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This document is a summary made by the Central America Regional Report of Human 

Development (CA RHDR), in which the public safety crisis in Central America countries was 

analyzed from the following: (i) levels of crime, (ii) the safety problem perceptions measured 

through a survey on the seven countries belonging to the region made by the Latin American 

Public opinion Project (LAPOP) and (iii) a significant tightening of the public policies as a 

response to the situation.  The CA RHDR proposes an alternative view for the crisis from the 

DH perspective, and an explanation for the exceptionally high crime rates in Central America. 

Also the differences across countries, based on the breaking of the contract created after the end 

of the civil wars. Finally, the report provides a confidence building proposal through the 

establishment of a new "Central American good citizenship contract". 

  

 

 

1. The safety problems in Central America 

 
 It is understood that public security is one specific method for human security

1
, which 

can be initially defined as the universal protection against a violent or predatory crime. Public 

security is the protection of people's certain conditions or opportunities, -life, integrity, 

patrimony - against a specific type of risk (crime) that alters in a “sudden and painful" way, a 

victim's everyday life.  

 According to recent figures available for the entire world, Central America obtained 29, 

3 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2004, and it was only exceeded by the Southern 

                                                 
1
 One of the first Human Development World Reports quoted the expression "human security" in the 

following terms: "human development is a process of extending the range of options available for people; 

human security means that people can use those options in a safe and free way". PNUD. (1994), Human 

Development Report 1994, Bogota Tercer Mundo publishers, p. 26. 
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African region with 31, 7 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants.
2
 In other words: Central America 

would turn to be the most violent region in the planet, if those regions affected by intense 

political violence were excluded (e.g. the 88 homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants that 

Swaziland in the Southern African region registered). 

 Graphic drawing 3.1 shows a comparison of homicide rates during 2006 (last year with 

enough data to compare). The rates average in the seven countries (32) is equivalent to 

something more than three times the world rate and it exceeds the Latin American rate on 7 

points. However, El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, followed by Belize, have a more 

serious problem than the Panamanian, Costa Rican and Nicaraguan one. The first group of 

countries is above the Latin American average, it is also above Mexico, and it is even worse 

than a previously violent country like Colombia. The second group of countries (Nicaragua, 

Panama and Costa Rica), despite the fact it does not reach the Latin American rate, is above the 

world's average,  Europe and the Southern Cone countries of Latin America    

 

 
Graphic drawing 1. Homicides per 100,000 inhabitants 2006 
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Sources: 

Belie:  Joint Intelligence Coordinating Center, Belize Police Department 

Costa Rica: Yearbook of court statistics, the judiciary, Department of Planning, statistics section.  
El Salvador: Homicides Table, about the populations register base in 2007  

Guatemala: National Civil Police (NCP) 

Honduras: National Observatory for Violence 2006, based on National Police's data  
Nicaragua: National Police 

Panama: Public prosecutor's office statistics based on technical Judicial Police's data.  

World, Europe, Latin America, Colombia, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Jamaica and Mexico: Iberoamerican General Secretariat 
report, July 2008. 

(*) The world’s averages, Europe and Latin America belong to 2005 

 
As a result, violence resulted in the deaths of at least 65,000 Central American people during 

the last 5 years (2003-2007) and three countries (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras) are part 

of the highest criminal rates in the Latin American region.  

       Nevertheless, safety problems perception may be as crucial as objective data .As the 

frequency or severity of the criminal events increase- as objective uncertainty increases- the 

                                                 
2
Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development (2008): Global Burden of Armed Violence 

Report, available at http://www.genevadeclaration.org/pdfs/Global-Burden-of-Armed-Violence-full-

report.pdf 
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perception people in risk and the community have about safety problems has naturally 

increased, in fact, according to the trials, the perception about safety problems does not seem to 

increase significantly without a real growth of the criminal events.
3
. However, once the safety 

problems perception increases, it tends to create its own momentum influenced by different 

objective uncertainty factors. 

        The simplest way to get closer to people’s perceptions about their own safety is by asking 

them if they have been victims of a crime during a recent period of time.  That was 

exactly what we did in our Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) survey, and the 

results are represented on graphic 1 (red column). The survey was performed between January 

and February in 2008
4
, consequently its data belongs to 2007 (that means, a year different from 

the one used to talk about homicide). But, subject to this caveat, the incidence of the crime in 

Central America is a lot higher than what is on the official registers. 

 

 

 
Graphic drawing 2. Victimization in Central American countries 2008 
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Source: LAPOP survey for this report 

 

Graphic drawing 2 shows a second crime estimate (gray column) now as the amount of people 

reporting being victims at least of one specific crime (armed robbery, car theft or its parts, fraud, 

death threat, physical or verbal aggression caused by police officers, shooting, staving, sexual 

abuse, blackmailing and kidnapping). The second measurement shows higher numbers than the 

previous one, which indicates that people themselves underestimate the crime "real" incidence 

when the questions were not very specific. This survey corroborates that crime incidence is 

especially high in El Salvador and Guatemala and very low in Panama.  However, victimization 

in Nicaragua is classified as above Honduras, Costa Rica and even more above Panama, which 

is another call to be cautious when comparing crime levels among different countries. 

                                                 
3 See Zauberman, R. (2008). Victimation et insécurité en Europe: Un bilan des enqûetes et de leurs usages. Paris, L’Harmattan; 
Sabaté, J. (2005). L’enquesta de victimització de Barcelona i de l’Àrea Metropolitana, vint-i-dos anys. Barcelona, Institut d’Estudis 

Regionals i Metropolitans de Barcelona; Curbet, J. (2008). La inseguridad ciudadana. Barcelona, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya.   
4Between November and December in 2008 in Belize’s case. 
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We propose that the increase on the "crime problem" is both, because of the objective safety 

decay, and the social system imbalance that provides a growth in the frequency of crimes:  

unemployment, urban chaos or gun proliferation, for instance, are not only sources of crime, but 

also sources of intolerance and fear that result in the origin of "crime". In this sense, it is 

important to mention that safety problems perception is part of the problem, which means that 

this perception can both, obstruct the "rational solution", and attend the double challenge public 

policies should go through when improving the objective safety and subjective safety. 

 

2. Governmental policies facing crime growth 

 
 Due to the evident public safety crisis in the region, a brief balance on the politics and 

strategies that have been performed on past governments recently shows three moments since 

the peace agreements signature: demilitarization moment, modernization process, and the new 

tightening moment. We talk about "moments” rather than "stages" because of the sequence they 

followed in time, in fact they superimpose and entwine each other in diverse ways in each 

country. To sum up, we will affirm that the intensity has been parallel to the evolution to the 

safety problems in the corresponding country, that way:  

 

 - El Salvador and Guatemala went from suffering from high rates of political violence to 

high rates of ordinary crime; it is not strange to affirm then, these three moments are better 

defined apart in time. 

 -In Nicaragua, political violence disappeared and ordinary crime did not show a big 

growth; as a consequence, the "new tightening" has been lower.  

 - Honduras suffered a lower impact from wars, but there was a significant crime growth; 

its cycle is predominant but lower than Guatemala and Salvador.   

 - Belize, Costa Rica and Panama avoided armend conflicts but their ordinary crime rates 

have been increasing, fortunately, the cycle has been less noticeable in this three countries.  

 

3. An explanation for this phenomenon  

 
We affirm that crime levels in each country are close to be direct results of imbalances in each 

of the components that are part of its social system. 

 
Main social imbalances related to big crime incidence. 

Sub-systems Imbalances 

Demographic Abundance of marginalized men and youth 

Disorganized Urbanization 

Family Dysfunctional families 

labor Unemployment 

Economic New crime opportunities and offences  

Poorness, inequality 

Political Lack of Government’s legitimacy 

Institutional Police and justice’s lack of efficiency 

Cultural (social uses) Alcohol, drugs, possession and carrying of 

firearms  

Cultural (patters) Tolerance, violence or trap social legitimacy 

Potential victims underestimation 

  
Central America is going through a lot of imbalances, severely, that seems to explain its crime 

high rates. These imbalances damage the social solidarity and that is why crime levels keep 

increasing. 
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 However, rates and crime mode vary among Central American countries. The 

interpretation that we propose suggests that these differences are the result of three factors: (1) 

The different amount, nature and intensity of social imbalances that each country has; (2) their 

different forms to enter to the world order and the different impact from external pressures, and 

(3) their different institutional capacity to face the safety problems challenges.  

 All Central American countries are experiencing external pressure and all of them have 

had enough social imbalances to explain the high rates of crime in the region. Then again, there 

are notable differences on how they adapt to this pressures and more importantly, there are deep 

differences on the social imbalances nature and range that come from the history and social 

structure of each of the seven countries. The economic globalization, politics a culture have an 

influence on the internal imbalances creating the "scenario", "occasion", and "context" for crime 

to prove the different crime levels and modes for violent or predatory crime. These are not 

isolated factors, but they interact among them. Only the combination of the factors and the 

intensity levels of each one, could explain each country's situation.   

 However, when this group of factors can be identified, it is easy to understand why the 

countries belonging to the Northern Triangle Countries have a more severe challenge that the 

rest of the region. Not having in to account their numerous differences, El Salvador, Guatemala 

y Honduras share almost all the internal and external risk factors, while they barely occur in 

Costa Rica, followed by Panama and Belize. Nicaragua seems to be the exception. It has 

poverty and social exclusion, it had a dictatorship and war, it has consignments instead of 

services attracting investors... however, the homicide rates and other crimes are below the rates 

from the Northern Triangle Countries. This fortuned exception would appear to be due to both, 

a greater resilience of the social fabric and a better performance: Nicaragua is the most 

"traditional society in Central America. Nicaragua has a rural population and culture and also it 

has surrounding cities that survive on agriculture more than industries or edge technology 

services, and its population growth was slower and started to reduce earlier. In addition, the 80s 

revolution included an intense popular mobilization and created a network of organizations that 

worked on the sense of solidarity, at the same time actions like literacy training or the land 

reform had increase social cohesion.  

 

4. Building confidence:  A contract for the good citizenship in Central America 

 
There are two extensive attitudes although both considered erroneous among the population and 

even among Central American political leaders regarding safety problems: (1)  First, there are 

people who make emphasis on the complexity of the challenge even to the point of falling into 

fanaticism, which affirms there is not to much or even nothing what people can do. This people, 

with enough arguments, highlight crime causes are "structural", and also that current violence 

mainly comes from international forces, in addition, they argue there have been long periods of 

speeches, reforms and programs that have helped to little; (2) on the other hand, there  is a group 

of people who stand out the "safety problem" severity, even to the point of yielding in 

scaremongering which affirms that there is only one possible solution and it is obvious enough, 

but it demands making decisions and implementing drastic actions that our democracies are 

afraid of. These people also affirm that the impunity levels are really high and criminals must be 

punish therefore people support or claim for simple but "hard" solutions for a problem that 

indeed is really complex. 

Due to the skepticism expressed by some people and the ideologies exposed by other, it is 

useful to start with two observations: (1) Public safety problems do have effective solutions. 

The simplest way to corroborate this assertion would be noticing that crime rates vary indeed 

according to the country or city, and they go up or down with time in each place: that means 

crime can be reduced. Not only conditions are different in each country, but also systems and 

security and criminal justice entities have different effectiveness levels and of course, they 

usually improve or get worse with time.  On the other hand, and going against all oversimplified 
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opinions, there is no safety problem and there is no solution for safety problems. There is no 

magic or perfect solution but a repertory of solutions that can be applied to a specific situation 

in each country and in each moment. 

        Instead of fatalism or oversimplified perspectives, the important thing is to have the social, 

institutional and technical capacity to offer an effective treatment to all specific manifestations 

of crime.  We say that the capacity to apply the parameters and tool types involves three 

previous and essential conditions: (1) a social and political willpower strong enough to face 

public safety challenges seriously and lastingly and to ensure the participation of several actors 

required. (2) A well designed and stable Institutional system in which rational diagnosis about 

the problem, good strategies selection and integrated implementation can be possible. (3) A 

culture of knowledge where professional knowledge and values meet to apply the best available 

tools for threatening control over public safety. The first condition correspond to the social 

capacity strength, the second the institutional strength and the technical capacity strength. 

 The State’s command and reformist willpower of the authorities would have to be 

enough to overcome the obstacles to changes and to increase public safety. But the State is real 

and this implies an important role of society and the political leaders. Only they can change all 

the circumstances that are increasing the high crime rates in Central America. Besides, changing 

our way of living demands a "contract for the good citizenship" capable of decreasing anomie 

and force us to respect the law. This new contract is ambitious and unlikeable; but sooner or 

later we will have to adopt it if we really want public safety. History teaches that contracts or 

agreements of this kind are mostly pieces or work belonging to coalitions that have the 

necessarily vision and strength to put then into practice and support the reforms they want. This 

coalitions act within the State, from the political system and from the cultural entities. 

Successful coalitions cover all; progressive political leaders, officials of the three strands of 

power, spokesmen of political parties, political leaders, social or civic leaders, teachers, 

religious leaders, communicators, NGOs, labor unions, other unions and other participants of 

the civil society. On the case of public safety, there is a place and a role that can not be 

replaceable for professional communities in the sector: civil policies, courts, lawyers and all the 

experts on this field in general should support the initiative and the necessarily knowledge for 

the reformist coalition to cover its program. 

 The reformist coalition has many important tasks: (1) the first task is to move to social 

imbalance solutions to reduce the high crime rates in a meaningful and lasting way; this solution 

is called “contract for the good citizenship". (2) due to the fact that public security is a basic 

duty of the State and a complex challenge that today is not enough for the Public Safety and 

Criminal Justice Security Systems in Central America, it is necessarily to increase their 

capacity, efficiency, resources to prevent threatening and to process predatory or violent crimes. 

And, due to the fact that some of the public safety threatening comes from the world context, 

they can not be attended without the international community participation, specially regarding 

to cooperation among Central American countries and among the region, global centres of 

power and other surrounding countries. 

 

5. What is a good citizenship contract? 

 
A change on behavior and values has to be the point for consensus or for new agreement among 

Central American people. That is what we call "good citizenship contract". In other words, this 

contract consist on the commitment everybody acquires to follow the laws knowing that these 

laws affect everybody and that is essential we have the necessarily conditions to follow them. 

 The "good citizenship contract"
5 

would include three linked principles (1) Principle of 

legality. A protected society is that on which everybody follows the laws - because the first 

                                                 
5The idea of the "social contract" has been a point of discussion in ethics philosophy and political history, from Hobbes or Rousseau 

to Raws or Scanlon. On this document we present a summarized version where we do not analyze only some suppositions or 
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objective of these laws is to protect the associates’ life, integrity and patrimony. From this point 

of view is understood that respecting the laws has to be the core, the main objective and the first 

clause of the "contract" that guarantees public safety. (2) Principle of universality   but for 

everyone to accept the laws, they have to be fair- in other words, we have to perceive the laws 

as something fair- what implies the same treatment for everyone- or as "citizens"-: a second 

clause in the contract must include the universality of the law, which means the citizen’s 

relation with the state does not depend on his/her personal or particular conditions. (3) Principle 

of solidarity.  However, in real life there are marginalized or excluded people that need to 

include the social and economic order for them to be able to be participants of the contract. The 

third clause refers to "social inclusion" or to reduce distances between the goals the society 

imposes to individuals and the opportunities it gives them to achieve them.  

          All the previous creates obligations for the participants and on this case there are three 

well defined responsibilities: (1) the citizen follows the laws (2) the State ensures the 

universality, and (3) the State and the citizens with better opportunities improve the conditions 

for those who are marginalized or excluded.  

         This obligations are (or should be) claimable, not only "moral" (or worse- just rhetorical) 

and the contract needs the institutional, effective and specific social means to make this 

obligation reachable, which includes the Public Safety and Criminal Justice Security Systems, 

and it also involves from symbolic or cultural punishment, to adequate systems to redistribute 

income and other social opportunities.   

 In Legal language it would be said that the "objective" of the contract is to create or 

increase the "citizenship" level. And even if the expression can be used in different ways
6
, in 

this document, we use the original meaning (taken from Latin civis, citizen) as the group of 

attitudes and behaviors that a good citizen would follow to live in community and spread and 

practice the necessarily values to live in society. Citizenship is a matter of levels
7
, and the 

values that give support to the contract can be classified in three different ways, but in general, 

there are three "citizenship virtues": respect, sense of ownership, and the virtue of confidence.  

 -Respect for our purposes is the first and the main virtue: to respect the laws that protect 

everybody’s rights to live, personal integrity and patrimony. This respect is not only following 

the rules, but it goes deeper: to respect what is human in us, self respect and for others, respect 

among people and respect for things that belong to everybody and exist for all when we need to 

enjoy them.
8
.  

            -Sense of ownership is the awareness of being part of a community, nation, State, "us"- 

the ones who come from a common history and share the same destiny. 

 -The sense of ownership is misunderstood or overseen and it can even be a source for 

public safety problems: a good example of this deviation in Central America is the youth 

recognition with their "mara". But since it does not imply making "the stranger" my "enemy", 

belonging to a group contributes to the presence of respect - and allows the person to ask for 

respect-. Feeling that you belong to a group is also a condition to work for the group's benefit, 

or to express pride that is expected from a good citizen  

           -Confidence is extended to both, citizens and institutions, and to the authorities in charge 

of (it is thought) guarantee the social contract fulfillment. -Confidence is another name for 

certainly, on this case, it is the certainty of being respected within the group and by the group 

that we belong to and depend on. 

                                                                                                                                               
affirmations that specialized readers may appreciate: a good reading of the recent debate can be seen in Stephen Darwall (ed) 

Contractarianism, Contractualism, New York, John Wiley & Sons, 2008.   
6Sometimes in Central America the word “citizenship” is used to refer to patriotism or admiration for the countries institutions and 
interests. However, following the coexistence rules is an obvious way to protect the country’s interests.   
7There is "passive" citizenship that allows us to live peacefully and "active"citizenship that is participating in public life. Our 

"contract" only concerns to the first item, but its fulfillment needs the second one, as we explain further.  
8 Camps, Victoria  (2005), “the sense citizenship”, in Civism: Las claves de la connivance, Barcelona Metropolis Mediterranean, 

No. 6, Ajuntament de Barcelona, pp. 15-21, [online], available in: http://www.publicacions.bcn.es/b_mm/ebmm_civisme/015-

021.pdf, march 13th 2009. 

http://www.publicacions.bcn.es/b_mm/ebmm_civisme/015-021.pdf
http://www.publicacions.bcn.es/b_mm/ebmm_civisme/015-021.pdf


 
 

 8 

  

All this reflections try to support the main thesis of the Human Development report for Central 

America: through democracy, it is possible to improve citizen's public safety.  

 

 


