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INTRODUCTION

Citizens across Latin America and the Caribbean are rising up in protest. 
Political frustration and economic stagnation are fueling social discontent 
exacerbated by the continued COVID-19 pandemic and the slow health 

response. In Central America, restrictions on civil liberties, high rates of gender-
based violence and extortion, and worsening climate change are compounding 
the lack of economic opportunities and pervasive corruption seen in El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras. In the year of its bicentennial, can northern Central 
America chart a new path, in partnership with the United States, to tackle the 
sources of social instability that are forcing migrants to seek a better life?

In July 2021, the Joseph Biden administration released the US Strategy for 
Addressing the Root Causes of Migration in Central America report. Three of its 
five pillars call for the United States and northern Central American countries to 
work together to respect human rights and a free press, counter violence at the 
hands of criminal organizations, and combat sexual and gender-based violence.1 
To ensure a sustained and effective implementation of this strategy, especially on 
these three pillars, the United States will need to find new ways to work closely 
with northern Central American governments, domestic and international private 
sectors, and organized civil-society groups.

Following consultations with the Adrienne Arsht Latin America Center’s 
Northern Triangle Advisory Group (NTAG), this brief highlights the importance 
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of implementing a holistic, multisector approach to mitigate 
gender-based violence, protect civil liberties and human 
rights, and build climate resilience. This brief is the third in 
a three-part series by the Atlantic Council’s Adrienne Arsht 
Latin America Center and DT Institute that provides policy 
recommendations for the United States and its northern 
Central American partners to address the root causes of 
migration.

I. PROTECTING FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND 
OTHER CIVIL LIBERTIES

Persistent Challenges

In all three countries of northern Central America (El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras), constraints on the freedom of the 
press and restrictions on civil-society organizations hamper 
citizens’ rights to information and are fueling widespread 
discontent. According to Freedom House, the global freedom 
scores for Guatemala (52 out of 100), Honduras (44), and El 
Salvador (63) place them as “partly free countries,” in stark 
contrast to other regional countries like Panama (83) and Costa 
Rica (91)—both considered “free” countries with widespread 
access to political rights and civil liberties.2

In Guatemala, legal experts and representatives from different 
sectors have expressed concern about reforms to a 2003 law 
to monitor civil society organizations.3 While few disagree with 
the law’s objective of enhancing transparency in civil society 
organizations that receive public funds, the ambiguity in the 
language of the law on purported violations and the subsequent 
sanctions are concerning. There is also disagreement on who 
should be able to monitor funding for civil society groups and 
their operations and activities. Currently, these responsibilities 
fall within the Ministry of the Interior, which is under the 
purview of the executive branch.4 The United States and the 
United Nations have echoed similar fears about the reformed 
law, which gives the government wide discretionary powers 
to criminalize activists and civil society in general—and even 
to dissolve civil society organizations that the government 
considers a threat to national security, but without clearly 
delineating what activities may be punishable. As part of her 
visit to Guatemala in June 2021, US Vice President Kamala 
Harris condemned the law and asked Guatemalan President 
Alejandro Giammattei to “let civil society organizations do 
their job without obstacles.”5 Although some organizations 
and activists are currently challenging the law in front of the 
Constitutional Court, the Guatemalan Ministry of the Interior 
published the bylaws in Guatemala’s official gazette in August 
2021.6 However, given the current challenges to the law, 

some aspects of it, including dismantlement of civil society 
organizations on the grounds of alteration of public order and 
the need to register with the Ministry, are on hold.7 At the time 
of writing, there are no precedents or specific cases of the law 
being applied.

But these concerns are not unique to Guatemala. As 
circumstances in the three northern countries of Central 
America illustrate, threats to freedom of expression are 
regional. In El Salvador, President Nayib Bukele has undermined 
press freedoms by publicly attacking independent journalists. 
A special legislative commission to investigate harassment 
against journalists presented its findings and conclusions as 
part of its closing report in November 2020. The commission—
which no longer exists in the 2021–2024 new Legislative 
Assembly, where President Bukele’s party holds a two-thirds 
majority—determined that the executive branch is responsible 
for harassment and discrimination against journalists, as well 
as blocking critical outlets from access to public information.8 
In one of the starkest examples of this campaign against 
journalists, in July 2021, President Bukele expelled Mexican 
journalist and editor Daniel Lizarraga of ElFaro.Net after 
denying his work visa and residence permit.9 According to the 
government, Lizarraga was unable to prove his credentials as 
a journalist.10 This majority in the legislative branch allows the 
administration to more expediently pass legislation that could 
further curb the freedom of expression and press. It can also 
stall on discussing draft bills, as has been the case with the 
proposed 2017 Law for the Protection of Journalists.11 The 
deteriorating environment for the press in El Salvador has not 
gone unnoticed by the international community. According 
to Reporters Without Borders, El Salvador has fallen sixty-six 
positions in the World Press Freedom Report since 2013, now 
occupying eighty-second place out of 180 ranked countries. 
And, although neighbors Guatemala (116) and Honduras (151) 
rank lower, El Salvador’s drop is the largest the region.12

In Honduras, one of the deadliest countries in the Western 
Hemisphere, freedom of expression has continuously 
worsened since 2009, when former President Manuel Zelaya 
was forced to flee to Costa Rica in a coup d’état.13 From 2001 
to 2020, eighty-five journalists have been killed in the country. 
Only sixteen perpetrators have been brought to court, and 
only five received sentences—illustrating the high level of 
impunity when killing journalists in the country.14 In fact, a 
2021 Human Rights Watch report on Honduras lists journalists 
as the group most vulnerable to organized crime.15 Also, the 
Institute to Access Public Information (IAIP) has remained 
closed since March 2020, making it harder for journalists and 
civil society to access public information. And, in June 2020, 
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Honduras passed a new criminal code. Human Rights Watch 
and Honduras’ Journalists Guild have criticized the vagueness 
in some provisions of the updated code, which could threaten 
the already-fragile freedoms of expression, association, and 
assembly.16 In all three countries, being a journalist or a civil-
society representative is becoming increasingly difficult.

Past and Existing Efforts

Despite the situation, a broad range of civil society groups 
in northern Central America continue to work to address 
challenges to freedom of the press and freedom of 
expression. In Honduras, C-Libre, the Committee for Freedom 
of Expression, works to denounce violations committed by 
the state against journalists and civil society.17 Since 2011—
and in response to the 2009 coup—C-Libre has done this by 
creating a network of journalists (Red de Alertas y Protección 
a Periodistas—RAPCOS). A main goal of the network is 
to monitor the state of freedom of expression, document 
violations to said freedom, and see any investigations through 
to completion. RAPCOS also works to raise awareness of the 
ongoing threats to civil liberties at the national and international 
levels. Importantly, C-Libre also works to contextualize the 
violations within current political and social events. It has an 
online portal and hotline to receive and process complaints. 
In November 2020, civil society organizations—including 
C-Libre—formally brought a complaint to the Public Ministry 
regarding arbitrary detentions and police aggression toward 
journalists covering COVID-19 in Honduras.18

Similarly, in El Salvador, organizations like TRACODA 
(Transparency, Social Comptroller, and Open Data Association) 
defend freedom of expression through the promotion of 
transparency, human rights, and technology by training youth 
and the media on data-collection methods. TRACODA is 
also behind GobData—an ecosystem of tools that facilitates 
any citizen’s request for information from government at 
the national and local levels.19 With support from the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID), 
the organization has also joined forces with FUSADES, a 
Salvadoran think tank, to train youth on the different functions 
of government institutions and how public resources are used, 
as well as to raise awareness about the corrosive effects of 
corruption in a democracy and offer training on existing civil-
society-led tools to engage with citizen oversight.20 Other 
organizations in the country, like Lab-Dat, also work on making 
data accessible for journalists and citizens, with the objective 
of enabling anyone to engage in consultations about draft 
bills and laws. Efforts like these are especially important at a 
time when the current administration in El Salvador attempts 

to further restrict open access to public information through 
changes to thirteen articles of the Law of Access to Public 
Information.21

In Guatemala, civil society has sought to innovate in its 
protection of freedom of press and expression. In many cases, 
independent media outlets and groups of journalists join 
forces with each other, and with human rights organizations, 
to form regional alliances.22 Such is the case of No-Ficcion, 
a collective of journalists with a national, regional, and 
international scope. This type of community journalism 
provides an additional layer of protection for journalists—
especially in the unfortunate case that a member has no 
choice but to leave the country for safety reasons—and allows 
the information sharing and data processing that are crucial 
for in-depth investigations.23 Ojoconmipisto also makes data 
accessible to all journalists. By tracking the use of public 
resources and closely monitoring procurement, the work 
of Ojoconmipisto allows journalists to undertake extensive 
investigations and then inform the public about the irregular 
use of funds or other illegal actions. In 2014, Ojoconmipisto 
was awarded second place in the National Journalism Award 
for uncovering a scheme by a mayor and his wife to funnel 
public funds back to their accounts by enlisting a close 
friend.24 Importantly, Ojoconmipisto journalists are trained 
to understand the bylaws that regulate access to public 
information, improving their ability to know when agencies or 
institutions may be violating their rights to information.25

Recommendations

Public Sector: Challenges and obstacles to the freedoms of 
expression and of the press frequently come directly from 
government at all levels. Without political will and concerted 
action among the government, civil society, and the private 
sector, journalists and civil society in northern Central America 
will remain exposed to continued harassment and, potentially, 
death. Vulnerable journalists will also be hard pressed to 
accurately inform the public—a task that the current COVID-19 
crisis has made all the more important. In El Salvador, a 
robust framework to protect journalists is the bare minimum. 
Restarting the debate on the 2017 Law for the Protection of 
Journalists is imperative. The comprehensive bill addresses 
issues from labor rights to different types of intimidation 
toward journalists, and aims to establish and implement public 
policy, protocols, and mechanisms to protect journalists.26 
This could be a first step in signaling the government’s 
commitment to preserving freedom of the press and 
expression. Guatemala should consider adopting adequate 
prevention and protection mechanisms to avoid violence 
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against communicators. The government has informed the 
Office of the Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression, 
which was created by the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights, of the creation of some protection measures 
provided through the Protection of Persons and Security 
Division of the National Civil Police—but the proposed “NGO 
Law” would provide the opposite. Therefore, the state should 
create functional mechanisms of protection with a special 
focus on the protection of female, indigenous, and LGBTQ+ 
journalists, allocating the necessary funds to achieve this 
purpose. Currently, there are only minimal efforts to avoid 
the recurrence of attacks, harassment, stigmatization, and 
criminalization of communicators.27

In the case of Honduras, the government could allocate more 
financial resources toward safe houses and protection for 
persecuted communicators and their families that does not 
involve the police or the military—institutions toward which 
many journalists and civil-society representatives remain 
skeptical.28 Currently, the budget that allows funding for this 
mechanism comes from the Tax for the Safety of the Honduran 
Population (or Tasa de Seguridad Poblacional).29 The exact 
percentage is not disclosed, although it can be inferred that 
it is less than $500,000.30 With help from civil society and 
the international community, activists and communications 
professionals could receive subsidized, or fully funded, 
self-protection courses. Based on similar models in Mexico 
and Colombia, forty-two journalists in Honduras have been 
issued protective measures through the 2015 Law for the 
Protection of Journalists, Social Communicators, Human 
Rights Defenders, and Operators of Justice. Some of these 
measures include bulletproof vests, temporary relocation, 
bodyguards, and alarms.31 However, in many cases, journalists 
face the burden of covering expenses for bodyguards or other 
protective measures. For journalists to inform and do their 
jobs, the government should also guarantee their integrity 
through programs that work to improve access to justice and 
to reduce impunity—particularly due to the long judicial delay 
and backlog of cases regarding violations against journalists.

Regional cross-cutting recommendations exist as well. For 
example, bolstering the Office of the Attorney General in 
all three countries can help to ensure real prosecution of 
those who commit crimes against journalists. For instance, 
the creation of a special unit that investigates all accusations 
related to freedom of expression and carries out a Witness 
Protection Program tailored especially for journalists could be 
a first step. Currently, there is no model of this in the region.

Private Sector and Civil Society: The private sector should 
have an interest in supporting the work of media in its country. 
Journalists and communications professionals can act as 
public watchdogs and help to uncover corruption and improve 
governance—which would be beneficial for a company’s 
bottom line. For this reason, the private sector could work 
on public-awareness-raising campaigns to advocate for 
legislation that is respectful of and strengthens civil liberties, 
including freedoms of expression, press, and association. The 
private sector could support civil society organizations that 
seek to create support networks for journalists, and could 
also join forces with civil society groups and donate protective 
gear for journalists.

II. REDUCING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Persistent Challenges

While the homicide rates in northern Central American 
countries have declined since 2018, violent crime and gang 
violence remain serious problems.32 Gender-based violence, 
or “harmful acts directed at an individual based on their 
gender,” has reached alarming levels in northern Central 
America. At the beginning of 2021, a woman in Honduras 
was killed, on average, every thirty-six hours.33 In Guatemala, 
records show one hundred and sixty femicides from January 
through April—an average of more than one death per day. 
Increased alcohol consumption and national lockdowns 
and restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic have only 
exacerbated the problem.34

The problem is not new, and it is pushing women away from 
their homes in northern Central America. A report by the 
Migration Policy Institute shows that women have steadily 
made up a growing share of migrant apprehensions in Mexico 
and at the US border since 2012.35 More recently, the threefold 
increase of female apprehensions at the US border in the span 
of a year (2018–2019) confirms the precarious situation from 
which many women and girls continue to escape. 36 Though 
the issue is not new, there are few resources or safe spaces 
for the victims. And, the levels of impunity are discouraging: 
in the case of El Salvador, data from 2017 shows that only a 
mere six percent of victims reported abuse to authorities.37 
In Honduras, since the criminalization of femicide in 2013, 
only fifteen cases have resulted in a conviction.38 Statistics for 
Guatemala show that fewer than three percent of perpetrators 
are convicted.39
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A pervasive and defeatist sense that reporting cases of abuse 
to local authorities will not make a difference exists in all three 
countries. Worse still, given the infiltration of local gangs in the 
police forces, putting forth a complaint with the police could 
be a woman’s final sentencing. As long as the government 
is unable to protect women, northern Central America’s 
countries will remain the epicenter for gender-based violence 
in the hemisphere.

Gender-based violence also affects women’s involvement in 
the community and in the political sphere, burdening even 
those women who do not migrate. Recently, the World Bank 
has stated that women in northern Central America face issues 
of human trafficking, gang violence, and social norms that 
limit their involvement in decision-making processes.40 The 
lack of training on gender issues within the police forces and 
within the courts is also a persistent challenge. In Honduras, 
for example, since 2008, the judiciary received one course on 
gender, offered by the Honduran Center for Women’s Studies.41 
The vicious circle of low levels of female participation at all 
levels of civic life affects how and if particular issues affecting 
women are brought to the table.

Yet, the problem of gender-based violence is an important and 
unique concern amid other sources of violence and citizen 
insecurity in northern Central America. Narcotrafficking, 
extortion, forced disappearances at the hands of the maras 
criminal groups, and disputes over land are some sources 
of conflict that continue to push Central Americans out of 
their countries. The Global Initiative Against Transnational 
Organized Crime  has labeled extortion one of the main 
activities of criminal groups that causes displacement in 
northern Central America.42 Failure to promptly pay the “rent” 
or the “war tax” can result in death; people with small, informal 
businesses are easy targets.43 In recent years, extortion has 
also extended to the rural areas of El Salvador, Honduras, and 
Guatemala, where land tenure has historically been a source 
of conflict. 44 As the United States and other international 
partners seek to support the countries in addressing these 
issues, they should also pay attention to rural and suburban 
communities. Trends in land ownership also highlight lower 
thresholds of legal security for women, a problem that 
compounds with the alarming rates of gender-based violence 
and unfettered femicides.45

Past and Existing Efforts

Urgent action is needed in all three countries to address 
the perilous situation for women. The Center for the Rights 
of Women is a foundation in Honduras that addresses the 

issue of gender-based violence and femicide, but it remains 
heavily underfunded.46 In 2016, a special investigative unit 
for femicides was created within the public prosecutor’s 
technical agency for crimes—an important effort that could 
join forces with other existing organizations to strengthen 
its scope and impact. The public prosecutor’s office is 
undertrained on gender-specific issues and the unit exists 
only in Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula, the two biggest cities 
in Honduras.47 Within the prosecutor’s office, the National 
Inter-institutional Commission, which was established in 2018, 
follows up on investigations of violent deaths of women, but 
many civil-society organizations have denounced it for not 
publishing transparent statistics. Additionally, many reforms 
to the criminal code since 2018 have resulted in weakened 
sentences for crimes against women. While such sentences 
were previously thirty to forty years, convictions for femicide 
may now result in only twenty to thirty years in prison. Similarly, 
the sentence for rape has been reduced to 9–13 years, rather 
than the 10–15 years outlined in the previous code.48

In 2008, the Guatemalan Congress passed the Law against 
Femicide and Other Forms of Violence against Women. The 
law was an important recognition that domestic violence is 
not a private matter, and also created specialized courts and 
a special unit within the Office of the Prosecutor.49 While the 
law introduced harsh sanctions—from twenty-five to fifty years 
in prison, with no possibility of reduction or substitution of 
sentence—mechanisms to implement the law have not been 
very effective.50 Some officials abuse these laws to enforce 
gag orders on news outlets. For example, in past years, at 
least two instances of female politicians have abused laws 
that protect victims of gender-based violence to try to silence 
news outlets.51 Unfortunately, since 2008, total recorded 
femicide cases are close to 2,500, but fewer than six hundred 
cases have resulted in a conviction.52 As is the case in other 
northern Central American countries, actual convictions are 
well below the official records for femicides, which also may 
be underreported.

Civil society, the international community, and the local private 
sector have stepped in to address the rampant violence 
against women with tools and platforms available to anyone 
with access to the Internet. Crime Stoppers Guatemala is 
behind the website www.tupista.gt, which allows individuals to 
anonymously report instances of domestic violence, femicide, 
extortion, contraband, money laundering, and corruption. 
In recognition of Tupista’s success and effectiveness, 
the government and the platform entered into an official 
partnership in June 2021.53
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In El Salvador, the Special Law for a Life Free of Violence 
for Women of 2010 was updated in 2021 to formally include 
political violence against women as a category of its own.54 
With this reform, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal should 
consider creating a public registry of all statistics and work on 
programs to strengthen civic awareness of political violence 
against women. Also, since 2012, USAID established seven 
assistance centers for victims of gender-based violence 
to provide services ranging from medical treatment and 
counseling to legal representation and vocational training 
across the country. These assistance centers were among 
the first in Central America. The Salvadoran government is 
also tending to a highly vulnerable group of women: returned 
migrants. Earlier this year, the government outlined a gender-
focused strategy to support returned women migrants.55 The 
announcement mentions support from the Spanish Agency 
for International Development, and details some of the 
services to which women will have access: health services, 
legal assistance, vocational and educational trainings, and 
access to professional certificates.

While country-specific efforts are important, regional efforts to 
address gender-based violence may also be potentially game 
changing. Regional organizations like Fundación Cristosal 
work in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador with specific 
communities to support victims of violence by providing 
protection through partnerships with municipalities to build 
safer communities. International efforts funded by USAID and 
implemented by Creative Associates International have also 
fostered positive impact through local alliances to establish 
community outreach centers for youth engagement. These 
initiatives have proven effective at deterring at-risk youth from 
joining gangs via programs like Proponte Más in Honduras, 
Community Roots Project in Guatemala, and Altavista Felicidad 
y Paz in El Salvador. Following the implementation of these 
initiatives, the enrolment rates in schools in these high-risk 
areas have increased as crime rates decreased. Similarly, the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has started 
the National Mechanism for the Protection of Human Rights 
in Central America, with a gender-responsive protocol to 
facilitate a gender-specific risk analysis and identify adequate 
protection measures.

Recommendations

Public Sector: There are a number of ways for the governments 
to scale up their efforts in fighting the epidemic of gender-
based violence. A first step could be to raise awareness of 
the available resources for women seeking help and refuge 
from abusers. On the flip side, governments could also more 

publicly advertise sentences for perpetrators of violence 
against women. Doing this and utilizing specific cases of 
abusers who are serving a sentence, would discourage 
potential perpetrators and instill fears, as they could also face 
public shaming. A recommendation put forth in the Atlantic 
Council’s 2017 Independent Central America Task Force 
Report, “Building a Better Future,” included increasing the 
number of women in the police force. Research and global 
experience—from Canada and Australia—show a number of 
benefits to having more women among the security forces, 
including more trust in the police from communities.56 To 
address the root causes of gender-based violence on a larger 
scale, governments should consider broadening partnerships 
and finding synergies with civil society organizations with 
proven track records on delivering results for women.

Private Sector and Civil Society: Larger corporations and 
businesses, as part of social-responsibility programs, can 
help civil society and women’s organizations create mobile 
apps that respond to violence against women. Regional apps 
featuring such tools include “We Help” (in Mexico), Botón de 
Panico and Ni Una Menos (in Argentina), or #NiUnaMenos 
(in Peru). These applications help because they alert the 
authorities in real time and allow the victim to ask for help. 
In many cases, the apps trigger an alarm (through a text 
message) with their geo-location, and are a safe, fast, and 
reliable channel of communication. While reporting remains 
unsafe for many victims—especially given gang infiltration 
in security forces—a special group of trained female police 
could be assigned to the specific task of aiding victims in 
distress who make use of such apps. The Women’s Rights 
Office for the Mexican city of Juarez developed a similar 
app, No estoy Sola, that activates an alarm when the phone 
is shaken, because victims often don’t have time to write a 
message when being attacked.57 Clearly, apps are not a long-
term solution, but rather a complementary step in addressing 
this problem. To strengthen the overall system, civil society 
organizations that have launched these tools should sit 
down with decision-makers and provide policy advice to 
governments. The recently created Citizen’s Observatory 
for Corruption—partly funded by the US State Department—
comprises several influential civil society organizations in 
Central America, which have begun meeting with State 
Department officials.58

The United States and the International Community: If 
governments, through their ministries or institutes that work on 
women’s rights, were to convene a working group to address 
gender-based violence, the European Union, the United 
Nations, and other international partners and organizations 
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should have a seat at the table.59 Their expertise on gender 
issues and their financial and technical support could be 
crucial to support the countries and judicial branches working 
to bring accountability to the victims.

Existing internationally supported programs to address 
violence in the region can also be scaled. USAID should 
continue funding programs and creating partnerships 
that create employment for women and help at-risk youth 
incorporate into society through counseling and trainings. 
Also, the European Union’s “Spotlight Initiative”—which 
focuses on decreasing femicide and lethal violence against 
women—should expand its on-the-ground resources and 
presence to continue working within communities to change 
the perception of violence against women and help authorities 
create and enforce legislation, while training citizens on how 
to denounce these issues without fear.60 Beyond the siloed 
programs, there could be an argument and a renewed push 
for the US Congress to condition continued foreign assistance 
on the countries’ progress to address gender-based 
violence. The three countries could sign a memorandum of 
understanding with the appropriate US public institutions, 

in which they agree to deliver yearly impact reports of the 
strategies being implemented to combat gender-based 
violence. If the statistics do not improve, assistance could be 
gradually reduced as an incentive for delivering impact.

III. BUILDING CLIMATE RESILIENCE

Persistent Challenges

Climate change is an amplifier of ongoing instability in 
northern Central America, and increasingly a driving force 
of irregular migration.61 Due to extreme weather, —especially 
the continued increase in the intensity of seasonal rains and 
droughts, coupled with more destructive hurricanes, —farmers 
can barely harvest enough food to subsist –, let alone sell their 
produce. According to the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), over the last decade, the severe drought in the region’s 
Dry Corridor has caused an economic impact of more than 
$5.7 billion for Honduras, $3.5 billion for Guatemala, and $2.2 
billion for El Salvador. In Honduras alone, more than three 
million citizens, or 30 percent of the country’s population, will 
suffer from hunger and malnutrition in 2021.62

Young activists take part in the Global Climate Strike of the Fridays for Future movement in San Salvador, 
El Salvador on September 20, 2019. The placards read: “We demand forests in the city, stop cutting and 
cutting down trees” and “We demand a public transport that does not contaminate.”
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Studies by the World Food Programme (WFP) and the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) confirm that 1.4 million 
people out of the 2.2 -million population in the Dry Corridor 
region urgently need food assistance.63 Tropical hurricanes Eta 
and Iota, which hit the region in November 2020, devastated 
the lives of more than seven million people, including almost 
half of the Honduran population.64 Almost a year later, many 
communities continue to face water and sanitation problems, 
uninhabitable houses, and lack of access to food. The climate-
triggered disruptions have widened economic and social 
inequality in northern Central America, forced the internal 
displacement of thousands of Guatemalans, Hondurans, and 
Salvadorans, and are increasingly pushing citizens to risk 
their lives to find better opportunities in the United States.

Past and Existing Efforts

At a regional level, northern Central American countries 
have taken some steps, with support from regional banks 
and international organizations, to address the effects of 
climate change on the livelihoods of Central Americans 
and on farmers more specifically. In the short term, the WFP 
and FAO are “requesting $72 million from the international 
community to provide food assistance to more than 700,000 
people in the Dry Corridor” and helping to “create and 
restore productive assets, diversify the subsistence farmers’ 
source of income, establish social protection safety nets and 
strengthen the farmers’ resilience in the face of future climate-
related events.”65 Over the long term,  the Central American 
Bank for Economic Integration’s (CABEI) Change Investment 
Project Preparation Fund, which has provided $4 billion to the 
region over the past five years, can help countries to mitigate 
the effects of climate disruptions, through both financial 
support and technical assistance for project preparation and 
natural-disaster and adaptation management. In Guatemala 
specifically, the government partnered with Taiwan’s 
International Cooperation and Development Fund and 
Columbia University in a project designed to generate climate 
information for citizens affected by climate disruptions, such 
as farmers and producers. A concerted focus on climate 
preparedness and early warning systems like NextGen, needs 
to be scaled up across the region. This forecasting system 
in Guatemala creates tailored regional climate predictions 
by identifying variables relevant to users.66 The predictions 
allow small landholders to make informed decisions in terms 
of either relocating or adapting to abrupt and unpredictable 
climate effects.

At the same time, since 2015, under the Central American 
Sustainable Energy Strategy 2030 (EESCA, Estrategia 
Energética Sustentable Centroamericana 2030), the Central 

American Electrical Interconnection System (SIEPAC)—the 
interconnection system of the power grids of six Central 
American countries—proposed plans for transitioning to 
clean energy and grid modernization that, if successfully 
implemented, has the potential to secure more climate-
resilient energy infrastructure and generate new jobs. 
While El Salvador is doing better off in advancing on clean-
energy and modernization projects, Honduras is facing many 
delays, especially given its heavy reliance on fossil fuels. In 
a setback for the region’s ambitions for energy integration, 
Guatemala retired from SIEPAC in July 2021 after alleging 
that mismanagement of SIEPAC’s regional electric negatively 
impacted Guatemala’s national interests in the electric 
sector.67

At a country level, Honduras, has launched a decarbonization 
plan to reduce emission by 2050, a proposal similar to one in 
Costa Rica, which that seeks to help drive the technological 
transformation of critical sectors, such as transportation, 
energy, waste, and agriculture. This initiative was supported 
by the European Union through its EuroClima+ program, 
which also provides training to small and medium-sized 
companies in El Salvador for certification and accreditation in 
energy efficiency.

Recommendations

Public Sector: Even at a time of fiscal insolvency, 
governments in the region should consider prioritizing 
strategic investments in climate-prevention efforts, as well 
as climate monitoring, forecasting, and risk preparedness. 
Agriculture is the bedrock of Central American livelihoods, 
which are increasingly threatened by intense and volatile 
weather patterns. Therefore, agricultural ministries, with 
support from international organizations, should ensure that 
small producers and farmers can recover from catastrophic 
climatic events, by subsidizing seeds of crops that are more 
resilient to droughts. Additionally, ministries should consider 
implementing broader conservation and water-saving 
measures and provide capacity building on best practices to 
prevent soil erosion and runoff. As stated by a Migration Policy 
Institute, “early policy interventions can mitigate the effects of 
climate extremes on food insecurity, hunger, and, ultimately, 
migration,” especially if local and national governments focus 
on understanding the nuances around the impact of climate 
change on the way farmers live and work.68

To secure climate resilience, it is also imperative that 
indigenous groups are included in financial and technical 
support for small growers and climate-affected communities. 
As mentioned in this publication, there has been an alarming 
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increase in selective violence toward social and environmental 
activists and Indigenous communities. Engagement with 
local communities and existing civil society organizations 
is essential for the success of all climate-action measures, 
especially to ensure that the most affected populations are 
able to adapt and grow in a changing climate, rather than 
migrating in mass numbers as a result of disruptive weather 
patterns and disasters.

Private Sector and Civil Society: As stated in the first policy 
brief of this series, The Role of the Private Sector in Catalyzing 
Inclusive Economic Opportunities in the Northern Triangle, 
published in March 2021, investment in renewable energy 
is the area with the most potential to yield benefits beyond 
climate-change mitigation.69 Projects related to reducing 
emissions related to climate change, such as public-private 
partnerships in public sustainable-transportation projects—for 
instance, electric or hydrogen buses—would vastly improve 
conditions to reduce the impacts of climate change, while 
also tackling insecurity and extortion.

Paired with investments in technical education and training, 
investments in renewable energy could help to create 
higher-value jobs, reduce overdependence in agriculture 
and manufacturing, and catalyze economic development 
as more affordable and reliable energy becomes more 
widely accessible. In-country businesses in the agriculture 
industry—particularly those that export coffee, fruits, and 
seafood—can facilitate investment that provides farmers 
and small producers with climate predictability through 
digital forecasting technologies made available in mobile 
applications. This would allow the agricultural sector—one 
of the biggest in Central American economies—to make 
more informed decisions, minimize losses, maximize crop 
production, and improve food security.

Additionally, civil society, together with the national and 
international private sector and universities – both local and 
international— could set up partnerships to make weather 
and climate data available and digestible to key decision-
making stakeholders. For example, on June 2021, the United 

Farmers in the village of Orocuina, affected by the drought, wait in line for distribution of food aid donated by the 
United Nations World Food Programme (WFP). A severe drought has ravaged crops in Central America and as many 
as 2.81 million people are struggling to feed themselves. August 28, 2014
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States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
announced a new Cooperative Institute for Severe and High-
Impact Weather Research and Operations in the United 
States, in partnership with seventy universities and research 
institutions.70 A partnership like this, in Central America, could 
help policymakers prepare for climate disasters.

The United States and the International Community: The 
United States, the European Union, and multilateral and 
financial institutions like the World Bank, the IDB, CABEI, and 
the Green Climate Fund must continue facilitating financial 
support for at-risk countries in northern Central America to 
adapt to climate impacts. The Biden administration’s Strategy 
to Address the Root Causes of Migration in Central America 
includes $310 million in urgent relief to help address the 
climatic factors of migration, such as hurricanes and droughts. 
To date, around $250 million of the total funds have been 
allocated, reaching more than two million people, but the 
strategy could benefit from adding more partners and co-
financers to assure its sustainability. It is also crucial that 
global climate summits include buy-in from northern Central 
American countries suffering from the worst effects of climate 
change. Central America’s absence in the Leaders’ Summit 
on Climate hosted by the United States in April 2021 is a stark 
reminder of the increasing importance of raising the voice of 
climate-affected countries on the global stage.71 Including the 
perspectives of communities in northern Central America’s 
Dry Corridor, for example, is a value-adding measure for the 
negotiations at the UN Climate Change Conference of the 
Parties (COP 26).

The United States, specifically, should appeal to northern 
Central America countries to raise their ambitions and push 
for more significant support for these vulnerable nations 
to adapt to the high impacts of climate change. Achieving 
resilient societies is an integral part of meeting national 
development goals and addressing a root cause of migration. 
As stated by the World Bank, “concerted action on climate 
change mitigation and adaptation and inclusive development 
policies that embedding climate migration into planning will 
help reduce the number of climate migrants by 2030.”72 
Actors at all levels of government and across sectors must 
leverage this “window of opportunity to invest in knowledge, 
mitigation, and adaptation and take steps now to secure 
resilience for all significant gains in sustaining livelihoods that 
help people stay in place.”73

IV. CONCLUSION

Ongoing social instability in northern Central American 
countries—as a result of violence and citizen insecurity, 
curtailment of civil liberties, and unforgiving changes 
in the climate—poses serious threats to the livelihoods 
of Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans, with 
reverberations across the region and in the United States. 
As this publication and the previous two policy briefs in this 
series have shown, there is no quick or easy remedy to tackle 
the numerous challenges facing northern Central America. 
So, how can renewed US leadership help catalyze the broad 
and sustained multinational and multisector support to set a 
new direction for the region?

The Biden administration has been both strategic and 
intentional in prioritizing a comprehensive approach to help 
northern Central Americans find hope in their own countries. 
The release of the US Strategy for Addressing the Root Causes 
of Migration in Central America report was a much-needed 
step in what will inevitably be a long-term effort to improve 
the living conditions forcing migrants to search for better 
futures in the United States. In line with the focus and analysis 
of this publication, two-thirds of the report is dedicated to 
promoting press freedoms, countering violence and illicit 
activities perpetrated by organized criminal organizations, 
and combating gender-based violence.

With a clear vision of the desired outcome, strategic pillars, and 
lines of effort, the implementation of the strategy must now 
begin with old and new value-adding partners across sectors 
and geographies to build on past and existing experiences, 
mobilize resources for new efforts, and importantly, effectively 
communicate implementation requirements, expectations, 
and progress to US-based and in-region stakeholders.

One important next step to sustain ongoing efforts to tackle 
the sources of social instability, generate jobs, and combat 
corruption is to secure bipartisan support from the US Congress. 
Only by codifying a long-term effort into legislation that can 
lock-in financial, technical, and diplomatic commitments will 
the United States and northern Central America have a chance 
to generate long-term structural improvements so that would-
be migrants have the option to remain in their communities. 
Galvanizing this bipartisan consensus will be the next chapter 
of the Adrienne Arsht Latin America Center’s Central America 
programming, with continued support from NTAG, which has 
been instrumental to informing and advancing this last brief of 
the three-part series in partnership with DT Institute. As well, 
in this next phase of work, local and regional collaboration 
will be critical to enacting the recommended policy changes 
contained in these briefs.
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