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United States foreign policy towards Central America is at a critical juncture. Washington is about to make a bad situation worse with respect to the region’s on-going War on Gangs. The U.S. has already helped to build a Rapid Response Force comprised of joint military and police units from Central America and Mexico allegedly to combat gangs and terrorism and created a special FBI Task Force office in the U.S. and in El Salvador to coordinate anti-gang operations in the U.S. and Central America. Now it is proposing a 3.5 million dollar military aid package for Guatemala and a 13 million dollar military aid package to El Salvador. It is also proposing to build an International Law Enforcement Academy to train the police and military forces of Central America and of Southern Mexico in anti-terrorist and anti-gang strategies and tactics. 

The War on Gangs is a set of policies, practices, and discourses that purport to solve the social problem of youth gangs through state repression.
 Although all street gangs are targets, the discourse is particularly focused on the Mara Salvatrucha (street-smart Salvadorans), commonly known as MS-13. The gang was initially organized in the mid 1980s by Salvadoran refugee youth for protection from older, more powerful established Chicano gangs in the areas of Los Angeles where they first settled.
  Los Angeles gang culture was later exported to Central America when members of MS and other Los Angeles gangs, such as its rival 18th Street, were deported to Central America. Since the mid 1990s, however, gangs such as MS and 18th Street have established cliques or chapters in Southern Mexico and in several major cities in the United States, such as Washington D.C., New York City, Miami, Baltimore and Atlanta. 
  

The War on Gangs gradually began to take shape in the mid 1990’s after 1996 immigration law in the U.S. facilitated the deportation of undocumented people serving more than two years in U.S. detention facilities.  From 1996 to 2003, for instance, the United States deported 70,000 people to El Salvador.
 As a response governments started implementing localized anti-gang measures and death squads emerged to kill youth thought to be gang members in Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala. However, in the few years since September 11, the War on Gangs has come to define the national security systems and political discourses of nearly every state in the region including Mexico. 
The War on Gangs in Central America and Mexico generally involve a set of draconian anti-gang laws, aggressive enforcement tactics that use civilian police forces, federal or national intelligence agencies, the military and (allegedly) clandestine paramilitary groups (death squads) to repress suspected gang members, and a propaganda campaign that seeks to win consent for such policies in civil society in the name of improving public security, protecting democracy, and or fighting terrorism. 

The United States has also begun to incorporate the War on Gangs into its domestic national security and immigration policy under Operational Community Shield (OCS). Launched in March of 2004, the function of OCS is to “deter, disrupt and dismantle gang operations.” The War on Gangs is enforced by the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) Immigration and Customs Service (ICE) in which DHS/ICE commandos conduct raids on the homes of suspected non-citizen gang members for deportation. Since its inception in July, 2004 it has resulted in the arrest of 1,415 individuals.
 Congress also passed the Gang Buster Bill that makes it easier for police to prosecute gang members and increases penalties for gang related crimes. In September of 2004 the FBI established the National Gang Intelligence Center to centralize intelligence on gangs in the U.S. and to share it with its international partners.
  

The War on Gangs in North America is currently manifested through the following national campaigns: 

1) Plan Super Mano Dura (Plan Super Iron Fist) and anti-gang laws in El Salvador; 

2) Plan Luz Azul (Plan Blue Siren) and the zero-tolerance laws in Honduras;

3) Plan Escoba (Plan Clean Sweep) in Guatemala; 

4) Plan Frontera Costera Sur (Southern Coastal Border Plan) in Mexico;

5) Operational Community Shield and Gang Buster Bill.    

Most recently the War on Gangs has also come to define U.S. foreign policy towards Central America. In 2005, the U.S. helped finance the creation of a regional Rapid Reponses Force comprised of Central American and Mexican police and military agencies to respond to terrorism and transnational gangs.
  Furthermore, the FBI has also created a special bi-national Task Force 


with offices in the U.S. and San Salvador to train regional police and military forces in anti-gang strategies/tactics and to coordinate transnational law enforcement efforts. 

In the summer of 2005 the White House announced that it is proposing a $3.5 million military aid package for Guatemala and a $13 million military aid package for El Salvador in 2006. The aid for Guatemala would violate a Congressional moratorium on military aid to Guatemala put in place in the 1990s because of the country’s mass human rights violations. Proposed military aid for El Salvador would make it the second largest recipient of aid in Latin America next to only Colombia. It would also be the largest increase in military aid to the country since Reagan exponentially increased military aid for the region in 1981. 

Furthermore, the U.S. is proposing to open an International Law Enforcement Academy (ILEA) in El Salvador that will began training Central American and Mexican police and military forces in anti-crime and anti-gang strategies as early as June 2006.
  

The ILEA will train nearly twice as many Latin American police and military agents per year than does the School of the Americas—now called the Western Hemispheric Center for Security Cooperation (WHINSEC). The curriculum, direction, and personnel for the ILEA will come from the U.S. State Department and Department of Defense and will be jointly financed by the United States and El Salvador.
The authors of this proposal make no reference to the history of training military and police personnel in the region at institutions like the School of the Americas. Indeed, such a reference would require the government to address the issue of U.S. officers training police and military personnel in methods of torture.   

 Like the School of the Americas, ILEA’s in other countries have used Department of Defense—U.S. Military—personnel as staff and as trainers. In fact some observers of the ILEA assert that it is “a known trainer in torture technologies.”
  Recent reports of U.S. secrete torture prisons in Eastern Europe and Thailand—which currently hosts a U.S. ILEA—should raise questions about the logic of opening up such an institution in a country and region with a recent history of U.S. intervention and human rights violations like El Salvador and Central America.
 Yet, the terms of the agreement for the ILEA do not have any language barring the use of torture or training in torture techniques and the use of U.S. military personnel from working at the academy. 

The U.S. claims that the base will be strictly for civilian use, however, they refuse to include language in the agreement that will bar Department of Defense and or military personnel from having a role in the base. Furthermore, the agreement has clauses that will provide diplomatic immunity for all U.S. personnel at the ILEA from the constitution of El Salvador and international law.
 This is particularly disturbing considering the history of abuse by U.S. military personnel in El Salvador and the Philippines where U.S. troops have been recently accused of murder and gang rape.

Furthermore current trends in U.S. national and international security policy illustrate that the United States is blurring the institutional lines that separate military and civilian police/intelligence institutions and is encouraging others to cooperate with this trend. Rumsfeld’s comments before Latin American security ministers in Ecuador illustrate this “cooperative” approach. “We have had to conduct an essential reexamination of the relationships between our military and our law enforcement responsibilities in the United States,” explained Rumsfeld. Later he added, “the complex challenges of this new era and the asymmetric threats we face require that all elements of the state and society work together.” 
 Given these trends it is likely that once the base is established the U.S. will likely use Department of Defense personnel at the academy either as staff or as instructors.

In spite of the flawed nature of the agreement and history of abuse by police and military forces financed and trained by the U.S., the training center is being promoted by top U.S. government officials and leaders in Central America as one that will improve public security, safeguard democracy, and combat gangs and terrorism. For instance, when Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice announced U.S. plans for the ILEA in June, 2005 she argued it was to “buttress democratic governance through the rule of law; enhance the functioning of free markets through improved legislation and law enforcement; and increase social, political, and economic stability by combating narcotics trafficking and crime.”

Central America certainly suffers from violence and high homicide rates. Yet, youth gangs account for a relatively small portion of homicides in the region. For instance, a United Nations study found that in 2003, only 8% of homicides in El Salvador were gang related.
 A separate study found that in Honduras, youth gangs account for 5% of the homicides.
 

To no surprise, the War on Gangs has failed to improve the public security situation of the average person in Central America. Instead it has led to a deterioration of the hard earned democratic reforms to come out of the Central American peace processes and to the emergence of a "neo-police state" that imposes a new form of urban low- intensity conflict that systematically violates the human rights of poor youth and heightens the repression of activists. 

 More U.S. military aid and training for the region’s military and police forces will make this bad situation worse. Much like U.S. military aid and training at the School of the Americas contributed to the escalation of the violent civil wars and mass human rights abuses in the region during the 1980s, the current proposals for military aid and training is likely to lead to the escalation of violence, a break down in the regions fragile democracies, and an exponential increase in human rights abuses and political repression. 

Thus this report urges policy makers to put a halt to the plans to build the ILEA, and not to release military aid packages to El Salvador and Guatemala. 

This report does not dispute that youth gangs are a serious social problem that needs government attention in Central America and Southern Mexico. However, current U.S. foreign policy threatens to repeat an old pattern seen before in the region and elsewhere. It is one in which the United States offers military aid and training to brutal and undemocratic regimes that systematically violate human rights in the name of protecting democracy from an internal enemy—guerrillas, narco-traffickers, narco-guerillas, terrorists, narco-terrorists, etc., yet the mission never achieves its stated goals, but becomes an endless war. 

U.S. involvement in and support for the War on Gangs is bad for the United States and bad for the people of Central America. It is bad for the United States because it will likely put more Central American blood on the hands of the United States Government and U.S. taxpayers. Furthermore like the War on Drugs it will ultimately result in “partnerships” with brutal authoritarian regimes, which will only further discredit the U.S. in a region that has historically viewed it as an imperialist power. 

Domestically, the War on Gangs in the United States is likely to result in an exponential increase in immigration from Central America and Southern Mexico as youth, most of whom are not gang members, flee government repression. Furthermore, as is already being seen, the War on Gangs is likely to result in more anti-immigrant sentiment and initiatives that target Latino immigrant youth, racial profiling, and as a consequence is likely to result in a sharp increase of the already burgeoning Latino prison population as well as deportation of tens of thousands of U.S. Latinos. 

U.S. support for the War on Gangs in Central America is bad for Central Americans because it will fail to achieve its stated goals of deterring the growth of gangs, improving public security, and strengthening democracy. This is partially because the policies adopted:
1. Ignore the social and economic factors that cause youth to join gangs in the first place; 

2. Undermine the very democratic institutions that the War on Gangs was supposed to protect; and 

3. Give rise to a neo-police state that systematically violates human rights and imposes a form of urban low intensity conflict on poor youth and to repress members of left social and political movements 

However, the underlying reason why the War on Gangs will not provide a viable solution to the issue of youth gangs and insecurity is because these policies are motivated by several factors other than improving public security: short sighted electoral interests and for winning consent for rebuilding the previously dismantled repressive apparatuses of Central American states by neo-liberal parties. In reality these two factors are interrelated. Winning elections by exploiting citizen insecurity, especially in regards to gangs, has proven to be a key strategy for right- wing parties to secure state power at the polls and for winning consent for rebuilding the repressive apparatuses of the region. This, in turn, is of the utmost importance for the neo-liberal elite of the region in order to maintain social control amidst growing social disintegration and for the repression of social and political movements that oppose their neo-liberal policies such the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) and World Bank funded/U.S. backed Plan Puebla Panama. 

In order to illustrate how the above argument is playing out on the ground, this paper will focus on one case: El Salvador. It does this in order to lay out in detail how the War on Gangs, has undermined fragile democratic institutions, led to the emergence of a neo-police state, the systematic violation of human rights of poor youth, and a dramatic escalation of repression against youth and activists. 

El Salvador is a crucial case study that indicates why the United States should not further escalate its involvement in the regions War on Gangs. First, the strategy and tactics used to wage the War on Gangs in El Salvador are reflective of those used in the region. Second and third, of all the Central American countries, El Salvador has been dealing with gangs the longest and has, by virtue of the infusion of gang culture from Los Angeles, become the gang culture "crucible" for other countries in the region.  Fourth, El Salvador has undergone the most far-reaching peace accords in Central America in which the military lost the most influence and where human rights institutions were the “strongest” relative to its neighboring countries. 
  Fifth, El Salvador is the host of several U.S. sponsored military and anti-gang initiatives for the region including the site for the regional ILEA. Finally, El Salvador is the country that is most closely allied with the U.S.-led War on Terror and has been praised by Washington as a “bastion of stability and democracy” in the region. 

The logic behind focusing on El Salvador is simple. If even in the best-case scenario the War on Gangs could lead to the weakening of democracy and human rights and the emergence of a neo-police state then this should motivate policy makers to rethink current policies towards the rest of Central America and Mexico where military-police and human rights reforms did not take place or were not institutionalized to the same degree as in El Salvador.    

Part I: Geo-Political Context, Salvadoran Police State, Peace Process, and Neo-Liberalism 

Viewed holistically, the array of anti-gang policies being implemented by the U.S. as part of its domestic security policy (Operation Community Shield, the Gang Buster Bill, National Gang Intelligence Center) and its foreign policy (FBI Task Force in El Salvador, Rapid Response Force, military aid, ILEA) suggests that the U.S. is laying down the military-police infrastructure for an extended military/police presence in the region. Unfortunately, Washington is likely to attempt to make the War on Gangs part of its War on Terror.  All that is missing is the ideological justification linking Latino gangs to terrorism to officially rationalize such a policy.  

An early effort to do this came in the October, 2004, when Honduran Security Minster Oscar Alvarez held a press conference announcing that his government had “proof” that an Al’ Qaeda operative met with members of MS-13 in Tegucigalpa.
 He later retracted his statement, but was quick to argue that he could not rule out that such a meeting took place. Such a link is far-fetched and highly unlikely. Nonetheless, the mere accusation of such a connection between gangs and terrorists is dangerous because it sets the ideological groundwork into play for pursuing the War on Gangs with the tools and institutions of the War on Terror.

Regrettably, this has been the dominant trend in U.S. national security strategy. As Tom Barry writes, “ After September 11 there was a major policy shift in national security…The counter-terrorism agenda soon dominated even in regions like Latin America and the Caribbean where there is no evidence (or even serious allegations) that the region is a base for either state sponsored or non-state international terrorism.”
 The trend is for U.S. policy makers to subsume regional and local problems under the logic of the War on Terror in order to assert U.S. hegemony via military aid, training programs, and security accords.  


A key element in facilitating this development is the discourse of U.S. officials that often speculate—wildly and without evidence—about a possible connection between gangs and terrorists, and or describe gangs as terrorists. One such policy maker is Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. Before the 2004 Security Ministerial meeting in Quito, Ecuador, Rumsfeld argued for greater security cooperation between the U.S. and Latin America to combat “the new threats of the twenty first century.” Threats, which in his view “recognize no borders. Terrorists, drug traffickers, hostage takers and criminal gangs form an anti social combination that seeks to destabilize civil societies.” 
 

Over the last two years, top military leaders such the commanding officers of the United States Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) made similar statements. SOUTHCOM is the headquarters for Washington’s military policies south of Mexico and has become the policy instrument of choice for U.S. foreign policy in Latin America.  According to United States Army Commander Bantz Craddock, SOUTHCOM’s commander, "The stability and prosperity of the SOUTHCOM AOR [Area of Responsibility] are threatened by transnational terrorism, narco-terrorism, illicit trafficking, forgery and money laundering, kidnapping, urban gangs, radical movements, natural disasters and mass migration.”

Gangs certainly are a serious social problem but they pose no threat to the national security of the U.S., Mexico or to Central American States. States have a right to design policies to deal with gangs. However, the history of repression in Central America and the role that the United States played in funding and training brutal regimes suggest that the current War on Gangs approach is dangerously reminiscent of old policies that resulted in systematic human rights violations and repression.  To understand this one must understand the roots of the Salvadoran police state and the role of U.S. foreign policy in Central America during the Cold War. 

 Salvadoran Police State 1932-1992 

Although President Francisco Flores was the first president in El Salvador to officially call his security policy against gangs Plan Mano Dura (Plan Iron Fist) in 2003, one must recall that the first iron-fisted policies used to repress specific social groups at a national level in Salvadoran society were implemented by General Maximiliano Martinez Hernandez in 1932. Martinez Hernandez, a known fascist sympathizer, ordered the massacre of 30,000 indigenous people. He did this by targeting indigenous people for wearing indigenous clothing, speaking their indigenous language, and practicing their customs in the name of anti-communism. One of the first steps taken by Martinez when he came to power was to replace civilian officials with military officers at the local and national levels of government. 

Martinez’s iron-fisted rule was made possible by the formation of a police state that consisted of the Salvadoran Military, National Guard, Hacienda Police, National Police and an extensive network of death squads that systematically killed off all opposition to his rule. Martinez repressed labor unions, indigenous groups, and banned the Communist Party of El Salvador. 

In 1944, officers within the Martinez government overthrew him. For the next 16 years El Salvador experimented with different military and military-civilian governments, some reformist and some reactionary.  In 1960 another military coup overthrew the latest result of such a military-civilian mixture and, the government of Lieutenant Colonel Jose Maria Lemus was born, which included some token civilians.
 

While Lemus was in power, the 1959 Cuban Revolution begat a contradictory U.S. policy response: the much-publicized democracy building Alliance for Progress and simultaneously a much larger counter-insurgency program.  The Alliance supported the building of infrastructure and a middle class; and supported the antithesis of democracy—a counter-insurgency program that resulted in the build up and modernization of the repressive forces of Latin America, in the name of anti-communism. The “strategy” would supposedly promote development and support strong military or joint civilian-military governments that could repress revolutionary movements. In El Salvador this translated into a growing relationship between the U.S. and Salvadoran militaries. 

The democratic goals of the Alliance paled by the mid- 1960s and, as in most of the hemisphere, rather than promote democracy; the U.S. encouraged the Salvadoran military to create a more efficient police state. It did so by sending the Salvadoran military a steady flow of arms and by training generations of Salvadoran officers at the United School of the Americas. 

The basis of this training was a national security doctrine that framed problems in terms of a Cold War logic. By the late 1970s, the Kissinger doctrine justified the Latin American military as an essential element in fighting an internal enemy working with external (Soviet-Cuban) forces. By framing local problems or conflicts in this doctrine U.S. policy makers were able to justify the “neutralization” of “internal enemies” working with “external forces” through a strategy called low-intensity conflict. Low-intensity conflict was designed to build up the repressive capabilities of nation states allied with the U.S. to annihilate internal enemies themselves as a way to avoid direct U.S. military intervention in the post-Vietnam era. 

Timothy Chase Dun, a leading research expert on the application of low-intensity conflict strategy on civilian populations, defines it as “the establishment and maintenance of social control over targeted civilian populations through implementation of a broad range of sophisticated measures via the coordinated and integrated efforts of the police, paramilitary, and military forces. One of the doctrine’s distinguishing characteristics is that the military forces take on police functions, while police forces take on military characteristics.”
   

The Cold War low intensity conflict model in El Salvador had 6 key elements: 

1. A propaganda campaign aimed at winning consent of the civilian population for state repression against “subversives.”

2. Draconian anti-subversive laws that allowed the government to incarcerate almost anyone it accused of being a subversive.

3. Control over the civilian population via checkpoints, home searches, massive round ups in public places, and government informant programs.

4. Military control over policing. 

5. The systematic use of death squads to eliminate enemies of the state.

6. U.S. military aid and training at the School of the Americas under the logic of the Cold War.  

The key element in this model was U.S military and training. When Reagan came to power in 1981, he dramatically increased military aid to El Salvador from $6 million the year before he came into power to $35 million, to $197 million in 1984.
  The Reagan administration sent an average of one million dollars per day to the Government of El Salvador to defeat the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) guerillas during his terms in office. By the end of the civil war in 1992, the United States had trained thousands of Salvadoran soldiers, sent hundreds of advisors. Indeed, the U.S. had financed, planned, and organized the War in El Salvador, through the United States Military Group in El Salvador (MILGROUP). 

By the late 1980’s at least six lieutenant colonels were working full- time with the High Command of the Salvadoran Military as planners, strategists, and tacticians.  United States military officers were also working with the Salvadoran Air Force and Navy, and by the late 1980’s they were on the ground with every brigade and every battalion. This does not count the U.S. “contractors” that were on the ground fighting and flying Salvadoran troops into combat missions for up to $12,000 for two weeks of flying combat missions.

U.S. military aid, training, and on-the-ground advisors provided the Government of El Salvador with the resources and know how to terrorize the civilian population. U.S. advisers and their Salvadoran clients both began to see the civilian population as supporters of the guerrilla. Using this prism, the Government of El Salvador killed union organizers, clergy people, and human rights activists. By the end of the civil war 70,000 Salvadoran lost their lives. 

The Peace Accords and U.N Truth Commission 

One positive outcome of the civil war between the U.S. backed Government of El Salvador and leftist rebels from the FMLN was the dismantling of the Salvadoran military’s police state. This change did not occur because of the good intentions of the Salvadoran Armed Forces, Salvadoran economic elite, or U.S. policy. It took a bloody civil war that that resulted in the violent death of 70,000 Salvadorans, the forced exile of nearly 1 million, the torture of tens of thousands, and the psychological trauma of a whole generation of youth that grew up in a war zone.

As a cornerstone of the peace process, the 1992 peace accords dismantled the 50-year-old Salvadoran police state. The FMLN would not have laid down their arms without guarantees that the state would no longer have the repressive capabilities to kill potentially demobilized guerrillas—as occurred in several other Latin American countries. 

The peace accords mandated the Salvadoran Military to change its name to Armed Forces of El Salvador (FAES); undergo a dramatic 50% troop reduction and placed a constitutional limit on the role of the newly named Armed Forces of El Salvador (FAES)—external security, defense from foreign enemies.  The peace accords also dismantled the old police institutions and called for the creation of a new National Civilian Police force (PNC) to be the sole institution responsible for internal security/public safety. Further, 60% of the PNC's new agents had to be recruited from the civilian population with no history of involvement with the FMLN or former state security forces. The peace accords established that the remaining 40% of PNC agents would be recruited evenly from the FMLN and members of the old security forces. 

One of the most important accomplishments in terms of policing was that the old national security doctrine became transformed into a public security ideology. Whereas national security doctrine had the military controlling the police to defend the state from internal enemies, the peace accords emphasized “public security as a service provided by the state to its citizens” and the civilian nature of police work. 

Furthermore, the peace accords created the Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights (PDDH), a state institution charged with insuring that human rights be respected and guaranteeing the implementation of the accords. 

Finally, the peace accords created the Truth Commission that was entrusted to publish a report giving an objective analysis of the atrocities that occurred during the war and make key recommendations to the Government of El Salvador and civil society. The ARENA government did not to publish the names of people in the report. Nevertheless, the 1993 report stated that the government killed 95% of the 70,00 people killed during the civil war.
 Moreover, the report pointed out that many of the officers trained at the School of the Americas, were involved with some of the most high profile murders and massacres of the civil war.  Among those high profile killings were: 

1. The assassination of Mario Zamora the governments Procurator General of the Poor on February 23, 1980.

2. The assassination of Monseñor Oscar Romero on March 24, 1980.

3. The rape and murder of the four American Nuns on December 2, 1980.

4. The massacre at El Mozote on December 10, 1981. 

5. The murder of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, and the housekeepers’ daughter at the Central American University on November 16, 1989. 

  The Truth Commission report also made key recommendations “In order to avoid any risk of reverting to the "status quo ante”, it advised the Government of El Salvador to “strengthen the proper balance of power among the executive, legislative and judicial branches.” In particular it emphasized, “one of the most pressing requirements if democracy in El Salvador is to be consolidated into the genuine rule of law is the transformation of its judicial system.” 

The Truth Commission also recommended “most emphatically that the guidelines for the new body be scrupulously observed. The demilitarization of the police is a big step forward in El Salvador and it must be ensured that there are no links between the National Civil Police and the former security forces or any other branch of the armed forces.” In the area of human rights the truth commission argued that the “constitutional force of human rights provisions should be reaffirmed,” including those not set forth in the Constitution and in other instruments such as human rights conventions binding on El Salvador” and that the Government do everything in its power to strengthen the office of the Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights. 

Finally, the Truth Commission called on the Government of El Salvador to promote reconciliation in Salvadoran civil society and recognized that this would require punishing those listed in the report for human rights violations during the war. Five days after the truth commission released its report, the right- wing, ARENA-dominated legislature passed a sweeping amnesty absolving both sides of the conflict from all crimes committed during the civil war.

In spite of reluctance by the Armed Forces and the ARENA-run government to comply with the peace accords and the recommendations of the Truth Commission, the country’s transition from war to “peace” was held to be a model for other post-conflict and post-authoritarian societies by several institutions and scholars. 
 Nearly 15 years later, however, the hard earned democratic victories to come out of the peace accords are in danger of being undone in the name of the War on Gangs. However, no analysis of the War on Gangs is complete without an understanding of how the neo-liberal model facilitated the growth of youth gangs in El Salvador. 

Neo-Liberalism and the Growth of Gangs in El Salvador

The Government of El Salvador, along with many academics and policy analysts often blame deportees for the emergence of gangs in Central America
. However, the emergence of gangs could not be understood out of the context of the declining social and economic conditions brought about by 20 years of neo-liberal economic reforms. Reforms, which disproportionately benefited the neo-liberal elite and negatively affected poor youth. 

Neo-liberalism in El Salvador was born on the back of the civil war. During the middle of the civil war, the U.S. started to support a fraction of neo-liberal elites, many trained at elite U.S. universities, to become the dominant economic and political class of El Salvador.
 This neo-liberal fraction came to power in 1989 with the presidential victory of Alfredo Christaini.  Christaini immediately secured loans from the IMF and World Bank.  As part of his agreement with the IMF-World Bank he began a series of privatizations and implemented  “austerity” measures by cutting social spending on education, health care, government aid to the poor, and removing subsidies on basic foods.  

As it did in many Third World countries that accepted the IMF-World Bank-US government model, poverty and greater inequality developed rather than the promised prosperity. For instance at the beginning of the civil war in 1980, 68% of the population qualified as poverty stricken. By 1999, the figure had jumped to 80%.  The United Nations Human Development Index (UN-HDI) ranks 175 countries based on an aggregate of social conditions such as education, housing, access to heath care, mortality rates, poverty, etc. A country ranked higher on the UN-HDI, is presumed to have better living conditions than a country ranked lower. According to the United Nations Development Index, El Salvador fell from 72ND ranking in 1990 to 112 in 1997. This represents a serious decline in the social and economic conditions facing the entire population.

The neo-liberal model further skewed income distribution. According to the United Nations Development Fund, in 1992 the richest 20% of the population received 54.5% of the national wealth, whereas the bottom 20% earned 3.2 %. Ten years later, in 2002, the richest 20% earned 58.3% of the national wealth whereas the poorest 20% of the population earned 2.4%.
  Ten years of neo-liberal reforms in El Salvador made the richest sectors of society far richer, while the poorest sectors grew poorer. This social and economic situation brought about by the U.S. backed ARENA party’s neo-liberal policies in combination with the country’s demographic profile created an ambience for gang culture to become an attractive option for socially excluded youth—not simply “criminal-minded” deportees from Los Angeles. 

Gang experts argue that the factors that lead youth to join gangs are 1) broken families, 2) poor educational performance, and 3) lack of economic opportunities and social exclusion.
  Youth sharing these factors in their life are much more likely to join gangs because gangs offer: a sense of home or extended family; economic support; and a sense of social inclusion. 

In 2003, El Salvador had a population of 6,600,000. Out of this population 54 % of the population was under 25.
 When one combines this demographic profile with the impact of immigration on the family structure one could see how many youth in El Salvador are growing up without their families. The rapid disintegration of Salvadoran families is reflected in the growing number of remittances sent by family members, usually a father or mother or other parental figure living in the United States. For instance, El Salvador went from receiving 11 million in remittances in 1980, to 1 billion 927 million in 2001.
 In 2003, at least 25% of all families in El Salvador received remittances.

Another key factor is that in the post civil war era, El Salvador did not develop its educational infrastructure. Indeed, throughout the 1990s it possessed one of the worst educational systems in the Hemisphere. A United Nations study found that El Salvador’s abysmal student-teacher ratio was only slightly better than that of the Dominican Republic, Gabon, and the Philippines during the early 1990s.
 

In 2003, the year that draconian anti-gang legislation was passed, there were 1,119,705 illiterate individuals in El Salvador, 35.11% of them between the ages of 7 and 18. Of the 1,807,382 school age children in El Salvador during 2003, 20% (355,875) dropped out. Of the 355,875 dropouts in 2003, 52.24% are between 16 and 18 years old. One of the main reasons for dropping out was to find employment.
 Such figures indicate that the emergence of gangs and their growth in El Salvador and the rest of Central America derive from economic and social crises brought about by war and two decades of U.S. backed neo-liberal policies.  

Few articles, policy reports, or news reports link these policies with the emergence of gangs.  But Salvadoran gangs did not magically appear because deportees from Los Angeles were able to convince youth that being in a gang is "cool," as the Salvadoran government would have the public to believe. Rather gang life became appealing to socially excluded youth in a system where millions of family members were torn apart seeking refuge from the civil war and or the deepening social and economic crisis facing the country after the peace accords.  

Part II: The War on Gangs and its Implications for Democracy in El Salvador 

The Government of El Salvador has declared a War on Gangs as its way of dealing with a social problem that is largely a product of its failed neo-liberal policies. By declaring war on a social group, ideology, abstraction a state indicates that it is mobilizing resources and institutions to neutralize an internal enemy. 

The government justified its war by claiming that gangs are responsible for most violent crime—especially homicides. Rather than provide an objective assessment of the main sources of violence in El Salvador and examine the social and economic conditions that gave rise to gangs, it blames deportees for the country’s high homicide rates and gang problem. Furthermore, it claims that El Salvador could not create the conditions for a prosperous democracy, unless it gets rid of youth gangs.

The War on Gangs officially began with the approval of Plan Mano Dura (Plan Iron Fist) under the leadership of Francisco Flores (1999-2003), of the Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA), and Plan Super Mano Dura (Plan Super Iron Fist) under his successor, from the ARENA party Antonio Elias Saca (2004-2009). 

Flores initiated his Plan Mano Dura in June of 2003 and Saca implemented his Plan Super Mano Dura right after his inauguration. Flores’ Plan Mano Dura imposed an anti-gang law that established mandatory minimum sentences for youth convicted of being gang members and made being a gang member punishable with three to six years of imprisonment.

Furthermore, the law used an elastic definition of what constitutes a gang member so as anyone who does any of the following “uses tattoos, symbols, or colors, to identify themselves, [and] meets habitually” could be arrested for being a gang member. Reforms to the laws made by the Flores administration made the mere act of associating with a gang member grounds for being convicted under the law. Furthermore, to enforce the law the government utilized joint police and military forces in counter-gang operations in which security forces round up youth in public places such as soccer fields and parks. Joint police and military patrols also conduct check points on busy highways and bus routes in which young men are forced to remove their shirts to be inspected for tattoos.

Super Mano Dura, implemented under the Presidency of Antonio Saca is taking the War on Gangs to a new level. 

Unlike the first Mano Dura, which was a six-month “emergency plan,” Super Mano Dura has 4 phases will end in 2009 -the end of Saca Presidential tenure.


Phase one included raids in public places as those used in the first Mano Dura. However, Super Mano Dura also utilizes mid-dawn raids modeled after tactics used by former New York City Mayor Rudolf Giuliani, in which commandos storm a home usually between 4:00 am and 6:00 am, hand-cuff and interrogate everyone in the household to apprehend suspected gang members. 

The second phase of Mano Dura stresses “citizens participation.” Yet citizen participation has translated into two things, “volunteer” home registration for search and seizure operations and a government informant program. In the search and seizure operations state security forces arrive at homes in popular communities and ask people to “voluntarily” permit them to search homes for suspected gang members, drugs and illegal arms. The stated goal of the measure is to visit as many homes as possible in order to create a national registry of homes with gang members, illegal firearms and drugs.  The Director of the National Civilian Police Ricardo Menses claims that registration is voluntary. However, human rights groups claim that the failure to cooperate with the “volunteer” search and seizure operations results immediate suspicion and forced entry and searches into homes. 
 

The government also depends on “anonymous tips" from citizens to tell them were gang members are staying. Once the government receives a tip of the whereabouts of a suspected gang member the PNC, backed by the military will conduct a “voluntary” home search. The director of the PDDH, Beatriz de Carrillo has also denounced the use of the secrete agents moving within the civilian population in the name of the War on Gangs.

In the summer of 2005, President Saca deployed 1,000 additional soldiers to patrol the streets of San Salvador as part of his Super Mano Dura policy. Although not officially part the Super Mano Dura, death squads have reemerged with the promise to “cleanse” the nation of gang members.

Failed Policies  

 
Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura failed to achieve their stated goals: they neither reduced homicide rates nor improved public safety. In fact, homicide rates rose slightly after Mano Dura was implemented. Data from the National Medical Legal institute shows that during 2002 there were 6.4 murders per day in El Salvador  (the year before Mano Dura was implemented) whereas in 2003 there was an average of 6.5 homicides per day. In fact, from January to August of 2004, the PNC determined that there was an average of 7 homicides in El Salvador per day.
 

Mano Dura also failed to reduce gang growth or help convict gang members. In fact, out of the 19,275 youth captured in Mano Dura raids between June 2003 and August 2004, 17, 540 (91%) were immediately released, while 771 (4%) waited trail, and 964 (4%) were convicted under the Mano Dura law.

More importantly, even if the government had wrongfully kept all 20,000 people it captured in prison since the Mano Dura was put into place, focusing on gangs would still have done little to improve the general situation of public security and homicides in El Salvador.  This is because in 2003 gang related homicides accounted for only 8% of the homicides in the country, according to a United Nations Development Program study. According to that same study, most homicides are motivated by other sources—mostly byproducts of common crime (assaults, armed robberies, kidnappings etc). The United Nations study also emphasized the severe situation of violence against women as being a major source of homicide and violence in El Salvador.
  In fact, the United Nations Special Rappateur on Violence Against Women, and Amnesty International, both pointed out that violence against women is a serious issue that the government has been neglecting for a very long time.
  This indicates that to really improve public security, the government would develop a public security plan based on a rigorous interpretation of the public security needs of the entire Salvadoran population and on the statistical reality of crime in El Salvador. This does not mean that it should not have specific policies to deal with youth gangs. The state has a right to deal with the question of gangs, but if it is going to be effective at doing so it must radically change its current strategy.  

Likely to Fail in the Long Run. 

The War on Gangs will fail because the ARENA government seeks to use violence and repression to deal with the issue of gangs while it refuses to adopt an alternative development strategy other than the one that give birth to gangs in the first place. 

Repression and violence is what gave birth to the Mara-Salvatrucha.  Initially, youth fled violence in El Salvador; later in Los Angeles they faced violence from established gangs and violent and corrupt police. The government of El Salvador’s War on Gangs is repeating the same vicious pattern. It may be true that gang members have less presence in the streets of El Salvador during the day. However, it does not mean that there are less gang members in El Salvador. In fact before Mano Dura most gangs operated under a loose and decentralized structure that may now be being driven underground and becoming more organized. 

Government repression also makes it difficult for organizations to work with gang youth that want to leave active gang life behind.  Youth are afraid to approach organizations that work with gang members and offer services such as tattoo removal, educational and vocational programs, etc., because they are afraid that being seen at their offices will lead to them being targeted for repression. As long as the government of El Salvador adopts repressive measures and criminalizes intervention and prevention work it will fail to meet its stated goals. 

Furthermore, rather than rethink the current neo-liberal strategy and attempt to create meaningful opportunities for youth the government of El Salvador signed CAFTA.  ARENA promised that CAFTA would strengthen democracy and create opportunities for poor Salvadorans. Yet, such promises ignore the fact that El Salvador has already had 20 years of neo-liberal economic reforms that resulted in a rapid deterioration of the social and economic conditions facing the majority of Salvadorans. CAFTA will only intensify and codify the neo-liberal model by locking El Salvador into a treaty with its neighbors and the United States.  


Ironically, the Salvadoran National Assembly approved CAFTA behind barricaded doors, at 2:00 am, as tanks, soldiers and police in riot gear held off protesters from the Popular Social Bloc and FMLN. 

War on Gangs Weakens Democratic Institutions   

The War on Gangs weakens the foundations of the fragile democratic institutions that its proponents claim they seek to protect. In fact, the Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura violate 

1. International human rights law;

2. The Constitution of El Salvador; 

3. 1992 peace accords; and 

4. The recommendations made by the  

    1993 U.N Truth Commission.

Violation of international treaties is a serious issue in a country with a history of human rights abuses and that claims it is struggling to establish the rule of law. Article 144 of the Salvadoran Constitution maintains that international treaties ratified by El Salvador should be embraced as national law.
 This includes the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the American Convention on Human Rights, the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man, and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Article 29 of the first Plan Mano Dura criminalizes anyone “found wandering about without an identity document in . . . any settlement, without justified cause or who is not known by the inhabitants.” This violates the free movement of parties within states protected in the American Convention of Human, Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  Moreover, Amnesty International pointed out that Article 37 (b) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, states that “detention or imprisonment of a child” should only be used as a last resort, yet Mano Dura uses detention of minors as the first resort.

The United Nation’s Special Rappateur on the Rights of Children, Inter-American Commission for Human Rights, among other prestigious institutions have also denounced Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura because they violate human rights. The fact that the government continued to pursue the Mano Dura after serious legal challenges were raised reflects a growing disregard for the rule of law. 

By implementing the Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura, the government has weakened the constitution and respect for the separation of powers between the Judicial and Executive branches of government. On April 1 2004, the Constitutional division of the Supreme Court of El Salvador declared the Mano Dura unconstitutional because it violated basic principles of equality before the law. President Francisco Flores criticized the judiciary. “At the end of the day,” Flores told reporters, “judges who say they cannot apply the law are siding with the criminal” 
and “we will fight until we overcome all obstacles thrown up by politicians and judges who are protecting these criminals.” 

Such statements undermine Article 172 of the Constitution, which declares court magistrates and judges “independent and subject exclusively to the Constitution and laws.” Furthermore, such statements violate the spirit of the Truth Commission’s recommendations that called for immediate judicial reform and encouraged the independence of judges. 

 
The policies used to wage the War on Gangs also undermine the rule of law and the spirit of the peace accords with respect to policing.  Under the Accords the National Civilian Police held exclusive police functions. The Accords created a constitutional provision that limited the role of the newly named and indoctrinated Armed Forces of El Salvador to the defense from external enemies.  Nonetheless, the government used Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura as pretexts to deploy the military to patrol the streets of El Salvador—with no time limit.  Some military troops had been deployed in the past; however, those deployments were always on a temporary basis until “more police could be hired and trained.” 

The War on Gangs also undermined the Office of the Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights (PDDH). According to the mandate of the PDHH it was supposed to be an institution that would “ensure respect for and the implementation of human rights" and to "promote legal or administrative challenges to protect human rights", and to" issue opinions on bills affecting the exercise of human rights”.
 

The Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights, Dr. Beatriz de Carrillo issued a open letter to the president detailing how Mano Dura violates the constitution of El Salvador as well as international human rights agreements that El Salvador is signatory to. She also issued a formal letter to the Organization of American States voicing her office's concerns to the Mano Dura. Nonetheless when Director Carrillo came out against the Mano Dura, in line with her constitutional duties, the President publicly attacked her for “defending criminals.” Soon afterwards she began to receive death threats.

Weakening the fragile democratic institutions of El Salvador through the War on Gangs could not have come at a worse time. It emerged at a time when the government of El Salvador ignored the key recommendation put forth by the Truth Commission to prosecute those named in the report for grave human rights violations. It also emerged in the face of a growing movement to reopen important cases by the victims, and the families of the victims, of state terror in the 1980s. 

Part III: Elections and the Neo-police state in El Salvador 
Viewed holistically the War on Gangs raises questions. If the government’s goal was to improve public security, why would the government focus its security policy on gangs when common crime, domestic violence, and other forms of violence against women accounted for a larger percentage of the homicides in El Salvador than gang related homicides? Furthermore, if strengthening democracy were the goal why would the government adopt policies that undermine democratic institutions?

One need not procure the services of Sherlock Holmes to answer these questions. Mano Dura policies were not designed to deter gang violence, improve citizen security, or to strengthen democracy; the policies were designed to win the 2004 presidential elections and to rebuild the state’s previously dismantled repressive apparatus in order to maintain social control and to keep the neo-liberal project afloat amidst growing resistance movements to the CAFTA, Plan Puebla Panama, and projects to privatize water and healthcare. Focusing on gang members provided the government with a way to distract the public with an easy target—youth gangs—to blame for the high levels of insecurity and economic misery.

On July 23, 2003, President Francisco Flores implemented the Mano Dura, just 8 months before the presidential elections to create the perception that ARENA party was tough on gangs. Their candidate, Antonio Saca ran under the slogan “Por un País Seguro” (For a Safe Country), meaning in favor of Plan Super Mano Dura. ARENA then portrayed Shafik Handal the FMLN candidate, as soft on crime. 


ARENA used the media to present an image of toughness. TV and newspapers offered a steady diet of photos and images of PNC officers and military troops rounding up young men with tattoos and taking them to jail to imply that ARENA was getting gang members off the street.  Yet, 91% of youth captured in these raids were released within 75 hours because judges could not prove that they were gang members. Nonetheless, for months before the elections the media bombarded the public with headlines that focused on gang crimes and of course steps taken by the ARENA Government to combat them.

An internal document sent to ARENA deputies in the National Assembly from the party’s leadership blatantly told them that they had to pass the Mano Dura legislation not because it would help reduce violence or because it would improve public security, but because it was central to the 2004 electoral strategy.
  The tough on gangs image provided ARENA with enough support to win the March 2004 elections along with help from the Bush Administration and Republican Congressmen.
 

Neo-police state  in El Salvador 

The War on Gangs not only carried ARENA to victory it also provided the ideological justification for the emergence of a neo-police state that imposes a new urban low intensity conflict (LIC) model of social control in the name of the War on Gangs. Rather than try to defeat “subversives” by maintaining social control of peasants in the countryside (guerilla sympathizers or potential guerillas), the Government claims to be going after gang members in the urban centers and aims to maintain social control over youth who are potential gang members or sympathizers in the eyes of the authorities. 

Gang members become the cohesive element that allows for elaboration and application of this new urban low intensity conflict model. Viewed holistically the new LIC model has nearly all of the elements of the LIC model of the 1980s. 

1. Propaganda focused on demonizing youth and activists as “terrorists” to win consent in civil society for draconian state security policies.

2. Anti-gang laws so vague that the government could incarcerate and interrogate anyone it accuses of being a gang member.

3. Control the civilian population via checkpoints, systematic home searches, mid-dawn raids, and use of government informants.

4. Joint police and military patrols.

5. The use of clandestine death squads to intimidate, torture, and exterminate state enemies.

6. (Incipient) U.S military aid under the logic of the War on Gangs/War on Terror and training for Salvadoran security forces via the International Law Enforcement Academy. 

Much like the police state of the 1980s that used a LIC strategy to repress non-violent opposition, the neo-police state is using the new urban low intensity conflict model to maintain social control over the civilian population, especially youth, and to repress youth leaders, members of the FMLN, human rights advocates, and members of the social movement. 

January 2005 started with bloody acts of violence against members of the social movement in El Salvador. For instance, five activists from the Association for the Development of Rural Communities (CRIPDES) were assassinated. Mercedes Gomez, Isidro Fernandez, Manuel Hernandez, and a husband and wife by the last name of Serrano were kidnapped from their homes and killed in extrajudicial executions by masked men in the departments of San Vicente and La Paz.
  

In another act of repression, two guards of the Lutheran Church of the Resurrection in El Salvador were killed in January and February of 2005. The First was Manuel de Jesus de Martinez. His tortured body was found hanging from a tree with his eyes covered and a red bandana shoved down his throat. The second murder was 24 year-old Manuel Cordero who was killed on his way home from Church.
 Leaders of the Lutheran Church in El Salvador have been targeted by the government for repression because of their leading role in the movement against the CAFTA and the ILEA in El Salvador. The murder of Martinez and Cordero occurred in light of frequent death threats and a police beating of social movement leader and Lutheran Priest, Ricardo Corenejo in December of 2004. 

Also, in January, 2005, Rudy Sandoval, Sectary of Education for the Popular Youth Bloc (BPJ) was riding a public bus when police officers entered the bus to look for gangsters as part of their Super Mano Dura checkpoints. Sandoval was identified by police as an activist and taken off the bus. When taken off the bus he was separated from the group of youth accused of being gang members. According to Sandoval, he was taken around the corner out of the view of witnesses and beaten by officers that told him “your one of the ones that thinks your untouchable don’t you? How do you like this?” as officers kicked, punched, and insulted him on the sidewalk.
 

  In February of 2005, Miguel Montenegro, Director of the Commission for Human Rights of El Salvador (CDHES) issued a press release on behalf of his office stating that he had received death threats as a result of his public denunciation of the Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura policies as frauds. Threats against the CDHES symbolize the dangerous situation brewing in El Salvador. During the civil war, death squads killed at least two CDHES Directors, which make the new threats against Montenegro chilling.

In another act of repression, on April 28, 2005 Salvadoran security forces apprehended and deported Ecuadorian unionist and advisor to the Popular Social Movement, Dr. Pedro Banchon, who lives in El Salvador with his Salvadoran wife and children. Dr. Banchon was brutally apprehended outside of his union’s office and those accompanying him were harassed and beat.  Two human rights workers of the PDDH who followed the PNC to the airport to insure Banchon’s human rights be respected were arrested by the PNC. Police also attacked FMLN legislators Dr. Salvador Gomez Arias and Zoila Quijada Solis who were also accompanying Dr. Banchon.

As the attack against Rudy Sandoval suggests, repressive forces have targeted students and youth of the social movement and FMLN that are not connected to gangs. 

For instance, on July 5, 2005 riot police used pepper spray and rubber bullets against High School and university students in San Salvador that were protesting bus fair increases. They injured rallying students, jailed and interrogated others. One of the students jailed and interrogated by the PNC was a pregnant 23-year-old female who died of “medical” complications one week after being released.

On July 14th, 2005 Jose Chavez, the son of Mario Chavez, a leader from the Popular Social Bloc was disappeared. His father’s name had 




appeared on a black list published in El Diario de Hoy, a popular newspaper in El Salvador.

The disappearance of Jose Chavez is reminiscent of methods used in the civil war when death squads targeted not just “subversives” but also their family members.

The most recent attack against leaders of the youth movement came in October, 2005. The act of repression occurred when a community devastated by Hurricane Stan organized a protest demanding relief aid for their village when riot police attacked and arrested 14 youth that joined the protesters. The youth were illegally held incommunicado for one week and threatened with prosecution for acts of terrorism.  
 In another dangerous sign of the deterioration of human rights, a U.S. citizen and labor organizer was killed in El Salvador. On November 4, 2004, two masked gunmen shot Jose Gilberto Soto, who was in El Salvador organizing truck drivers against CAFTA. Soto was shot in the head execution style in broad daylight in front of his mother’s house in Usulutan. 

The PNC and Government of El Salvador first claimed the death was a robbery. However, when confronted with the fact that gunman did not take Soto’s wallet or jewelry they arrested Soto’s mother-in-law claiming she hired the gunman to kill him. The PDDH concluded that serious problems existed in the arrest and accused the police of using torture. Furthermore, the PDDH denounced the Government for obstructing the institutions right and duty to conduct an independent investigation into the murder of Soto by denying its office access to the evidence submitted by the PNC.
 

In the last two years since Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura policies have begun to be implemented in El Salvador, they have failed to drive down homicides rates, deter the proliferation of gangs, or improve public security; instead such policies have contributed to the emergence of neo-police state that imposes an urban model of low intensity warfare for the repression of youth, social movements and political dissenters. Wholesale killing of villages, activists and political leaders has not yet occurred as it did in the 1980s. But few with memories of those brutal times want to wait until it reaches that point.

The neo-police state has yet to receive massive amounts of U.S. military aid and training to make it fully operational. However, the U.S. decision to build the ILEA and approve the 16 million dollar military aid package will provide the missing link needed to make the neo-police state stronger and exponentially increase its repressive capabilities. 

Indeed, the Government of El Salvador still refuses to address past human rights violations while it systematically violates the rights of youth and activists. Democratic institutions weaken in the face of new waves of repression reminiscent of the onset of the civil war. 

The United States claims the mission of promoting democracy around the world and El Salvador’s War on Gangs is supposed to improve public security so that democracy could flourish, ironically, U.S. decisions have undermined democracy and weakened security. 

IV: Towards a New U.S. Foreign Policy 

It is time to rethink U.S. policy towards El Salvador and the rest of Central America.  If the goal of increasing military aid and building the ILEA, as stated by Condoleezza Rice, is to “buttress democratic governance through improved legislation and law enforcement; and increase social, political, and economic stability” then the case of El Salvador suggests that this strategy will not work.  

In fact, it shows that Mano Dura and Super Mano have reversed the hard earned democratic reforms that emerged from the peace accords. Instead, El Salvador confronts the emergence of a neo-police state that targets its own youth and legitimate-peaceful opposition. 

Current U.S. proposals for the ILEA and to increase military aid in 2006 will only strengthen this new police state, much as the School of the Americas and Reagan’s military aid improved the capacity of the Salvadoran police state to kill 30,000 people from 1981 to 1984. 

To avoid another rain of repression - on a potentially catastrophic scale; undermining the democratic victories of the 1980s; and contradicting its official policy of promoting democracy and human rights around the world, the United States should immediately: 

· Place a moratorium on the U.S military aid package to El Salvador for 2006 

· Rescind its proposal for the International Law Enforcement Academy in El Salvador 

· Place a moratorium on deportations of young men to El Salvador, Super Mano Dura policies be revoked and death squads be dismantled and the leaders be brought to justice  

· Encourage the Government of El Salvador to end its Super Mano Dura policies and abandon its War on Gangs rhetoric and strategy

· Persuade the Government of El Salvador to deal with the general situation of public insecurity and violence in El Salvador through a more holistic approach. This would mean that the Government of El Salvador base its policies on an objective analysis of crime and violence, especially common crime and violence against women an d not solely on gangs because they are a politically convenient target for the party in power.

· Encourage the Government of El Salvador to bring former gang youth from NGOs and human rights organizations and active gang leaders into a national dialogue to find a realistic approach to deal with gangs in El Salvador

Rather than continue its current path, the United States should oppose the current War on Gangs approach to dealing with the problem and adopt an approach that uses the concept of human security as its guiding principle.  Human security, as proposed by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) does the following: “Leaves behind the traditional focus on sovereignty and protection of territories, emphasizing instead the security of individuals rather than states. It proposes to move from a notion of security guaranteed by force and armaments to one guaranteed through sustainable human development.”

The history of human rights abuses in El Salvador—the assault against political dissent, the assassination of Monseñor Oscar Romero, the American Nuns, the Jesuits, the massacre at El Mozote, 70,000 precious lives lost, a generation traumatized by war, should be enough to raise questions about the logic of U.S. support for the current policies in El Salvador.

. 


End Notes

Key Issues


History of U.S. direct military aid and training for police and military institutions that systematically violate human rights in Central America, at institutions such as the U.S. School of the Americas (SOA)/Western Hemispheric Institute for Security Cooperation (WHINSIC) 





Old security forces responsible for killing 200,000 people in Guatemala 70,000 in El Salvador, 10,000 in Honduras. Regional Peace accords banned Armed Forces of Central America from domestic police roles and created new National Civilian Police forces, created state Human Rights institutions, and proposed judicial reforms.  





U.S. has funded FBI anti-gang Task Force in El Salvador and Rapid Response Force to combat gangs and terrorism comprised of Central American and Mexican police and military forces. 





U.S. is proposing a $3.5 million dollar military aid package for Guatemala and a $ 13 million dollar package for El Salvador 





Policies of War on Gangs in Central America threaten to undermine democratic victories to come out the peace accords.





El Salvador, considering the “bastion of stability” in central America the by U.S., is a crucial case study for seeing how the War on Gangs has already undermined democratic institutions and led to a deterioration of human rights and an escalation in repression against youth and activists





Current trend in U.S. Foreign Policy is to contextualize deep rooted local conflicts under the War on Terror – no matter how tenuous the links in order to justify military, economic and political hegemony. 


 








Social Indicators, Income, Distribution for El Salvador





According to the United Nations Development Index, that ranks 175 countries on standard of living, El Salvador fell from 72ND ranking in 1990 to 112 in 1997. 





At the beginning of the civil war in 1980, 68% of the population qualified as poverty stricken. By 1999, the figure had jumped to 80%.  





According to the United Nations Development Fund, in 1992 the richest 20% of the population received 54.5% of the national wealth, whereas the bottom 20% earned 3.2 %. Ten years later, in 2002, the richest 20% earned 58.3% of the national wealth whereas the poorest 20% of the population earned 2.4%





In 2003, 54 % of El Salvador’s 6,600,000 people were under 25 years old.  





A United Nations study found that El Salvador’s student-teacher ratio ranked higher in the world than only the Dominican Republic, Gabon, and the Philippines





In 2003 there were 1,119,705 illiterate individuals in El Salvador, 35.11% of them between the ages of 7 and 18





Of the 1,807,382 school age children in El Salvador during 2003, 20% (355,875) dropped out





Problems with Current Policies 


According to the United Nations, gang related homicides account for 8% of the homicides in El Salvador. Focusing on gangs distorts the nature of violence in El Salvador takes attention away from more pressing security needs of Salvadorans and thus fails to reduce high levels of homicide and other violent crimes.  





Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura polices weaken democratic institutions in El Salvador. They violate 1992 peace accords and Constitution of El Salvador, several international human rights accords that El Salvador is a signatory to, and are rolling back hard earned reforms to public security and human rights system to come out of peace accords. 





Policies leading to a neo- police state complete with death squads that target youth—especially deportee youth—and target progressive social and political forces.





U.S policies will strengthen repressive capabilities of neo-police state in El Salvador.





U.S. policies in El Salvador will fail to deter gangs because they ignore the social and economic factors that lead youth to join gangs in the first place. 





U.S policies are inconsistent with foreign policy rhetoric regarding human rights and democracy.  





U.S primarily interested in expanding U.S geo-political interests than deterring gangs and strengthening democracy and public security.  














Comparison of Two Models of Low Intensity Conflict





I) Anti-Subversive Model: 1980’s


Anti-subversive propaganda.


Anti-subversive laws


Control over civilian population via checkpoints, home searchers, mass arrests, etc. 


Military control over police


Active “clandestine” death squads


U.S. military aid training via the School of the Americas during the Cold War. 





II) Anti-Gang Model: 2000’s


Anti-gang propaganda. 


Anti-gang laws


Control over civilian population via checkpoints, home searches, mass arrests, etc. 


Joint military and police patrols 


Active death squads 


U.S. military aid and training via the ILEA under War on Gangs/War on Terror 





Policy Recommendations





U.S. should immediately rescind proposal for International Law Enforcement Academy in El Salvador.   





U.S should withhold military and police aid to El Salvador for 2005/2006 fiscal year.





U.S. foreign policy in El Salvador should remain consistent with foreign policy rhetoric about promoting human rights and democracy and pressure government of El Salvador to rescind Super Mano Dura policy because they violate human rights and weaken democratic institutions. 





U.S. should redirect funds marked for military and police aid towards social programs to help at-risk youth find meaningful employment, educational infrastructure, and positive recreational activities. 





U.S. should place moratorium on deportations to El Salvador because of the high probability that deportees will be wrongfully be imprisoned and/or targeted by death squads.








U.S. should encourage GOES (Government of El Salvador) to abandon militaristic practices and rhetoric of the War on Gangs and policies such as Mano Dura and Super Mano Dura. 





Gov. of El Salvador should immediately investigate, prosecute and incarcerate death squad members targeting suspected gang members, activists—especially the case of U.S citizen Jose Gilberto Soto, and Salvadoran state officials. 





Gov. of El Salvador should design security policy to meet the objective security needs of its people and not partisan interests. 





Gov. of El Salvador should adopt a security approach based on the concept of human security advanced by the United Nations Development Program.





Gov. of El Salvador Foster dialogue with former gang members, and human rights orgs, to find an alternative integral strategy to deal with the issue of youth gangs. 














Major acts of repression and human rights violations in first 11 months of 2005


 


January 


Five activists from the Salvadoran Association for Rural Development are kidnapped from their home and assassinated by masked gunmen. 





Rudy Sandoval, Secretary of Popular Youth Bloc illegally detained in Super Mano Dura check point and beat by state security forces 


 


Manuel de Jesus Martinez, security guard at the Lutheran University that is connected to the Popular Social Block is found hanging from tree with severe signs of torture


February 


Manuel Cordero security guard at the Lutheran University is assassinated on his way home from work


March 


 PNC riot police and military units attack anti-CAFTA protesters. 


 


April 


Dr. Pedro Banchon, medical doctor and labor organizer is beaten in front of his union’s office and deported to his native of Ecuador by state security forces 


 


Two field representatives of the National Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights that accompanied Dr. Banchon are arrested by PNC for “disrupting” police business 


 


Legislators of the national Assembly, Zoila Quijada Solis, and Dr. Salvador Arias are beat by state security forces 


May 





Minister of Interior, Rene Figueroa holds press conference announcing that National Civilian Police will be taking pictures of protesters and arresting those recorded conducting acts of violence. 


 


June


Procurator for the Defense of Human Rights publicly confirms that death squads with links to state security forces are operating in El Salvador.


July 


Autonomy of the National University is violated when riot police fire tear gas and rubber bullets at groups of students protesting hike in bus fair. 


Jose Chavez son of Mario Chavez mysteriously disappears after appearing on government list of subversives and receiving death threats


August 


Student protester and militant of the FMLN-Youth, Edith Glori Leiva dies of “medical complications” one week after being held in PNC custody


September  


Miguel Montenegro, director of National Commission for Human Rights of El Salvador denounces death squads for targeting him.   


National Procurator of the Defense of Human Rights  (PDDH) holds forum with guests from the National Commission for the Defense of Human Rights, and the Central American University’s Human Rights organization. Groups affirm that government repression against activists and defenders of human rights is getting worse. Groups also denounce government’s unwillingness to acknowledge or investigate the existence of death squads. 


Beatriz de Carrillo, director of the PDDH publicly acknowledges that she and members of her office have repeatedly received death threats 


October 


Prisoners in five prisons in El Salvador launch hunger strike denouncing mistreatment and torture by guards. Among them members of MS 13 and M-18,   


14 students held incommunicado for one week after protesting government partisan bias in helping flood victims


November 


One-year anniversary of assassination of U.S labor organizer Jose Gilberto Soto killed by two gunmen on 11/05/04 in front of his mother’s home in Usulutan. Teamster and PDDH denounce lax investigation by the National Civilian Police. 


The Committee of Family and Friends of Prisoners of El Salvador takes occupied the Cathedral of San Salvador protesting mistreatment of prisoners, including torture, and overpopulation of prisons. Groups demand new prison policies and renunciation of Minster of Interior Rene Figueroa. 
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