an official of the Mayor's office and the Head of Relations with the
Community.
The report (hereinafter referred to as the "NP Report") was sent by
Commissioner René Ortega, Chief of Police of Masaya, to Commissioner
Major Gerardo Arce, Chief of the National Executive Secretariat, June
1998.
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numerous (for instance, taverns bars, pool rooms and liquor
stores).
In the social and economic field, both the municipal term
and the city of Masaya had good economic potential, but official
policies concerning production and trade were not attractive, there
prevailing a basically fiscal and taxation-oriented mentality that
discourages development. As an example, Masaya had a tourist
potential but very little was done in this sector: there was no
infrastructure to welcome and retain tourists; co-ordination
between the Mayor's office and private enterprise could be better,
and it was urgent to solve the problems of streets in bad condition
and rubbish.
Some interviews indicate that revenues from January to
July 1998 declined since "the situation was difficult" as someone
put it; the sectors that produced the lowest revenues were grocery
stores, craftspersons and shoe repairmen, maize mills and
seamstress shops, because of scarce work and cash, and the lack
of steady incomes.
But despite the difficult economic situation of the
municipal term, the experience of those organisations that
encouraged small credit programmes and technical training
seemed to indicate that, rather than remaining inactive, the
population was out to make a living wherever possible and did
not confine itself to its immediate surroundings. Some persons
interviewed felt that Masayans were not passive but were rather
mobile and were continuously visiting every corner of the country
to sell their products; thus, it was possible to find them one day
in Waspán, another day at the San Juan River, and later in
Matagalpa, Madriz, etc., selling their chairs, shoes, clothes,
hammocks, and everything they could sell; other interviews
supported this opinion and some expressed that Masayans "were
excellent customers," that the municipal term was "one of our
best selling spots," and that "there was cash here."
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The CHISPA organisation had lent a total of 17,300.00
dollars to some 52,000 persons; between 1991 and 1997 the
average loan was 320 dollars67, while delinquency was about
1.8%. In like manner the FAMA organisation had released some
36 million cordobas in five years, delinquency having been
maintained at 1.5%.

A different indicator that shows how, next to poverty
and depression, there was the padding of a certain economic
comfort was the number of public celebrations that were held

annually in Masaya. According to some interviews, 123 public
celebrations had been held between January and May of the year
this study was made; this means an average of almost one
festivity a day, without taking into account the months during
which patron saint celebrations were held. It was expected that
there would be as many as 300 public festivities during 1998.
These festive events were intended to raise money for running
water facilities, baseball equipment, improvements to schools
or neighbourhoods, electric power, etc.
Another element that dynamised this picture was the
predominance of small properties; most properties had a surface
area of I to 10 manzanas (equivalent to city blocks) and were
devoted to the cultivation of maize, beans, sorghum, and cassava,

as well as to fruit trees and horticulture68. In the opinion of
some persons interviewed this helped alleviate the crisis to the
extent that people cultivated the land either for family
consumption in Masaya, or to take some of their production to
Managua. However, according to some of them such a dynamics
was not widespread, since there were no policies of credit to
agricultural production, and farmers only produced enough for
their survival without supplying even the Masaya market,
67
68
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CHISPA document, July 1998.
Report of the Masaya Mayor's office without a date, but estimated in the
nineties.
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conditions being more difficult in the countryside than in the
city.
4. Health
The Masaya municipal term had a 173-bed hospital
staffed with 442 employees including general practitioners,
interns, dentists, registered nurses, etc., who took care of
approximately 31,041 patients annually, and some 35,000
emergency cases69. Also available were two health centres:
Alejandro Dávila-Bolaños, in the Northern sector of the city,
and Monimbó, in the South, as well as 15 health posts.
The basic epidemiological indicators up to July 1998
showed a general mortality rate of 12.4 per 10,000 inhabitants,
an infant mortality rate of 3 per 1,000 live births, a maternal
mortality rate of 23.1 per 100,000 live births, and a perinatal
mortality rate of 4.8 per 1,000 live births70.
A study made on the National Population Policy7t
revealed that, during the 1990-1995 quinquennium the general
mortality rate was 6.4 per 1,000 inhabitants (that was, 64 per
10,000 inhabitants), the infant mortality rate was 52.3 per 1,000
live births, and the maternal mortality rate was approximately
160 per 100,000 live births. By comparing these indicators it
can be clearly seen that those for Masaya were very much below
the national average.
According to a health study72, the main causes of
mortality were vascular brain accidents, diabetes, acute heart
69
70
71
72

Mayor's report, without a date, page 26.
Ibid.
Government of Nicaragua, Social Cabinet, PolIrica Nacional de
Población Ministry of Social Action, 1996.
Rosa Argentina Madriz, Diagnóstico de Salud del Municipio de Masava,.
Ministry of Health, Municipal Term of Masaya. Masaya, 26th June 1998.
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attack and chronic alcoholism, while the causes of morbidity
were acute diarrhoetic diseases, acute respiratory diseases, high
blood pressure and diabetes. Worth mentioning was the fact that
three vaccination campaigns were expanded to cover 99.6% for
measles, 93.6% for DPT, and 93.8 for poliomielitis.

Some of the health problems that affect Masaya were
related to the generation of liquid waste in the amount of
approximately 3,100 metres/day. The study cited indicates that
"the customs and idiosyncrasy of the population contribute to
the generation of flows of residual waters and the multiplication
of puddles in some streets and neighbourhoods, which constitutes
an epidemiological and environmental pollution risk"
(Translator's version of the quotation); the study adds that there
was a deficit of at least 2,000 latrines in the settlements of the
municipal term's perimeter and rural areas, which forced their
residents to defecate in the open.

The rubbish generation and collection problem was
equally important. Even taking into account the efforts that the
Mayor's office made in this respect, illegal dumps were a risk to
health partly due to a diminished collection capacity, and to poor
education in sanitary matters, There were at least five illegal
dumps located at the Southern side of the Central Cemetery, by
the Rincón del Amor Motel, at Las Sabogales, in the Los
Chilamates neighbourhood, and in the Heroes and Martyrs
neighbourhood.

Alcoholism was also one of the main threats against
health and citizen security; this was made evident by the data
shown in the social and economic section, as well as in this
section, where it appeared as one of the main causes of mortality.
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5. Education
At the beginning of 1998 there were in the municipal
term of Masaya 108 schools, or which 63 were urban and 45
rural. The global student population at that time consisted of
36,118 students, who represented 31% of the total for the
Department (11 6,509).
Of the total of 36,118 students, 64% corresponded to
elementary (regular and multi-grade) school, 24% to high school
(regular and distance education), and 11 % to pre-school (formal
and non formal) education, the remaining 1% corresponding to
adult and to special education.
The difference between initial enrolment of 36,118 and
the student population in July 1998 (37,305) showed that 1,184
students had dropped out of school (206 at pre-school level, 795
in elementary school, 179 in high school, and 4 in adult
education), good retention levels prevailing as a trend (95% at
level, 97% in elementary school, and 98% in high
pre-school
'
school)
The situation through which the high school was going
deserve
careful analysis since it related to citizen security.
should
During the first two months of 1998 only 60% of the students at
that level passed in all subjects, while those in elementary school
showed an 85% rate of success. According to some interviews,
economic problems that were affecting many families could have
been pressing them to concentrate their efforts basically on the
73
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All the information on education shown below was provided by Mr.
Vicente Martinez, Departmental technician of the Ministry of Education
in Masaya.
In 1991 initial enrolment was of 30,681 students, of which 26,638
remained at the end of the period. In 1995: 34,307 a the beginning and
32,690 at the end. In 1997: 36.944 at the beginning and 32.572 at the
end
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day-to-day search for subsistence means, thus neglecting their
children who, on account of their age, would more likely become
involved in other activities rather than study. Other additional
factors would have to be considered also, such as single mother
homes, unemployment levels, and the values crisis among others,
which could be having such effects on the preparation of youths.
There was a total of 921 educators in the municipal term,
of which 725 were in the urban area and 196 in the rural area;
the student/educator ratio was 40 students per teacher. The

average distance that a teacher had to travel in the urban sector
was approximately three kilometres, 16 in the rural sector, most
of them walking, followed by those using bicycles, motorcycles,
buses and taxis, the latter on very few occasions75. In 68% of
the cases the schools could be reached over a paved road, in
15% of the cases over an all-weather road, and in 17% of the
cases over a trail. The municipal term was divided into 4 sectors,
each with 27 schools managed by a technician who was given
per diem amounting to 100 cordobas per month.

In any event, the educational situation of Masaya was
better than in many other parts of the country, its average
corresponding to fourth grade in elementary school and ninth
grade in high school. The literacy rate was aproximately 74%
and the illiteracy rate 26%; these percentages were encouraging
if compared to the national indicators showing an illiteracy rate
of approximately 50%.

6. Housing
There were 20.272 private homes in Masaya, of which
77% were in the urban area and 23% in the rural area, which
75
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Estimates of distances, transportation means and types of routes were
provided also by the above-mentioned Mr. MartInez.

Citizen Security in Central America:
Situational diagnoses

confirms the urban nature of the municipal term. The number of
inhabitants per home was 5.79, that was, slightly higher than the
national 5.1 figure76
In our opinion, the 5.79 inhabitants per home figure
disguised reality, since there were thousands of very small homes
(one or two rooms) where more than one family lived; this
reflected the level of poverty and overcrowding that prevailed,
which resulted in harm to health, low performance in school,
promiscuousness, and inappropriate conditions to consolidate
values that would strengthen citizen security. An example of
this situation was the aboriginal neighbourhood of Monimbó,
where approximately 16% (14,125) of the Masaya municipal
term's urban population lived, with an average of 6.57 persons
per home77; again, cases of homes where two, four and even
more families lived were frequent; similar scenarios were found
in the Las Malvinas and other neighbourhoods.

According to some sources using figures from the
Mayor's office78, the deficit was of at least 7,000 homes; this
led to the phenomenon of "merging,"79, that was also due to the
poverty of many families. On the other hand, a study by
MASINFA indicates that the income-poverty relationship does
not always indicate the existence of housing problems, since there
were cases of individuals with incomes of up to 350 dollars or
more, who were affected by severe housing problems.

76
77
78
79

1995 National Census, Volume II, Housing.
Calculated on the basis of information provided by Mr. Marcos Membreflo,
"Ethnic identity in Monimbó," (in Spanish), in Encuentro, III epoch,
No. 40, 1993.
Masaya sin Fronteras ("Masaya without borders" - MASINFA), an
organisation that is promoting a low-cost housing programme among other
initiatives.
("Allegamiento") the gathering together of one or more families in one
home.
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2..

Historical and cultural aspects

Masaya was located where the aboriginal Diriega
territory and the Monimbó aboriginal community were originally
established; in the XVIII century approximately one third of the
population of what used to be the province of Nicaragua was
concentrated here. Historically, as can be observed, this area
had always been densely populated.
The Monimbó community always distinguished itself
for its arts and crafts and its community spirit. Textiles, in cotton
and other fibers, ceramics, basket weaving, carpentry, and leather
and stone work constitute a part of its productive and cultural
heritage. Today, its arts and crafts were concentrated in the San
Juan (hammocks) and the Monimbó neighbourhoods80.
During colonial times, the cattle ranching activity conducted by Spaniards and some of the mestizo populationwas maintained simultaneously with the arts and crafts activity
of the aboriginal population; this created a point of encounter
for the purchase and sale of livestock and arts and crafts, an
atmosphere of market relations that was possibly related to the
Masayan earnings-seeking spirit that keeps taking them to
wherever such earnings can be made81.
Of relevance was the festivity of Saint Jerome, one of
the country's oldest popular celebrations. A carnival known as
Toro Venado ("the deer bull") was organised as part of this
festivity, where sacred and prophane elements mixed into a strong
criticism of the established order by the indigenous community.
The essence of this festivity was a ritual where the need to become
reconciled with the defied authority was expressed82.
80
81
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For a study of the arts and crafts subject, see Elodie Saizenstein,
"L 'arrisanat a Masaya (Nicaragua)", University of Paris X - Nanterre,
1995-1996.
Documentation from the Municipal Archives of Granada.
Information provided by historian Miguel Angel Herrera.
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B

Crime

In order to determine the status of crime in the country
and in the area selected, data from the statistical yearbooks of
the National Police were used, placing emphasis on the offences
that were, at the same time, the most serious and frequent. Data
for the 1993-1997 period were indicated for this study, the general
trends of crime and main criminal categories being analysed
separately.
L

General trends

1.1. With respect to the national level, table 16 shows a
steady and substantial increase in the officially-recorded crime
rates between 1993 and 1997 (108.7 offences per 10.000
inhabitants in 1993; 117.4 in 1994; 117.7 in 1995; 129 in 1996;
and 135.6 in 1997). During the period under consideration, the
total increase in such rates was 24.7 %.
According to the table mentioned, the following
comments can be made:
" offences against individuals represented, in 1997, 38%
of the total number of offences; crime rates rose by
53.6% during the period analysed;
"

in 1997 the most frequent forms of offence were injuries
(22.7% of the total); threats (5.5%), rape (2%), and
homicide (1.1%);
" although between 1993 and 1997 there was an increase
in crime rates by 65.6% in the case of injuries, 53.1% in
the case of threats, and 50% in the case of rape, homicide
rates declined by 25%;
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"

In 1997 offences against property accounted for 57.1%
of the total, with an increase by 10.9% during the 93-97
period;

"

the most frequent forms of offence under this category
in 1997 were theft (16.8% of the total), robbery with
force against objects (16%), livestock theft (5.8%), theft
with intimidation and violence (4.4% in each case),
damages (3.4%), and fraud (3.3%);

"

with the exception of livestock theft and theft with
intimidation, whose rates have declined respectively by
27% and 22.1 % during the period under consideration,
the rates for the rest of the offences have increased:
damages (58.6%), theft with violence against persons
(50%), theft (36.5%), and robbery with violence against
objects (4.8%); the fraud rates remain the same.

"

by combining the preceding data it was possible to
observe that the most frequent offences between 1993
and 1997 were injuries (22.7% of the total for 1997 in
the country), theft (16,8%), and robbery with force
against objects (16%); that year these criminal categories
represented 55.5% of the total of offences reported to
or discovered by the police; other violations that were a
matter of concern although showing clearly lower
percentages were: livestock theft (5.8% of the total in
1997), threats (5.5%), theft with intimidation and
violence against individuals (4.4% in each case), and
damages against property (3.4%):
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Table 16
Nicaragua. Criminal activities by criminal category
total and rates per 10,000 inhabitants (1993-1997)
Offences

1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate

Against the
individual 13,089 33.6 15,500 38.6 17,934 43.3 19,821 46.5 23,824 51.6
Homicide *
Rape
Injuries
Threats
Against
property

785
712
7,274
1,916

2.0
1.8
18.6
4.9

Total
*

1.8
714
2.2 1037
22.4 10,121
5.5 2,761

1.7
670 1.6
703 1.5
2.5 1095 2.6 1249 2.7
24.4 11,617 27.3 14,230 30.8
6.7 2,826 6.6 3,468 7.5

27,211 69.8 29,185 72.6 28677 69.3 32,183 75.5 35,744 77.4

Theft with
force
8,112 20.8
Theft with
violence
1,580 4.0
Theft with
intimidation 3,018 7.7
Theft
6,526 16.7
Fraud
1,752 4.5
Livestock
theft
4,200 10,8
Damage to
property
1.128 2.9
Others

733
906
8,991
2,212

2,094 5.4

8,067 20.1

7,775 18.8

8,990 21.1 10,061 21.8

1,859 4.6

2,020 4.9

2,400 5.6

2,954 7.3
7,655 19.0
1.864 4.6

2,615 6.3
7,965 19.2
1,931 4.7

2,849 6.7 2,761 6.0
9,300 21.8 10,541 22.8
1,972 4.6 2,064 4.5

4,249 10.6

3,395 8.2

3,538 8.3

3,652 7.9

1,349 3.4

1,569 3.8

1,761

4.1

2,138 4.6

2,489 6.2

2,126 5.1

2,979 7.0

3,060 6.6

2,768 6.0

42,394 108.7 47,173 117.4 48,737 117.7 54,983 129.0 62,628 135.6
This includes assassinations and murder of a parent.

Source: 1991-1995 Statistical compilation and 1996 and 1997 statistical yearbooks,
National Police, Ministry of the Interior.
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drug-related offences (cultivation, trade and traffic, and
especially possession and consumption in 1997
represented only 1.6% of the offences recorded;
however, this percentage does not correspond to reality,
since the dark figure with respect to this category was
usually very high in all the countries;
1.2 Table 17 indicates that the evolution of crime in the
municipal term of Masaya during the same period generally
followed the same pattern as at national level. In this sense:
"

it was noticed that, between 1993 and 1997, there was
an increase by 83.8% in the rates per 10,000 inhabitants,
although the rates for all offences declined between 1996
and 1997;

"

in 1997 offences against individuals represented 36.3%
ofthe total and, with the exception of that same year, the
rates rose by 102.6% during the period under
consideration;

"

in 1997 the most frequent forms under this category of
offence were injuries (27.7% of the total), threats (5.9%),
rape (2.5%) and homicide (0.2%);

"

although between 1993 and 1997 their rates rose by
126.5% in the case of injuries, 58,8% in the case of rape,
and 57.5% in the case of threats, the homicide rate had
declined by 50%;

"

in 1997 offences against property accounted for 45.1%
of the total, and their rates for the 1993-1997 period
increased by 61.3%.
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in 1997 the most frequent forms under this category of
offence were theft (16.6% of the total), robbery with force
against objects (13.6%), fraud (4.5%), robbery with
violence (3.3%), livestock theft (2.7%), theft with
intimidation (2.6%), and damages (1.7%).
Table 17

Masaya. Criminal activities by criminal category
total and rates per 10,000 inhabitants (1993-1997)
Offences

1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate Total Rate

Against the
individual

213

19.3

512 44.8

549

46.4 673

Homicide *
Rape
Injuries
Threats

4
19
146
44

0.4
1.7
13.2
4.0

3
32
381
96

0.3
2.8
33.3
8.4

4
39
391
115

0.3
3.3
33.1
9.7

8
0.2
56
4.6
490 40.1
124 10.1

3
0.2
34
2.7
378 29.9
80
6.3

Against
property

333

30,2

693

60.7

637

53.9

808 66.1

616 48.7

84

7.6

216

18.9

203

17.2

247

20.2

186

14.7

55.0

495

39.1

Theft with
force
Theft with
violence
Theft with
intimidation
Theft
Fraud
Livestock
theft
Damage to
property

17

1.5

52

4.6

45

3.8

63

5.1

45

3.6

40
122
37

3.6
11.1
3.4

34
252
64

3.0
22.1
5.6

49
244
75

4.1
20.6
6.3

65
261
94

5.3
21.3
7.7

36
227
61

2.8
17.9
4.8

18

1.6

25

2.2

28

2.4

26

2.1

37

2.9

15

1.4

50

4.4

43

3.6

52

4.2

24

1.9

Others

101

9.2

246

21.5

373

31.5

386

31.6

Total

647

254 20.1

58.7 1451 127.0 1559 131.8 1867 152.6 1365 107.9

*
This includes assassinations and murder of a parent.
Source: Report prepared especially for this research by the Masaya National Police.
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The population for 1993 and 1994 was estimated on the basis
of the annual differences of preceding years.
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"

with the exception of a generalised decline between 1996
and 1997 in almost all offences under this category,
which, it should also be said, did not show a clear upward
trend, there was an increase during the period under
consideration only in cases of fraud (41.2%) and
especially livestock theft (41.2%);

"

by combining the preceding data it was possible to
observe that the offences most frequently committed
between 1993 and 1997 were injuries (which in 1997
represented 27.7% of the total in the area), theft (16.6%)
and robbery with violence (13.6%); these three forms
of offence represented almost 58% of the total number
of offences reported to or discovered by the police during
that year; other troubling violations committed at
considerably lower rates were threats (5.9% of the total
in 1997), fraud (4.5%), robbery with violence against
individuals (3.3%), livestock theft (2.7%), theft with
intimidation (2.6%), and rape (2.5%);

"

in 1997 drug-related offences (cultivation, trade and
traffic, and especially possession and consumption)
represented only 1.5% of the total number of offences
recorded for the area under study; however, with respect
to the national level, it would be appropriate to caution
again that the dark figure was usually high for these types
of offence;

"

the total of offences recorded in Masaya in 1997
represented 2.2% of the total for the country; in terms
of percentage, offences against persons and property
represented 2.1% and 1.7%, respectively.
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Out of 966 offences reported or detected, 53% were
committed out in the streets and 47% in homes, especially on
Sundays (20%), Saturdays (18%), and Mondays (14%), between
4 in the afternoon and 8 in the evening (23%), and between 8 in
the morning and noon (20%). Out of 796 individuals arrested
by the National Police 88% were first-time offenders and 12%
were recidivists. Fifty-seven percent of adult victims were males
and 34% were females; the remaining 9% corresponded to
adolescents (between 13 and 17 years of age) of both sexes.

1.3. The results of the public opinion survey and a number
of interviews conducted with community members in the area,
made it possible to complete and qualify these statistical data.
This was, obviously, another level of reality that was generally
based on perceptions.

According to this source, there were great contrasts
the
among
opinions of the persons interviewed concerning
whethercrime had increased or decreased over the past few years:
most of them (92.7%) felt that crime had increased at the national

level, but only 28.7% felt the same with reference to their place
of residence, 36.3% having even expressed that crime had
actually declined83. Those who, for the most part, expressed
that crime had increased in the area were persons with lower
incomes and no school education or with a college education,
while persons over 50 years, with higher incomes and at a
technical level expressed that it had declined.
The main causes alleged by those interviewed who
believed that crime had increased in the area were, above all,
83

According to a 1998 survey taken with a sample of 400 homes within
Managua's urban area by the Strategic Studies Centre of Nicaragua
(CEEN), entitled (in Spanish) "Citizen security perception: some data"
(hereinafter referred to as CEEN), 87.5% of the persons interviewed
expressed that crime had increased during the preceditig year.
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unemployment (27%), and the use of drugs (16.3%) and, to a
lesser degree, police inefficiency (4.3%), alcoholic beverage
consumption (4%), and lack of severity on the part of the judges
(1.7%)84. According to the interviews conducted with members
of the National Police and a group of citizens of the Masaya
municipal term, there was consensus in the feeling that the main
causes of crime in general were poverty, unemployment,
alcoholism, the family and moral value crisis, delayed justice,
overcrowding in the homes and the lack of human, material and
financial resources.
In addition to commenting on the subject of increasing
crime rates and the causes thereof, the area's residents expressed
their opinion about the most serious crimes that were committed
in the country. More than half of them (51.7%) mentioned rape
and, in descending order of importance, homicide (14.3%),
assault in the street with intent to steal (10.7%), attack with a

weapon (9%), and kidnapping for ransom (7.7%); other criminal
acts such as drug-related offences (4.7%), burglary in the home
and fraud (1% in each case) were hardly mentioned by those
interviewed. This perception was not consistent with the data in
Table 18, which indicate that the most frequent offences at
national level were injuries, theft and robbery with force against
objects. On the other hand, such inconsistency did not apply to
Masaya since, according to interviews held with key persons of
the community, the most troubling crime-related problems in the
area were injuries, theft, robbery with force against objects and
fights, mainly during weekends and festivities, which coincides
with the figures in Table 18.

84
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According to the CEEN survey, the causes for the increase in crime in
Managua were unemployment (47.4%), gang proliferation (18.8%) and
narcotraffic (15.6%); and the greatest increases recorded corresponded
to theft (69.5%), narcotraffic (44.8%), murder (39%), sexual aggression
(33.5%), drug consumption (30.2%), and aggression by gangs (27.5%).
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Surveys were often useful to overcome the dark figure
of crime problem, since they provide more reliable data on the
reality of crime. This was accomplished asking those interviewed
if any of the persons who lived in the home selected had been

the victim of any offence over the preceding year. The survey
taken in Masaya reveals that a small percentage, 13.7%, of those
interviewed expressed to have been the victim of some offence
during the preceding year85; the offences most frequently
committed were assault in the street with intent to steal (6.7% of
the total), burglary in the home (4.3%), and rape and attack with
a weapon (each 1%). Street attacks involve mainly young, lowincome males. In general, the interviews corroborated these data.

People who had been the victims of at least one offence
were also asked a number of questions about certain
circumstances concerning the incident. The offences, which
generally involved one or two violators, were committed
especially in the home, in the neighbourhood or subdivision, on
the bus, in the street, and near the workplace, and were committed
especially in the months of May, January, June and December,
on Saturdays and Fridays, between 4 and 6 in the afternoon.

.. Main criminal categories
2.1. Concerning injuries which, as already pointed out,
constituted the most frequently committed offences, on the basis
of interviews conducted with key persons from institutions and
the civil society involved in this field, it was possible to observe
that the factors most commonly related to the perpetration of
such offences usually were alcoholism, overcrowding in the
homes, unemployment, and the value and family crisis.

85

However, according to the CEEN survey, 37.5% in Managua.
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This criminal category was expressed through domestic
and public violence, that is, violence at home and outside the
home. Violence at home, usually by male adults, was related to
alcoholism, children and home support, unemployment, and the
small size of many homes. Violence in public occurred especially
at amusement centres (taverns, dance rooms, pool rooms,
discotheques, etc.) and increased during the patron saint festivities
of Saint Jerome, which started at the end of September and ended
in November.
In contrast with Managua, injuries did not seem to be
related to gang fights, a criminal phenomenon not yet structured
in the municipal term; alcoholism was unanimously blamed as
the main cause of not only injuries, but numerous other offences
in the Department and in the municipal term of Masaya.
2.2. Theft, which in 1997 represented 16.6% of the total,
was mainly due to unemployment, the gullibility of those affected,
and the lack of surveillance. According to the report of the
National Police86, one of the main causes was the gullibility of
those affected, who left their goods unprotected, the main targets
being home appliances, staple grains, bicycles, perishable
products, clothing and cash. According to some interviews, most
affected were individuals with low and medium resources who
needed the goods stolen to make a living, thus finding themselves
in greater poverty and uncertainty with respect to the future.
The police felt that its inability to maintain more of a
presence in the area due to the insufficient number of constables
on the force was another factor that contributed to the perpetration
of this offence. Under such circumstances, the possibility to
rearrange the distribution of constables on the basis of how
severely the areas were affected was being studied; this, it was
expressed, "...would calm down those affected and improve our
response capacity and police duty projections."
86
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2.3. Something similar occured with burglaries where
force against objects was applied, basically affecting the same
social sector. One of the main causes for this type of offence
was the bad condition of locks, latches and the like in some
buildings, which made them easy targets for offenders. On
occasions the goods stolen constituted subsistence tools (for
instance, an iron which may be used by the woman of the house
to make a living).

On this subject the police report indicates that "robbery
with the use of force was a priority issue because of its social
repercussions, since the people affected were at a low social level
(the poor), and this involved the only goods they owned and in
some cases these were the tools with which they made a living.
This offence was committed against 70.5% of the buildings of
the urban area of Masaya."

2.4. Concerning rape, there was consensus that the full
force of the law had to be applied, and that police, psychological
and social assistance had to be provided to the victims. The
moral and family value crisis, poverty, alcoholism and the
offenders' certainty that nobody would notice their felony and
therefore would not be punished for it, were elements that related
to the perpetration of such offences
According to the police record, this offence was
committed or attempted when the victims were alone, when
overly confident parents left the victims with some relative, by
irresistible force, in the face of poverty (the violator promised
the victim some economic reward), or in amusement centres.
Since this offence was related to others of a sexual nature,
it is appropriate to mention that between January and May 1998
27 reports for sexual offences, 10 for rape (and 2 attempts), 7 for
abuse, 5 for statutory rape, 2 for kidnapping, and 1 for sexual
harassment were recorded in the Masaya Department. Also
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received were 215 reports for physical, psychological and sexual
mistreatment, 175 reports having been recorded. Seventy-six
percent of the victims were housewives; 19% students; and 5%
professionals. The days on which they were most frequently
committed were Sundays and Saturdays between 4 in the
afternoon and midnight. The places where they were most
frequently committed were the victim's home, public streets,
amusement centres, and schools.

Almost all persons interviewed stressed the need to
implement measures intended to fight this type of offence, which,
among other things, had a negative impact on the health of the
citizenry.

2.5. Concerning theft with intimidation, a police source
stated, among other things, that out of 36 offences in 1997, 15
were committed in the outskirts of the city and 21 at the center
of it; that the level of danger was high in these cases, since 7
long weapons, 19 short weapons and 10 knives were used, in
addition to the fact that in some cases the offenders were wearing
camouflage suits. The goods targeted were company trucks
loaded with daily consumption products, payroll vehicles,
personal objects, cash and bicycles. The participation of
volunteers played a very important role to clarify this.
In 1998 12 out of the 21 cases reported involved bicycles,
6 cash, 1 alight vehicle, and 2 were thwarted. The level of danger
had somewhat declined, but it maintained itself: knives were
used in 10 cases; short weapons in 9; and long weapons in 2.
Four groups of bicycle thieves were dismantled with the
assistance of victims, who collaborated by recognising the
offenders.

2.6. On the subject of internal affairs during 1993-1998,
the police had to cope with, among other occurrences, attempts
to bomb electric power facilities, weapon fire against
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governmental offices, bombs set in churches, and shootings in
certain places of the city of Masaya, mostly during 1993-1995.
Also of importance were invasions of land, demonstrations,
strikes, student marches, and disturbances against the peace.
2.7. Lastly, traffic accidents were becoming another
puzzle against citizen security both, in Nicaragua, and in the
municipal term of Masaya.
According to the balance drawn up by the Traffic Safety
department for the months of January-May 199887, death by
traffic accidents increased in Nicaragua between 1997 and 1998
by 15%, that was, from 177 to 204; the same applied to the
number of accidents, which went up 16%, from 4,016 to 4,670,
while the number of persons injured rose by 11 %, from 1,472 in
1997 to 1,639 in 1998.
Most traffic accidents continued to occur in Managua
(69%), Masaya coming in fourth (2.9%) after Leon (5.2%), and
Matagalpa (4.3%).
Comparing the number of homicides in the municipal
term of Masaya in 1997 and 1998 with the number of deaths in
traffic accidents, it can be noticed that the latter outnumber the
former: while there were 3 homicides each year, 8 died in
accidents in 1997 and 4 during the first months of 1998, children
under 15 accounting for 45% ofthe total. If the 1993-1998 period
were taken into account, there were 13 homicides and 42 deaths
in traffic accidents. In this sense, the report of the Head of the
Masaya Traffic Department indicates that "accidents were like
the worst epidemics that affects the society in the municipal term
of Masaya," and that "an immediate and decisive solution in all
social and governmental sectors had to be found."
87

Balance of the work done by the department of Traffic Safety at national
level, January-May 1998, National Police, National Traffic Safety
Directorate, Managua, July 1998.
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There were 5,610 vehicles in the municipal term's record,
broken down as follows: vans (1,737), sedans (1,687),
motorcycles (852), trucks (519), buses (418), "varu" type vehicles
(311), and trailers (86). Non-motor vehicles included 25,000
bicycles, 818 horse-drawn wagons, 80 horse-drawn carts, and
600 push carts.

The following were among the causes of accidents,
according to the report: lack of definition of primary and
secondary roads; b) non-correspondence between circumference
angles and the direction of the traffic in at least 40% of the cases;
c) lack of definition of a traffic circuit for either urban or interdepartmental freight and passenger traffic; d) the three-kilometre
stretch of the Pan American Highway had a density of 8,000
vehicles per day, of which 350 were buses for which there were
no stopping bays (the monthly rate of occurrence of accidents
along this stretch was 45%); e) both sides of this same highway
were densely populated but there were no pavements for
pedestrians; there were no traffic fences or jiggle bars, and
therefore pedestrians were unprotected and more exposed to be
run over by a vehicle; the fact that 70% of the schools were
located by the road aggravated the situation; and f) in most
cases passenger buses did not comply with safety standards
(number of doors, years in use, etc.).
Concerning other factors that cause accidents, the report
stresses "the circulation of bicycles, carts, and wagons subject
to no operational or administrative control, whereby both, the
safety and continuousness of the traffic, and the life of those
who drive such vehicles were placed in danger." Furthermore,
according to police reports, there was a deficit of 30 traffic
policepersons in the municipal term of Masaya.
C.

Feeling of insecurity

The opinion survey results show that the residents of
the Masaya municipal term were essentially concerned about
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the main national problem: unemployment, regarded by 60% of
those interviewed as the most serious problem in the country.
Crime came in only sixth (3.3%), after health (11%), poverty
(8.7%), public corruption (8%), the cost of living (4%), the loss
of traditional values (2%), education (1%), and housing (0.7%)88.
As can be seen economic problems were the main cause for
concern for the citizenry, unemployment, poverty and the cost
of living being mentioned in almost three fourths of the answers.
With respect to crime, most troubled were people over 50 with
little education (from no school education to elementary school).
Interviews with some representative residents of the municipal
term confirm these results.

Concerning the level of security of the area selected,
estimated on the basis of the likeliness to be the victim of a serious
crime, a feeling of security prevails in Masaya. In fact, 61% of
those interviewed, especially persons over 50 with high incomes
and a better education, felt very safe and safe in their
neighbourhoods (19.3% and 41.7%, respectively), while 36.8%
stated to feel not too safe and unsafe (16.3% and 20.3%); only
2.3% felt that the neighbourhood was very unsafe. In contrast
with this opinion, only 7% expressed to feel very save and safe
in the rest of the country; 53% not too safe, and unsafe, and
39.7% very unsafe, especially older persons with higher incomes
and some formal education89.

The interviews made in the area, as well as an analysis
of the news disseminated through the media (television, radio
and the printed press) indicate that there prevailed a similar safety
perception. In general, and unlike residents in other parts of
88
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In Managua, the CEEN survey indicated that the main problems were
unemployment (70.5%), poverty (23.3%), crime (20.5%), corruption
(18.8%), low salaries (12%), and drugs (10.8%). As can be noticed, again
economic problems were ranked first among the concerns of the citizens.
In Managua, 5% of those interviewed expressed to be very safe, 40%
safe, 43.8% unsafe, and 6.5% very unsafe.
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Nicaragua, Masayans do not feel they will be murdered, attacked,
intimidated or hit. The following were some popular expressions
that show the good level of security that prevailed in Masaya:
"we can sit and talk outside by the door without any fear," "I
close the shop at nine at night and walk home," "of course, we
can go about wearing jewelry plates, bracelets, necklaces, and
everything," "Masaya was different to Managua's hell," "you
go to the market here and it's very unlikely for someone to steal
your pocketbook or something else," "it wasn't until recently
that they wanted to rob some company trucks," "some parts of
the city were safer than others," and "there were no gangs, but
they might start to appear."

However, when a conversation was held with citizens
who had income and housing difficulties and the hope to improve
their lives, they expressed a feeling of insecurity because of the
meagreness of their economic resources, the lack of employment,
drugs and certain establishments such as pool rooms and taverns,
as well as their mistrust concerning the administration of justice
since, in their opinion, well-off people obtained better results. It
was also felt that offenders from other Departments came to
operate in Masaya particularly during the long patron saint
festivities.

This does not mean that numerous persons interviewed
would not have adopted certain measures to protect themselves
from crime, the most frequent one being the purchase of a
watchdog (38.3%); this was followed by the installation of bars
and grills in the homes (25.7%), the hiring of a guard (20%) and
the organisation of the residents of the neighbourhood (15.7%);
in contrast, only on few occasions (6.7%) was assistance from
the police sought, and a weapon purchased (4.3%). The measures
adopted were associated especially to the purchasing power of
those interviewed.
In conclusion, and on the basis of interviews and the
experience of the police, it seemed that offenders operated
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especially in limited resource neighbourhoods, causing great
damage to low-income families whose working tools or things
they may have been able to buy were stolen. On the other hand,
families with means feel a certain insecurity, but at tolerable
levels; thus, in contrast with what happens in Managua, they
were not continuously worried about crime.
D. State policies
Having examined briefly State policies in sectors that
can, because of a relationship they may in principle have with
crime prevention, contribute to a better application of the action
plan, criminal policies that were more directly related to this
problem will be analysed in greater detail.
1. In general
1.1. In terms of education, governmental policies give
to
priority
pre-school and elementary education; expanding the
coverage ofthese two levels (especially in rural areas); reducing
the current gap between expenditures on primary school students
and expenditures on college students; reducing school desertion
(an important criminological factor); reforming the curricula;
improving the infrastructure; and raising the level of training
for teachers90.
In this context, the education delegation in the municipal
term of Masaya had established curricular transformation,
automatic advancement, flexible advancement, decentralisation,
and education on values as its operational axes. A curricular
transformation was being made currently at first to fifth grade
level and there were four model schools in the Department (one
90

Social policy of the Government of Nicaragua, August 1997, Social
cabinet, Managua, Nicaragua.
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in La Concepción, one in Nandasmo, and two in Masaya).
Automatic advancement consists of the automatic passing of
children in the first and second grades, while flexible
advancement was applied in multi-grade schools, where the
students were bound by the rhythm of agricultural production,
that is, they were out of school for certain periods and advanced
upon returning with the help of the teacher. Decentralisation
sought autonomy and identification of ways in which schools
could raise their quality and be more efficient. The education on
values initiative started in June of the year the study was made,
in five schools where "education in the faith" courses (which
sought to reinforce values such as respect, tolerance, dialogue,
etc.) were taught; efforts were made also to improve studentteacher relations through preparation and qualification of
educators that belonged to the DOCAN Movement (Catholic
Educators of Nicaragua).
1.2. The global health policy was aimed at modernisation,
incorporating the different social sectors into the search for
solutions to its main problems. Priorities in this sector were
integrated care for women and children, combating
communicable and re-emerging diseases, environmental hygiene
and health, and the strengthening and broadening of reproductive
health coverage. In Masaya it was felt that work was being
effectively done to modernise health, strengthen the MINSA,
reinforce hospital care, reform social security, and implement
new strategies.
1.3. In the field of childhood and family, the Nicaraguan
Childhood and Family Fund (FONIF) was making progress in
the improvement of legal, material and psychological protection
of children who suffered from ill treatment, abandonment, and
sexual abuse; at the same time it sought to help and assist the
family according to its possibilities and the needs of each case91.
91
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This fund was in charge of 104 children's cafeterias (for
lunch) in Masaya, that were being stocked by the World Food
Programme, for a total of 6,888 children. The Fund maintained
control not only of their nutrition, but of their height, weight,
etc. It also provided assistance in psycho-social cases under its
consideration, of abandonment, vagrancy, rape, sexual abuse,
and addiction to toxic substances. Dung the first quarter of 1998
26 cases of partial abuse, 11 of ill treatment, 5 of initial and 4 of
continued vagrancy, 3 of sexual abuse, 15 of marital conflicts,
96 of minor disputes, and 22 of conflict in the father-children
and 5 in the mother-children relationship were processed.
1.4. In the economic context the National Small Busines
Support Programme (PAMIC) developed plans aimed at
supporting small businesspersons in the marketing of their
products nationally and internationally, providing advice to
organise them into co-operatives and groups of shops; offering
technical assistance in design and quality; and helping them
participate in Central American fairs.
1.5. Lastly, the Mayor's office had a Community
Relations Directorate that studied needs expressed by the
community; this was a link between the municipal government
and the inhabitants through which the authorities learned about
their problems and sought ways to solve them jointly.
2. In the field of penal law
2.1. Penal legislation was either obsolete or showed
numerous important gaps. The Penal Code dates back to 1974,
the Law on the Carrying of Weapons to 1937, and, although
reformed later, the Penal Procedural Code dates back to 1879;
in addition to this, the country lacked a juvenile penal justice
legislation. A substantial reform of all the legislation in this field
was beginning to be considered.
247

Inter-American Institute of Human Rights

Concernig the police institution, whose role was of basic
importance concerning crime, in May 1998 the National Police
had some 6,220 members92, which meant a ratio of 15 constables
for every 10,000 inhabitants, or one constable for every 705
inhabitants. Its personnel was distributed as follows: 592(10%
) in executive positions; 4,106 (66%) in the operational field;
909 (15%) in administration; and 613 (9%) on the beat; 20% of
the personnel consisted of females, and 80% of males.
The National Police had 112 of its members in the
municipal term of Masaya, the ratio being approximately of one
constable for every 1,000 inhabitants, that is, lower than the
national ratio, which was 705; the deficit was thus estimated at
231 constables93. Of the total number of members, 74 (66%)
were in the operational area and 38 (34%) were in administration.
The impact of this deficit became evident when the population
expressed the feeling that the presence of the police was
insufficient; the public opinion survey confirmed this, since
77.3% of those interviewed felt that the police patrolled their
neighbourhoods or areas infrequently (23.3%), very infrequently
(23.7%) or not at all (30.3%); only 16.3% felt that the police
patrolled the area often and 5.3% very often.
At Departmental level, there were five attorneys-at-law,
2 fifth-year and 2 fourth-year law students, and 2 higher technical
education students in the police command; at constabulary level,
there was an attorney-at-law, 2 senior technicians, 14 middle
technicians, and 20 basic technicians. All of them had attended
seminars on gender, traffic safety, forestry, the children's code,
human rights, forensic medicine, civil security, criminal
investigations, and drugs.
92
93
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Report of the Personnel Division of the National Police, Reporte de
estado defuerzas a mayo de 1998.
Report of the Personnel Officer of the National Police in Masaya (July
1998), and information provided by the Cadres Division of this
institution.
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For some years the police had been working on the
strengthening of its relations with the population of the municipal
term of Masaya, where, according to a report of the institution94,

6th July of the year the study was made, 29
voluntary police posts manned by 248 policepersons. There were
also 9 committees of support to the maintenance of the voluntary
police posts; 6 crime prevention committees; 27 community
surveillance committees comprised of 528 persons; 104 private
there were, to the

company guards;
watchmen.

175 physical protection workers;

and 78 street

With the intention of co-ordinating efforts with the
community, the National Police, according to its report, held
meetings with the residents, health care centres, the MED,
MARENA and SILAIS, to discuss issues relative to
environmental health, campaigns to clean the environment, tree
planting, etc.

In general, there prevailed the feeling that the occasion
was ripe to deepen the relations between the police and the
community, thanks to which citizen security was likely to
improve.
At a workshop that the institution organised with the
community on the 26th1 of last March95, the latter expressed that
there should be better communications from the police to the
community; that they were affected by lack of financial, technical
and human resources; that it was necessary to raise the academic
level within the ranks of the police; and that certain isolated
cases of abuse of authority should be corrected.

94
95

Report of the National Police in Masaya, July 1998.
Report of Commissioner Rend Ortega, Chief of the National Police of
Masaya, to Commissioner General Luis Chavez-SoIls, Deputy Director
of the National Police, Masaya, 2nd April 1998.
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The survey conducted in the city of Masaya provided
the data necessary to evaluate the National Police.
In the first place, one out of three persons who stated to
have been the victims of an offence (31.6%) reported it to the
competent authorities. The main reasons alleged for not reporting
offences were, mainly, the impression that the competent
authorities would do nothing about it, lack of evidence, the feeling
that the offence was not too serious, not knowing how to report
the incident, and fear of reprisals. All reports were filed with the
police, although in terms of results expected there were no
positive consequences, since, according to 3.3% of those
interviewed who had filed reports, the authorities did not do
anything (1%, however, expressed that the case had been
solved)96.

In the second place, 27% of those interviewed stated that
the service provided by the police in the neighbourhood was
very adequate (1.7%) or adequate (25.3%), while 71% felt it
was not too adequate or not adequate at all (37.3% and 33.7%,

respectively).

In the third place, one out of every three persons
interviewed in the area (36.6 %) felt that, in its action against
crime, the police violated human rights always (14.3%) and
almost always (22.3%), while 21.3% felt that they rarely (7%)
or never (14.3%) violated them; 35.7% expressed that any such
violation was contingent on the situation. These results were
corroborated by those obtained through other questions intended
to gather the opinion of the citizenry concerning the institutions
that had either violated human rights the most, over the preceding
year, or instead protected them. With respect to the first question
96
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These answers can be related to those of the CEEN survey in Managua,
according to which the police attacks crime very strongly (3.3%), strongly
(15.5%), weakly (51.5%) and very weakly (26%).
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the police was second (with 20%), after the Government (with
27%), and, as to the second question, the police institution came
in only in fifth place after human rights organisations, the Catholic

Church, the Judicial Branch, and the Government. These opinions
must be weighed if we take into account what violation of human
rights by the police or other State organisations means to any
citizen; in this sense, it was not possible to compare occurrences
so different from each other as those that could result from the
slow or incorrect handling of a case by public officials versus
those that could result from any police intervention which, by
the very nature of the force, would be always or almost always
regarded of a repressive or an authoritarian nature.

Lastly, for the citizens of Masaya the police was the
institution they trusted the most for their personal protection
against crime; this was the opinion of 3l% of those interviewed;
next were private guards -such as park, neighbourhood and
company guards and street watchmen- (28.3%) and the army
(12%); however, 26.7% of the population interviewed expressed
its lack of trust in any of the above.
As can be seen, there was a considerable contrast between
police strategies intended towards greater and more fruitful
collaboration with the community, and the generally negative
opinions of the citizens. If this was taken into consideration,
perhaps one of the major accomplishments of this Project will
be an improvement of the image of the police institution,
especially thanks to the application of collaboration mechanisms
between it and the population.

2.3. Concerning other sectors of the penal system relative
to judicial matters, there was a Court of Appeals in the Masaya
municipal term that served the Departments of Masaya, Granada,
Rivas, and Carazo; a civil district judge, a penal district judge, a
local civil judge, and a local penal judge were established in said
municipal term. There were approximately 40 lawyers in
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Masaya, of whom at least 25 practiced litigation in the municipal
term while the rest did so in Managua.
There were no prisons in the municipal term, and
assistance services to the victims of offences were provided
through some non-governmental organisations, especially those
that helped women who had been the victims of violence within
the family, rape, etc.
After gathering the opinions of professionals directly
associated with the administration of justice, common
conclusions were drawn concerning certain difficulties being
faced by the system, such as the delaying of justice, the lack of a
judicial career, limited facilities without room for the public,
and insufficient and scarcely qualified personnel.
The public opinion survey taken in the area shows quite
acritical attitude by the citizens with respect to the judicial system
as a whole. In fact, for 90% of the population the performance

of said system was fair or bad; and 59.3% felt that it had become
worse over the preceding year, older individuals with lower
incomes being the most critical97.
Despite such negative opinion, the cited survey revealed
that the great majority of the residents of Masaya (77.3%) was
willing to collaborate with justice if given a chance to do so.
This opinion was shared especially by young people with higher
incomes and at a higher educational level. The main reasons
97
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In Managua the CEEN survey indicates that justice administration in the
country was very ineffective (18%), ineffective (16.5%), effective
(10.8%), and very effective (1.3%), and that its main problems were
judicial corruption (39.5%), lack of budget resources (37.3%), and lack
of knowledge of the law (36.5%). Furthermore, the population interviewed
felt that justice was not the same for all (61.5%) and that judicial decisions
were not expeditious (91.3%); the system was somewhat trusted (58.8%)
or not trusted at all (34%).
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with
alleged by persons who were not willing to collaborate
lack
of
knowledge
justice were fear of reprisals, lack of time,
about the laws and procedures, lack of trust in the penal system,
and transportation difficulties.
2.4 The aforesaid lays out the problem of crime-related
State policies and strategies. In this respect, the opinion survey
indicates that the main governmental actions should be to improve
the economic condition to prevent crime (this was the opinion
of 51.3% of those interviewed); increase the number of
constables (17.3%); intensify the severity of punishment
(10.3%); create crime prevention programmes (5.7%); expand
the inmate rehabilitation programmes (5.7%); build more prisons
(4.7%); and provide employment to the people (2%). As can be
seen, there was predominance of repressive over preventive
solutions. 98

On the other hand, the survey conducted in the area
shows that 30.7% of those interviewed -especially young people
with lower incomes and no school education- were in agreement
with the intervention of armed groups outside the law (of the
death squadron type) for the elimination of offenders on their
own (66% were in disagreement); and that 57% accepted that
groups of neighbours from their neighbourhood or subdivision
become armed likewise to combat crime on their own (42% were
in disagreement).

With respect to the possible application of the death
penalty as an important measure in the struggle against certain
serious forms of crime, 43.3% of those interviewed were in
agreement -especially for crimes such as homicide (28.3%) and
98

This attitude was in contrast with that expressed in Managua, where,
accoding to the CEEN survey, almost all of those interviewed (93.8%)
expressed that with stronger actions on the part of the police the streets
would be safer (52.5% was very much in agreement, and 41.3% in
agreement).
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rape (14%); on the other hand, 55.3% expressed to be against
the death penalty, especially men with high incomes and no school
education99.
Lastly, opinions were divided as to the often discussed
matter of whether human rights protected more the innocent and
the victims of crime than the perpetrators of the offences; thus,
28% of those interviewed felt that they protected more the
innocent and the victims; 29.3% felt that greater protection was
afforded the offenders; and 34.3% felt that all were protected
equally without distinction.
E.

Civil Society Initiatives

Civil society citizen security initiatives in the area
selected corresponded to the organisations mentioned below.
1. The Women's Centre was an independent not-for-profit
organisation; it was created in 1988 as an initiative of a group of
professional women to assist the women. The National Assembly
granted it legal status in 1989.
Its mission was to work with low-income women of
reproductive age and with male adolescents mainly from the
urban centre, by providing gynaecology services, education, a
documentation centre, and legal and psycho-social advice. A
large number of the women who approached it suffered from
injuries due to violence in the family triggered by alcoholism,
idleness, and unemployment.
99
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The opinions were very similar in Managua, where, according to the
CEEN survey, 40.8% of those interviewed were in favour of the death
penalty, and 55.8% against. More than half (53.1%) of those in favour of
this penal measure feel it was an adequate means to reduce crime (23.8%
expressed to be very much in agreement and 29.3% in agreement);
however, 25% was in disagreement and 12% very much in disagreement
with this hypothesis.
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2. The Women's Group was born in 1994 as a not-forinstitution.
Its information brochure indicates that it was
profit
aimed at the strengthening of the Autonomous Women's
Movement and the Feminist Movement, which strove for the
empowerment of autonomous women's groups and the
engagement into gear of local, national, and Central American
co-ordination mechanisms. They dealt with cases of family
violence, ill treatment, abuse, rape, etc., and concentrated their
attention on the low-income population.
3. The CHISPA Foundation started its operations in 1990
with a micro-credit and an urban training programme in the city
of Masaya. It had been financed with funds from MEDA, ACDI
Canada, the Canadian Grain Bank, the Catholic Relief Service,
PAMIC, and Nicaragua-Canada counterpart funds contributed
by the Government of Nicaragua through the Ministry of External
Co-operation.

Worthy of special note among its objectives was the
strengthening of small businesses and other urban and/or rural
economic organisations, through financial and training services,
the encouragement of technical assistance activities, and the
provision of both, financial services to low-income families for
the improvement of their living standard, and consulting services
for other programmes and institutions.
4. The Small Business Support Foundation was a private
organisation whose objective was to support the initiatives of
low-income families and groups of individuals. It provided loans
ranging from 500 to 3,000 cordobas; instead of requiring
collateral they usually took into consideration the opinion that
the residents of the neighbourhood or persons with direct
knowledge of the applicants had with respect to the latter.
5. Lastly, the Masaya Without Borders organisation
(MASINFA) was founded in August 1988; the National
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Assembly gave it legal status in 1990. It encouraged social,
organisational and economic development; provided
accompanyment and technical, financial and organisational
support; and implemented sustainable, integrated habitat and
agro-ecological development projects. It had a participatory,
gender and environmental approach. At the time this study was
made it was implementing "Transatlantic Leap," a 600-home
project based on the integration of the State, the private sector
and the civil society.

F.

Action Plan

Like in the other countries and taking into account the
already mentioned criteria, the seminar held in December 1998
made it possible to establish the following activities and
organisations in charge for its implementation:
1. Creation of a Municipal Citizen Security Council
comprised of all institutions and organisations involved and
having an interest in this field, and appointment of an Executive
Committee.
Persons or entities responsible all the institutions
involved.
2. Establishment of subcommittees for specific subjects
such as crime and security, local resources, risk zones and groups,
citizen security education, family violence, and traffic education.
Persons or entities responsible Municipal Citizen
Security Council.
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3. Design and implementation of a surveillance and
patrolling programme for the areas where offences were most
frequently committed.
Persons or entities responsible National Police.
4. Intensification of police control over the use of
registered and non-registered firearms.
Persons or entities responsible National Police and the
community.
5. Control ofand sanctions to businesses where alcoholic
beverages and unopened liquor were sold in violation of the law.
Persons or entities responsible National Police and
the Mayor's office.
6. Design and implementation of an education and
sensitisation programme in the schools of the area and in the
community on penal legislation, crime, crime prevention, and
citizen security.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education
and Family Affairs, Judicial Branch, Office of the Attorney
General, People's Law Offices, the National Police, the Mayor's
office, and local media.
7. Regular meetings between the National Police and
the community on citizen security-related subjects.
Persons or entities responsible National Police and
the community.
8. Organisation of regular meetings between members
of the police, prosecutors and judges, to find joint solutions to
the problems of crime and insecurity.
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Persons or entities responsible Court of Appeals,
Office of the Attorney General, and National Police.
9. Design and implementation of sports, recreational and
cultural programmes for children and youths.
Persons or entities responsible Ministries of Education
and Family Affairs, National Police, and cultural sectors of the
area.
10. Design and implementation of operational plans on:
creation of ecological brigades, and repair and cleaning of roads,
pavements, channels, boarding platforms, etc.
Persons or entities responsible: Mayor's office, Ministry
of Education, universities, INAFOR, National Police, and the
community.
11. Installation of public phones connected to the police
in
the
most dangerous neighbourhoods.
posts
Persons or entities responsible ENITEL, PUBLITEL,
National Police and the community.
12. Design and implementation of a public electric power
programme in the most dangerous neighbourhoods.
Persons or entities responsible ENEL, Mayor's office,
and the community.
13. Design and setting into motion of a municipal and
Departmental information network on crime and insecurity.
Persons or entities responsible National Police and
Municipal Commission.
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