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The Capdem project 

The migration Route is sadly known for human trafficking and violence and abuses perpetrated by 

organized crime and corrupt officials. Along the way, associations, groups and individuals are fighting 

to protect the basic human rights of migrants. In 2011, in Central America, Dominican Republic, 

Mexico and North America, Soleterre started the CAPDEM project, a platform to network and give 

voice to the defenders, contributing to their work and improving their capacity for advocacy and 

lobbying. The campaign Sin Nombre is part of this project. It wants to inform and raise awareness 

about the human rights’ violations in two countries which are particularly violent for migrants and 

their defenders: Mexico and the Dominican Republic. The stories of migrants and their defenders can 

be read on the blog www.sinnombre.org. 

 

 

  

Soleterre – Strategie di Pace ONLUS 

Soleterre – Strategie di Pace ONLUS is an independent, secular organization that operates to guarantee 

the inviolable Rights of people living in “remote areas.” Soleterre implements projects and activities 

on behalf of vulnerable human beings in the domains of health, psycho-social assistance, education, 

and employment. Soleterre works in Central America since 2007, implementing regional projects for 

the prevention of youth violence and restorative justice, supporting migrant families in the countries of 

origin and destination and realizing interventions for the protection of migrants’ human rights 

defenders. www.soleterre.org / comunicazione@soleterre.org 

http://www.soleterre.org/
mailto:comunicazione@soleterre.org
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 Introduction 
 

Every year, 7 millions and a half Latin Americans, leave their Country. They escape from poverty and 

from institutions, gangs and drug traffickers violence. The region most dangerous in the world – 

because of the high rates of violence and murders- and the one with the most accentuated social 

disparity is the area which goes from Panama to Mexico. The roads walked by the migrants, the rutas, 

are sadly known for the abuses and murders against them: already victims of violence and poverty in 

their own Country, they became victims of gross human rights violations even in the Countries they 

pass through. 

 

In Mexico the situation is really serious,  the organized crime rules and after the arms and drugs 

trafficking, comes the human one as an incoming source. The victims belong to the most poor and 

vulnerable category of population; among them the irregular migrants are more at risk. According to 

estimates from civil society, every year at least 400thousands irregular migrants enter in Mexico; 

800thousands adults and more than 20thousands children- coming from Central America at the most-  

are victims of sexual exploitation and reckonings reveal that every year about 20.000 migrants are 

kidnapped, with a returning for the organized crime of about 50 millions dollars.  

The situation of the Haitian migrants in Dominican Republic is worrying as well. They represent the 

87% of the international migration in the Country – the Haitian population and the Dominicans of 

Haitian descent is very large: more than 700.000 inhabitants on about 9 millions total inhabitants. 

Despite the agriculture and the building industry are based on the Haitian manpower, in the Country 

the xenophobia and the discriminations against Haitians and Dominican of Haitian ancestry are 

widespread and always raising. Moreover, recently, there have been some legislative and 

administrative changes which have cancelled the Jus soli which guaranteed- until 2010-  to all the 

children born in the Country, the fundamental rights.  After a judgement in October (Constitutional 

Court, n.168/13) the situation has got worse because the changes have been declared as retrospective, 

so more than 200thousands Dominicans of Haitian origins are without nationality.  

The Migrants’ Human Rights Defenders- associations, groups and single persons as lawyers, 

journalists, religious people-   are the only who help and protect the migrants and work everyday to 

guarantee them the respect of the fundamental Rights. Because of their work, the Defenders are 

subjected to persecutions and violence by the organized crime and by institutions and police, risking 

their own lives. 

To help and support the Migrants’ Human Rights Defenders, Soleterre has designed and coordinated 

the CAPDEM project “CAPDEM – Platform for the Migrants’ rights defenders in Central America”. 

Financed by the European Union, the project has involved 12 Countries, 9 of them – El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, Dominican Republic and Mexico – 

have been involved directly while the others – United States, Canada and Italy – for being migrants’ 

destination Countries and for advocacy and communication activities about the Defenders’ work. In 

the case of the 51 organisations participating in the CAPDEM project, it should be stressed that the 

areas in which they are most active are: public information and outreach on human rights and the 

violations suffered by migrants; documenting violations and complaints made to national or 

international authorities; the interaction with national and international authorities for the respect of 

migrants’ rights.  

 

In every Country have been identified some “focal points”, which are organisations charged to act as  

referent and responsible at a national level for the sharing of information and the development of the 
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project activities and at an international level, with the coordination of Soleterre ONLUS, the general 

monitoring  of the activities. 

 

Through training courses on security management, national controls, virtual meetings between focal 

points, the dissemination of information on the websites, the activation of an emergency fund to 

provide concrete and immediate support to defenders in situations of serious risk or immediate danger 

Soleterre provided each focal point with opportunities for growth at a structural, operational and 

logistical level in order to offer a comprehensive service with a focus on the human rights of those 

who work for the benefit of migrants. 

This report is part of the project activities and it has gathered information about the situation of the 

Defenders in Mexico, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Belize, Nicaragua, Panama, 

Costa Rica and Honduras. 

 

According to the Inter- American Court of Human Rights (2011) in recent years the numbers of 

threatens, bashings, murders, disappearances and raids against them have raised, although the 

Defenders are fundamental for the survival of civil society organisations and associations and their 

work gives benefits to the entire society. The crimes against bodily integrity, the harassments, the 

arbitrary use of the criminal jurisdiction, the arbitrary interferences and the threatens are just some of 

the violence the Defenders are subjected to. The work of civil society organisations shows the constant 

de-legitimisation of migrant defenders, as it is generally focused on defending the rights of migrants in 

an irregular situation. Criminalisation of the work of defenders and collective stigmatisation by 

society, authorities and the media sends an intimidating message to all those who intend to or have in 

the past reported human rights. Because of what the Defenders have been subjected to, often they are 

forced to move inside their Country an sometimes to cross the national borders seeking protection.  

 

 

This report is divided into two sections: 

I. The first describes the regional context of migration: the main factors of irregular migration 

and the features of each country as a transit point, place of origin, destination and/or point of 

return within the migration flow.  

II. The second describes the situation of human rights defenders working with migrants in the 

countries of the Central American Northern and Southern Triangles Dominican Republic and 

Mexico. 

This report relate about the information collected by each focal point - at contextual, demographic, 

qualitative and quantitative level- on the risks defenders have to face in the implementation of their 

work, monitoring migrants’ shelters and civil society organizations dealing with the promotion, 

dissemination and protection of the human rights of migrants.  
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 1. Regional Context of Migration 

 

‘Throughout the history of mankind, human beings have migrated in search of greater opportunities 

and a better life. While migration is driven by many complex factors, most migrants want to earn a 

better living, to live in a more agreeable environment or to join family or friends abroad. Many, 

however, do not move of their own free will but are forced to do so – refugees escaping persecution,  

for instance; people devastated by conflict or natural disasters; or victims of trafficking. But those 

who willingly choose to migrate are largely driven by the desire for greater happiness, prosperity and 

well-being’.
1
 (IOM, 2013) 

In addition to economic factors and quality of life, the most significant causes of migration are risks to 

life, dignity and morale caused by fear and control. 

As a result of violence, the exit or displacement patterns of individuals or family groups has changed 

from forced internal displacement to the crossing of international borders in search of protection. 

The growing insecurity and violence provides the backdrop to an accelerated process of the spread, 

expansion and control of organised crime, including but not limited to drug trafficking which has 

affected this sub-region as well as other countries in Latin America.
2
 

Territorial and social control, forced displacement and the creation of high-risk areas clearly 

demonstrate the situation affecting the Central American region. This is made more apparent by the 

fact that it has the highest murder rates in the world, as shown in the Report on the State of the Region 

published in Costa Rica in July 2013.
3
 

 

                                                           
1
 IOM. (2013). World Migration Report 2013. Migrant Well-being and Development. International Organization 

for Migration (IOM).  
2 
(Garzon 2012, p.1, Garay Salamanca and Salcedo-Albaran 2012). 

3
 http://www.nacion.com/mundo/centroamerica/Homicidios-Centroamerica-duplicaron-pese-

policias_0_1353064713.html 

 

Murders per 100,000 inhabitants. (Figures in percentage) 

http://www.nacion.com/mundo/centroamerica/Homicidios-Centroamerica-duplicaron-pese-policias_0_1353064713.html
http://www.nacion.com/mundo/centroamerica/Homicidios-Centroamerica-duplicaron-pese-policias_0_1353064713.html
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Between 2000 and 2011, the number of murders in the seven countries of the Isthmus almost doubled, 

despite the ‘Mano Dura’ [firm hand] policies and the increasing resources invested in the security 

forces. Honduras has the highest murder rate (86.5 per 100,000 inhabitants) and the city of San Pedro 

Sula in 2012 became the most violent in the world, with 169 murders per 100,000 inhabitants. El 

Salvador (68.5) and Belize (41.7) are in second and third place respectively for levels of violence.  

Between 2000 and 2011 there were approximately 168,000 murders in Central America, of which 87% 

occurred in the countries of the so-called Northern Triangle (Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala). 

The increasing violence is having a very strong influence on migration patterns, both intra-regional 

and international. 

Irrespective of the country of origin from which they come in search of better life opportunities or 

security conditions, irregular migrants are affected on various levels: economic, social, health care, 

demographics, cultural or institutional. The most common irregular migration trends are related to the 

following levels or factors, whether these motivated their departure from their country of origin or 

affected them during their journey:  

Economic: irregular migrants are in a precarious situation from the moment they leave their countries 

of origin, the lack of jobs being the main driving force behind their departure. During their journey 

they often suffer attacks, robbery and extortion, as well as other acts of violence, perpetrated by 

members of organised crime groups. This puts them at a disadvantage and strips them of the few assets 

that enabled them to make the trip. 

Social: rejection of migrants by local residents means that the former are not respected. Their irregular 

immigration status criminalises them. Moreover, there is ignorance in society regarding the situation 

of migrants, which is why it is important to make this vulnerable population aware of its rights. This is 

a process of empowerment that makes them visible as human beings and subjects capable of 

demanding and enforcing their rights and being responsible for their own decisions. 

Health: the conditions in which they travel, whether by road or rail, expose migrants to various 

diseases. This is a result of sudden changes in temperature that make them vulnerable to certain 

respiratory or digestive infections. Travelling on freight trains exposes them to serious risks for their 

own physical safety, as a fact many people lost a limb. Their irregular condition, prevents them from 

having access to the National Health Service. 

Institutional: limited access to the justice system, medical care, administrative services, etc. because 

of the immigration status of irregular migrants makes it impossible for them to be supported 

adequately, and makes them distrust the authorities. Furthermore, lack of knowledge on the part of 

both institutions and migrants means that the former do not carry out their duties effectively while the 

latter do not know which of their rights should be respected.  

In recent years (2010- 2013), the movement of people in the region inside their countries and 

subsequently across international borders (intra-regional and to the north) has increased, including the 

transit of people of extra-continental origin. ‘According to the United Nations Population Division, in 

2010 more than 7.5 million people left their countries, nearly 1.3% of the area’s population’. In 2010, 

Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala and Panama had the highest number of foreigners.
4
 

                                                           
4 

UNFPA, 2011, in the report on human rights defenders (‘CAPDEM project’),  co-financed by the European 

Union. 
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Northern countries (the United States and Canada) are still the main destination of migrants from 

Central America and Mexico. However, there are large-scale population movements within the region 

that characterise its migration flows. 

Another phenomenon is that of returnees (those who return voluntarily and deportees): according to 

data from the IOM (2013), are about 500,000 the migrants who return to Central America every year, 

the majority of them are young men who will immediately make another attempt to migrate.
5
 

 

Countries such as Mexico, the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica and Panama are some of the countries with the largest number of emigrants, trans migrants 

and immigrants in Latin America. However, the migration dynamics and the impact of the migrant 

population are different in every place.  

According to Castles (2010), the probability of becoming an irregular migrant varies according to the 

criteria of origin, social situation, human capital, sex and age. Citizens of highly developed countries, 

who have universally recognised passports and significant human capital (in other words, educational 

and professional qualifications), are unlikely to become irregulars. This is because the majority of 

destination countries welcome them and provide them with a legal income and a secure residency 

status. People from poorer countries, but who are middle-class and have a high level of human capital, 

are often also able to migrate legally. However, people facing multiple levels of vulnerability are much 

more likely to find the legal routes of migration blocked and to become irregular migrants. Migrants 

with few qualifications from less developed countries find that they need visas to cross international 

borders, and that these visas are not available. 

Where demand for labour does not match opportunities for legal migration, irregular migration 

follows. Those fleeing violence or persecution, especially in poorer countries, are often refused entry 

to a country, even if that country has signed the United Nations Refugee Convention. Irregular 

migration and the use of people smugglers may be the only means of seeking protection. Women and 

children from poor countries and those affected by conflict are especially vulnerable to trafficking and 

exploitation, since they lack formal rights, resources and social power. 

Although the above corresponds to a migration profile or pattern that is both constant and complex, 

the phenomenon is different in every country. 

                                                           
5
 http://www.un.org/spanish/News/story.asp?NewsID=27487#.UrW29_TuJqI 

http://www.un.org/spanish/News/story.asp?NewsID=27487#.UrW29_TuJqI
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 1.1 CENTRAL AMERICAN NORTHERN TRIANGLE: GUATEMALA, HONDURAS 

 AND EL SALVADOR 

The Central American Northern Triangle is characterised by the mass transit of men, women and 

accompanied and/or separated children and adolescents on the first stage of their journey to Mexico. It 

is also the biggest source of violence in the region, with murder rates above the global average and 

constantly increasing. The pattern of migration from the area has been characterised in recent years by 

a growing number of people seeking refugee status on the grounds of violence.  

The UNHCR states that since 2009 we have started to see a growing trend in the number of people in 

the Central American Northern Triangle seeking refugee status in Mexico, Canada and the United 

States. In 2012, the largest number of refugee applications in the region came from Salvadorans 

(1,620), Guatemalans (1,320) and Hondurans (765). Many migrate because they are persecuted by 

gangs with whom they refuse to do business or be exploited. Of the total of 3,705 applications from 

the Central American Northern Triangle in 2012, the majority went to the United States (65%), 

Canada (17%), Costa Rica (6%) and Mexico (5%).6 There is a mathematical relationship between the 

increase in violence and the murder rate in these countries, and the increase in people seeking refugee 

status.  

This area is extremely precarious and there is a need for protection for locals, migrants in transit and 

human rights defenders. 

Countries in the Central American Northern Triangle have historically been passages for migrants. 

They have now become areas of risk, expulsion and instability, lacking security and increasingly 

criminalising migrants, who are subject to extortion, kidnapping, torture, sexual violence, smuggling, 

human trafficking and even death. See Map 1. 

                                                           
6
 http://infosurhoy.com/es/articles/saii/features/main/2013/10/23/feature-01 

http://infosurhoy.com/es/articles/saii/features/main/2013/10/23/feature-01
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Honduras has the highest murder rate in the world after countries involved in armed conflicts at 86.5 

per 100,000 inhabitants
7
, with the departments of Atlántida, Cortés, Colón, Yoro, Copán and Francisco 

Morazán experiencing the highest levels of territorial control, extortion, forced displacement and the 

presence of gangs in urban fringe and commercial areas, controlled directly by the cartels.  

Consequently, it is from risk areas that the majority of Hondurans embark on migration; firstly inside 

the country and subsequently across international borders. 

The violence has acted as a push factor for migration in recent years, as evidenced by data referring to 

the deportation of Hondurans from destination countries. A spokesman for the Honduras Office of 

Migration said that the United States and Mexico deported 4,418 undocumented Hondurans in January 

2013, a 55.7% increase on January 2012, when 2,837 undocumented Hondurans were deported. 

Of the 4,418 deportees in January, 2,700 (59.8 % more than in the same month of 2012) were from the 

United States and 1,718 (34.8 % more) from Mexico.
8
  

 

Guatemala is considered a country of origin, transit, destination and deportation of irregular migrants.  

In this respect, the dynamics of the flow and its repercussions are also very complicated. 

As a country of origin, people tend to leave Guatemala for several reasons, including the lack of jobs 

and educational opportunities, wages and insecurity, in keeping with the idea that migration takes 

people to a world that makes the American Dream come true.  In any case, we see that the government 

has very little capacity to create decent living conditions for its population.  

Guatemala also has an average of 38 murders per 100,000 inhabitants
9
 and its own dynamics of 

organised crime, land seizures and the control of large swathes of territory for the storage and 

production of goods, especially in the department of Petén. 

Guatemala City and the departments of Escuintla, Jutiapa, Quetzaltenango, Zacapa, Santa Rosa, 

Chiquimula, Suchitepéquez, Huehuetenango, Chimaltenango, Izabal and San Marcos remain the areas 

with the greatest territorial appropriation, consolidation of drug communities and transit of migrants to 

Mexico, and of Central American deportees to northern countries. As for the transit of migrants, it 

must be recognised that it is mostly Central Americans who pass through Guatemala and join 

Guatemalans in countries such as Mexico and the United States. These countries, historically passages 

for migrants, have become vulnerable risk areas for undocumented migrants.  In addition, there is the 

implementation of security policies that tend to criminalise unauthorised migrants. The transit of 

migrants is taking place in an increasingly violent country, where there is evidence that they have been 

subjected to extortion, kidnapping, torture, sexual violence, smuggling, trafficking and even death.
10

 

                                                           
7
 Ibid. no.3 

8
 http://www.laprensa.hn/migrantes/hondurenosenestadosunidos/377305-98/deportaci%C3%B3n-de-

inmigrantes-hondure%C3%B1os-de-eua-y-m%C3%A9xico-subi%C3%B3-557-en-enero 
9
 World Bank data for 2011: http://datos.bancomundial.org/indicador/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5 

10
 López, Claudia and Danilo Rivera. (2013). Aproximaciones de Política Migratoria para Guatemala. Grupo 

Articulador de la Sociedad Civil en Materia Migratoria. [Approaches to Migration Policy for Guatemala. Civil 

Society Liaison Group on Migration]. 

http://www.url.edu.gt/PortalURL/Archivos/100/Archivos/Aproximaciones%20de%20Pol%C3%ADtica%20P%

C3%BAblica%20Migratoria%20Grupo%20Articulador.pdf 

http://www.laprensa.hn/migrantes/hondurenosenestadosunidos/377305-98/deportaci%C3%B3n-de-inmigrantes-hondure%C3%B1os-de-eua-y-m%C3%A9xico-subi%C3%B3-557-en-enero
http://www.laprensa.hn/migrantes/hondurenosenestadosunidos/377305-98/deportaci%C3%B3n-de-inmigrantes-hondure%C3%B1os-de-eua-y-m%C3%A9xico-subi%C3%B3-557-en-enero
http://datos.bancomundial.org/indicador/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5
http://www.url.edu.gt/PortalURL/Archivos/100/Archivos/Aproximaciones%20de%20Pol%C3%ADtica%20P%C3%BAblica%20Migratoria%20Grupo%20Articulador.pdf
http://www.url.edu.gt/PortalURL/Archivos/100/Archivos/Aproximaciones%20de%20Pol%C3%ADtica%20P%C3%BAblica%20Migratoria%20Grupo%20Articulador.pdf
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El Salvador is a key country because migrants from there try to reach the United States to improve 

their quality and standard of life. Nowadays the different patterns of migration mean that, as well as 

being a country of origin, it has over time become a country of return. This is a result of difficulties 

crossing the border into the United States and the high rate of deportations from that country and 

Mexico, which lead migrants, whether voluntarily or otherwise, to change their migration plans and 

return home sooner than expected. 

The main reason for the majority of these people trying to cross the borders of El Salvador is poverty 

and lack of opportunities for development and improving living conditions for themselves and their 

families. This poverty is aggravated by the civil war that directly or indirectly affected many of these 

families.  

Another key factor in the decision to leave the country is the high level of violence that characterises 

the everyday life of Salvadorans. El Salvador has an average murder rate of 68.5 per 100,000 

inhabitants, which is second only to Honduras.
11

 The most violent departments are Sonsonate, La 

Libertad, San Salvador, Santa Ana, San Miguel and La Paz, which have the highest concentration of 

gangs such as the Mara Salvatrucha and the Mara Dieciocho.  

Organised gangs act as the youth wings of the drug cartels, controlling communities through extortion 

and recruiting children and adolescents to collect fines and carry out hits. Kill people. 

Due to its small geographical area, there are internally displaced persons in all departments who have 

been victims of extortion. Eventually, they cross international borders in search of the protection that 

national authorities are unable to offer them. These people are irregular migrants and in most cases are 

persecuted by organised crime gangs.  

These migration flows lead to family separation, affecting both local economies and household 

finances. They also have a social and psychological impact on the youngest in the family, since in the 

majority of cases it is the parents who have to migrate first, while the children must stay in the care of 

a relative or older siblings. This in turn leads to the migration of children and adolescents in search of 

their parents in other countries.  

Family separation caused by migration is complicated and prolonged by social problems experienced 

by Salvadorans, such as difficulties in obtaining visas and the fact that they are living abroad illegally. 

These two factors mean that family separation and lack of contact lasts longer than many had hoped or 

expected. In some cases, this separation becomes permanent.  

It is estimated that between 500 and 700 Salvadorans a day immigrate to the United States, choosing it 

as their destination country because of the various employment opportunities and the perceived chance 

of success. In the search for better employment opportunities, Salvadorans see the United States as a 

viable option to find a job and be able to support their families.
12

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
11

 Ibid, no.2 
12

 Source: Miranda, T. and Fernando Villatoro. (2013). Historia de la Tierra en El Salvador. Migración a raíz de 

la guerra civil en El Salvador. [History of Land in El Salvador. Migration caused by the civil war in El 

Salvador]. 

http://www.uca.edu.sv/sociologia/media/archivo/c69998_migracionaraizdelaguerracivil.pdf 

 

http://www.uca.edu.sv/sociologia/media/archivo/c69998_migracionaraizdelaguerracivil.pdf
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 1.2 BELIZE 

Although Belize is not part of the Northern Triangle, it has similar migration dynamics and patterns of 

violence, with 41 murders per 100,000 inhabitants in 2010.
13

 

The Instituto de Estudios y Divulgación sobre Migración A.C. [Institute for Study and Dissemination 

on Migration] (2013) states that given its geographic location, Belize is a major transit point in the 

region. People passing through Belize mainly go on to the United States and Canada. Transit 

migration combines intra- and extra-regional flows.  

A significant number of transit migrants are from El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala and China. One 

of the largest intra-regional flows in Central America is from Guatemala to Belize, where 18,876
14

 

Guatemalans were registered in 2010. These flows also include, albeit in smaller numbers, nationals of 

Colombia, Peru, Myanmar, Nigeria and Ghana.
15

 

In 2010 there were a total of 46,000 foreign nationals in Belize, 75% of whom were Central American 

migrants.
16

 

As for the impact of organised crime on the country and its relationship with migration dynamics, 

Belize’s geographic location makes it a platform country for the movement of goods and a key transfer 

point for trafficking drugs to the north. Ports, mangroves and landing strips in rural, border and coastal 

areas are becoming the main entry points for Mexican drug cartels in their attempt to find new routes, 

from where they transport 90% of the drugs that reach the United States. Belize is being used by 

organised crime gangs as an alternative route and a new corridor for drug shipments from Colombia to 

Mexico and on to the United States.  

Weak security, weapons systems and institutional capacity make Belize a major focus for organised 

crime between Guatemala and Mexico from the Atlantic coast of countries in the Southern Triangle. 

Similarly, local rural populations are being controlled by organised crime gangs through the 

procurement of services that facilitate their operations. This also affects transit migrants because 

irregular migration channels and blind spots are always controlled by organised crime gangs and 

coyotes (intermediaries in human trafficking and migrant smuggling). 

                                                           
13

 Most recent data available from the World Bank. http://datos.bancomundial.org/indicador/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5 
14 

Population census, Belize 2010. 
15

 Source: http://imprasc.net:29572/PERFILESNACIONALES/Paginas/Belice.aspx 
16 

Belize census, 2010. (41% from Guatemala, 15% from El Salvador and 15% from Honduras). 

http://datos.bancomundial.org/indicador/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5
http://imprasc.net:29572/PERFILESNACIONALES/Paginas/Belice.aspx
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 1.3 CENTRAL AMERICAN SOUTHERN TRIANGLE: NICARAGUA, COSTA RICA 

 AND PANAMA 

Like the Central American Northern Triangle, the countries of the Southern Triangle (Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica and Panama) are countries of origin, transit and destination for migrants and their families. 

However, the dynamics of organised violence and social security are different, despite the flow of 

goods from the south and migrants from outside the continent and the Caribbean. 

A large number of migrants pass through this area in search of protection, both those who are 

persecuted and fleeing organised crime and those in search of better living conditions.  

Drug trafficking takes place in these countries, mainly smuggling and dealing. Criminal gangs have 

the greatest presence and are most active on the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica and Nicaragua, which 

is being taken over by local intervention and community control. This is the case in the 23 

communities in the RAAS [South Atlantic Autonomous Region] and RAAN [North Atlantic 

Autonomous Region] (between San Juan in Nicaragua and the department of Gracias a Dios in 

Honduras), which organised crime gangs have infiltrated in order to facilitate the production, transfer 

and sale of drugs and the trafficking and sale of arms.
17

 

Murder rates in the southern triangle are not currently above the global average, thanks to the ‘less 

violent’ form of intervention of the organised crime gangs. It is strategically controlled in local border 

areas where people are in greater financial need and are therefore more vulnerable to being recruited 

by organised crime gangs, who offer a higher income in exchange for services for their operations.  

In 2012 Costa Rica had the lowest murder rate in Central America at 10.3 per 100,000 inhabitants, 

compared to 12 in Nicaragua and 18 in Panama.
18

 An important factor behind the low levels of 

violence in these countries is the existence of police forces and armies arising from social development 

policies, expressed through an active relationship with local communities and residents.  

However, one of the main factors behind this violence is institutional weakness, which facilitates the 

spread of organised crime gangs on a transnational level. In the region as a whole, the spread of drug 

trafficking networks and money laundering has increased in recent years.  

This demonstrates that Central America as a whole acts as a bridge enabling the expansion, 

strengthening and operation of organised crime. Map 2 shows the countries in the Southern Triangle 

and their respective murder rates.  

                                                           
17 

Information obtained through field work carried out by CIDEHUM [International Centre for the Human Rights 

of Migrants] for the study ‘Forced Displacement and Protection Needs produced by new forms of Violence and 

Criminality in Central America’, CIDEHUM – UNHCR 2012. 
18

 Source: UNODC, 2013 - http://www.prensa.com/impreso/panorama/panama-tiene-la-tercera-tasa-de-

homicidios-mas-baja/154896 

http://www.prensa.com/impreso/panorama/panama-tiene-la-tercera-tasa-de-homicidios-mas-baja/154896
http://www.prensa.com/impreso/panorama/panama-tiene-la-tercera-tasa-de-homicidios-mas-baja/154896
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Massive migration from Nicaragua is a recent phenomenon; more than 75% of migrants living 

outside of Nicaragua arrived in their destination country in the last 15 years. Although there is no 

exact data on how many Nicaraguans live outside the country, it is estimated that 14% of the 

population live abroad. In order of importance, the main destination countries are Costa Rica and the 

United States, although other countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador and, to a lesser extent, Spain, 

are growing in importance. Nicaraguan migration is mostly south-south and accounts for three-

quarters of inter-regional migration in Central America.  

The causes of migration highlighted by Zúñiga Gutiérrez (n.d.) are varied, although two factors are 

predominant: firstly, the armed conflicts of the 70s and 80s, and secondly, the socioeconomic crises, 

poverty and profound inequality of the 90s. In the 70s, an important factor motivating emigration was 

the armed conflict and the establishment of the Sandinista Revolution, which caused many 

Nicaraguans who opposed the regime to leave the country. In the 90s, a predominant factor was the 

civil war (among Sandinistas) and the counter-revolution.  

The phenomenon of emigration from the 90s onwards, in contrast, changed from forced migration to 

labour migration due to the deepening of poverty, unemployment and inequality in the country. The 

increase in migration was a consequence of the structural adjustment measures taken during the so-

called ‘transition’ period after the armed conflict, during which the state was reduced considerably. 

Basic services were privatised, leaving vast numbers of public sector workers unemployed; benefit 

plans were reduced; and an economic model was established that reinforced the exclusion of 

historically marginalised groups, such as rural families and small agricultural producers. 

In recent years Nicaraguan migration has become feminised, increasing the population of young 

women, either alone or with their children, in search of work, education and family reunification with 

other members of the group, especially their friends or husbands. 
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The Peñas Blancas border post is the most popular crossing for both regular and irregular Nicaraguan 

migrants through blind spots or unauthorised entry points, which are infiltrated by criminals and 

persecutors.  

Another border post popular with Nicaraguans crossing into Costa Rica is San Carlos – Río San Juan, 

where there are greater cross-border migration flows; in other words, of people who live in 

communities in border towns and work in Costa Rica and/or use basic services such as schools and 

health centres, among others. These border posts see the irregular movement of Nicaraguans and 

others, as well as human trafficking networks that smuggle migrants for sexual or labour exploitation. 

‘Political differences and the construction of a path along the river bank have increased Costa Rican 

control and worsened diplomatic relations, which influences xenophobia and abuse by the authorities, 

coyotes and traffickers’.
19

 

According to Acuña González (2005) recent international migration in Costa Rica is the result of 

various factors; for example, the economic context is favourable for those seeking to join the labour 

market in sectors where a significant labour force is required. Similarly, the socio-political context in 

Costa Rica offers an opportunity to flee the conflict and violence experienced in other countries. Its 

geographic position makes the country both a host and a transit point for extra-regional migrants and 

transmigration. In recent years it has also become a source of emigrants, mainly to Canada and the 

United States. In other words, the country is ripe for the development of all kinds of contemporary 

migration phenomena.  

Martine (2000) cited by Acuña González (2005) believes that Costa Rica is the closest Central 

American country to the international model for attracting investment and economic dynamism. This 

factor, in addition to its traditional and well-known economic and social advances, helps to explain 

migration flows to this country.  

According to data from the 2011 population census, Costa Rica had a total of 4,301,712 inhabitants, of 

whom 385,899 (8.97%) were not born in the country. Of the total number of immigrants, Nicaraguans 

remain the largest group in the country, accounting for 74.57% of the total number of immigrants. 

Other nationalities with a significant presence are Colombians (4.28%), Americans (4.12%) and 

Panamanians (2.92%). 

Similarly, over the last two years Costa Rica has seen an increase in migrants arriving from Honduras 

and El Salvador, especially those fleeing violence. Costa Rica has received family groups of up to 10 

or 20 people, some of whom seek refugee status others who are unaware of this legal protection.
20

 

However, violence is also taking hold in Costa Rica through the presence of organised crime gangs in 

local communities and control of territorial resources such as jobs, natural resources and private 

security systems.  

There are areas in the south of Costa Rica where the trafficking of drugs and goods can be clearly 

identified, especially Pérez Zeledón, San Vito and Paso Canoas. The area also has the most blind spots 

and unauthorised entry points to the country from Panama.  

                                                           
19

 Monitoring report, southern border region of Nicaragua 2013. CAPDEM project. 
20 

Data from the Administrative Migration Tribunal ( TAM) Costa Rica.
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The cities of Limón, Siquírres, Pocosí, Guácimo, Jiménez, Las Mercedes and Guápiles, on Costa 

Rica’s Atlantic coast, are where goods are transited from Panama via Sarapiquí to San Juan del Sur on 

the Caribbean coast, encompassing the RAAN and the RAAS (Nicaragua). These cities have the 

highest rates of violence in the country, together with areas of the Central Canton in the Province of 

San José. 

Lastly, Panama’s migration dynamics are characterised by the influx of Colombians seeking the 

international protection of refugee status, jobs in construction and the development of trade, which 

attracts significant numbers from Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Ecuador. There are also a large number of 

extra-continental investors from Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  

In addition to these movements, Panama has also seen over the years the movement of significant 

numbers of the indigenous Ngobe Bugle population, who cross the border with Costa Rica to carry out 

seasonal agricultural work such as coffee harvesting. This particular case has demonstrated a 

substitution of agricultural labour in this area; local Costa Ricans have abandoned agricultural work in 

the border region (Paso Canoas and Sixaola), which has been taken by the Nicaraguan migrant 

population  with lower production costs, wages and social security benefits for private companies.   

In this migration context, it is important to note that Panama’s proximity to Colombia creates 

enormous movements of goods, people, biological fluids and organs from the south to the north, 

primarily in exchange for illegal arms from the north. For example, 36% of arms trafficked illegally to 

Colombia transit through Nicaragua and Panama.
21

 

The porosity of Panama’s borders, especially with the south of Costa Rica, facilitate the illegal 

movement of goods and the irregular administrative passage of hundreds of people seeking protection 

or who are part of criminal gangs. High-value houses and warehouses storing goods are built on the 

border, along with nightclubs, brothels and bars that create environments conducive to human 

trafficking and migrant smuggling, especially of women, children and adolescents. 

                                                           
21 

UNODC, 2012. 

The smuggling of human beings in Central America 

 

A vast people smuggling operation targeting those from the Horn of Africa (Eritrea, Somalia 

and Ethiopia) and southern and central Asia (China, Bangladesh, Nepal and India) run by 

‘transnational criminal networks’ with links and stopovers in Brazil, Venezuela and Colombia 

uses Central America as one of its platforms for human trafficking to Mexico, the United 

States and Canada. This  is confirmed by the 2013 report on ‘drug trafficking and the threat of 

organized crime in Costa Rica’, drafted by the Judicial Investigation Department (OIJ), the 

Costa Rican police and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). ‘Irregular 

migrants from the Horn of Africa are moved via land routes to South Africa and then 

transported by sea or air to Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela. Migrants may arrive in Costa 

Rica by land, sea or air, where they join the Central American route to the north’, according 

to the study.  

 

Having emphasized that Costa Rica is a transit country ‘and, to a lesser extent, a destination 

for the trafficking of migrants’, the study goes on saying that ‘the majority of irregular 

migrants (around 90%) pass through the country on their way to the United States (and 

Europe) whereas only a few intend to stay’. The exception to this flow to the north are 

irregular migrants, mostly from Nicaragua and, to a lesser extent, Honduras and El Salvador, 

who migrate to find work.  

The report describes two scenarios of people smuggling through Costa Rica. On the one hand, 

there are ‘regional flows’; irregular migrants identified as being from the Caribbean (Cuba, 

the Dominican Republic and Haiti) and South America (Colombia, Ecuador, Bolivia and 
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Having emphasized that Costa Rica is a transit country ‘and, to a lesser extent, a destination 

for the trafficking of migrants’, the study goes on saying that ‘the majority of irregular 

migrants (around 90%) pass through the country on their way to the United States (and 

Europe) whereas only a few intend to stay’. The exception to this flow to the north are 

irregular migrants, mostly from Nicaragua and, to a lesser extent, Honduras and El Salvador, 

who migrate to find work.  

The report describes two scenarios of people smuggling through Costa Rica. On the one hand, 

there are ‘regional flows’; irregular migrants identified as being from the Caribbean (Cuba, 

the Dominican Republic and Haiti) and South America (Colombia, Ecuador, Bolivia and 

Venezuela). On the other hand, there are ‘global flows’; Asians (Chinese, Bangladeshis, 

Nepalese and Sri Lankans) and Africans (Somalis, Eritreans and Ethiopians). In both cases, 

the presence of mafias has been confirmed.  

The joint investigation by the OIJ and the UNODC found a link between drug trafficking 

lines from South to North America and also people smuggling lines to Mexico and the United 

States. ‘On occasion, in exchange for being trafficked, some regional migrants may transport 

drugs. In these cases the traffickers want to ensure that the goods reach their destination, so 

they improve the migrants’ conditions. The traffickers bring money and food together with 

precise instructions for the transport and delivery of the drugs’, the report says.  

Against this background, the report stresses that ‘migrant smuggling groups may also work in 

– or have connections to groups who work in – human trafficking, particularly for sexual 

exploitation. The traffickers may capture foreign victims and take them to domestic sexual 

exploitation groups with the false promise of employment’. 

 

“The porosity of land borders is especially conducive for the smuggling of migrants. Irregular 

migrants cross the Costa Rican border on foot or by car, where it is commonplace for 

individuals to offer their services by transporting migrants to the next point on the route. 

These carriers are often informal taxi drivers who transport the migrants around Costa Rica 

and even as far as the border with Nicaragua’. On the southern border (with Panama), there is 

a constant stream of people concentrated along the Paso Canoas border post. ‘This 

commercial area, full of shops and teeming with activity, creates an opportunity for migrants 

who want to cross the border illegally. Several crossings have been identified along the 

border to gain entry to Costa Rica, located just a few hundred meters from the checkpoints.  

The business of human trafficking makes Costa Rica a ‘route to Europe’, according to the 

report. Authorities have identified migrants from the Dominican Republic who travel by 

plane to Panama, taking advantage of the fact that they need a visa to enter that country. 

‘From there they can attempt to cross to Costa Rica by land with the aim of reaching Europe, 

specifically Spain. Irregular migrants also try to board planes to Europe with a Panamanian 

passport’, the report says. 

 

http://red-crucero.com/2011/12/el-trafico-de-personas-en-ruta-africa-centroamerica-mexico/ 
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 1.4 MEXICO 

In Mexico violence towards migrants, combined with government impunity and the inability fully to 

meet the needs of this group, means that the country has a long way to go to improve conditions for 

those who want to cross either its southern or northern border. 

According to the IACHR (2011) Mexico is a country of origin, transit, destination and return for 

migrants because of its geographic position in relation to the United States. According to the Mexican 

government, nearly 150,000 undocumented migrants a year enter Mexico, mostly from Central 

America. Civil society organisations put the figure at 400,000.
22

 Migrants in Mexico face not only 

obstacles to their rights in the context of immigration controls implemented by the government that 

may violate due process and personal liberty; taking into account the particular context of the country 

in terms of organised crime and the militarisation of certain areas, the IACHR has received 

information that they are also subject to a large number of violations of their rights, from threats to 

kidnapping, disappearance and murder.
23

 

More recent date on migration flows in Mexico can be found in the report Narrativas de la 

transmigración centroamericana [Narratives of Central American trans migration], published by the 

Red de Documentación de las Organizaciones Defensoras de Migrantes [Documentation Network of 

Migrants' Rights Organisations]
24

 on 18 December, 2013 to mark the International Day of the Migrant.  

The seven migrants’ shelters
25

 where the research was carried out served 21,000 people between 

January and July 2013, from Honduras (44%), El Salvador (27%) and Guatemala (20%).  

The report notes that 93% of the migrants in the seven shelters are males aged 19-29. 

According to the network’s records, 74% of the undocumented migrants were aiming to reach the 

United States and only 10% intended to stay in Mexico, while 83% said that the reason for leaving 

their country of origin was a lack of jobs and extreme poverty.  

The study also emphasises that the second reason for migrants leaving their country of origin is 

violence and that 60% of those who cited this motive claimed to have been a victim. Reasons linked to 

                                                           
22

 CNDH [National Human Rights Commission of Mexico], Informe Especial sobre Secuestro de Migrantes en 

México [Special Report on the Kidnapping of Migrants in Mexico], 22 February, 2011, p. 5. Available at: 

http://www.cndh.org.mx/InfEspecialSecuestroMigrantes7.pdf.  

23
 IACHR, Annex to Press Release 82/11. Observaciones de la Relatoría sobre los Derechos de los Migrantes de 

la CIDH a México [Observations of the IACHR Rapporteur on Migrants’ Rights in Mexico], 2 August, 2011. 

See also, UN, Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances concludes visit to Mexico, 31 March, 

2011. Available at: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=10907&LangID=E 
24

 The network is made up of 12 migrants’ rights organisations, including Albergue Decanal Guadalupano in 

Tierra Blanca, Veracruz; Albergue Hermanos en el Camino, in Oaxaca; Casa del Migrante San Carlos 

Borromeo, in Salamanca, Guanajuato; Centro de Orientación del Migrante in Oaxaca; Centro de Derechos 

Humanos Juan Gerardi, in Torreón, Coahuila; FM4 Paso Libre, in Guadalajara, Jalisco; La 72 hogar refugio para 

personas migrantes in Tenosique, Tabasco; Casa del Migrante Hogar de la Misericordia in Arriaga, Chiapas; 

Casa del Migrante San Juan de Dios in Irapuato, Guanajuato; Casa de la Caridad Hogar del Migrante (Caritas) in 

San Luis Potosí; and Tochan Nuestra Casa, in Mexico City. 

 
25

Albergue Hermanos en el Camino, Ixtepec, Oaxaca; La 72, Hogar – Refugio para Personas Migrantes, 

Tenosique, Tabasco;  Albergue Decanal Guadalupano, Tierra Blanca, Veracruz; Centro de Orientación del 

Migrante, Oaxaca, Oaxaca, Oaxaca; Dignidad y justicia en el camino, A.C. 

FM4 Paso Libre, Guadalajara, Jalisco; Centro de Derechos Humanos Juan Gerardi, Torreón, Coahuila. 

http://www.cndh.org.mx/InfEspecialSecuestroMigrantes7.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=10907&LangID=E
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violence include persecution by organised crime gangs in the majority of cases, followed by general 

violence, domestic violence, discrimination on the grounds of sexuality and political persecution.  

The report states that violence against migrants can be identified in 931 testimonies; of those, 802 

were direct victims and 129 were witnesses of serious offences. 

Once in Mexico, migrants are victims of robbery (52%), extortion (33%) and kidnapping (4%). The 

majority of cases are recorded in Chiapas (38%), Veracruz (32%), Tabasco and Oaxaca (6% each). 

In some cases the migrants have identified their attackers: they are members of the Mara Salvatrucha, 

the Zetas and hitmen from the Gulf Cartel and El señor de los trenes. 

Narcotraffic Map in Mexico. Source: Animal Político
26

 

 

They also extensively documented 167 testimonies from victims, identifying 303 practices in violation 

of human rights, according to relevant international treaties. 

In these records, the most common abuses are against property, freedom of transit and the right to 

personal integrity. 

The authorities most commonly accused of committing offences are elements of the Federal Police 

(PF) in 35% of cases and local councils (31%), followed by state police (10%), the army (4%) and the 

INM [National Institute for Migration] (4%). 

The conclusions of the rapporteur of the International Forum – ‘Estrategias regionales para el 

fortalecimiento de Organismos Públicos de Derechos Humanos y Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil 

en la protección de personas migrantes en México y Centroamérica. Propuestas y articulaciones con 

perspectiva regional’ [‘Regional strategies to strengthen public human rights bodies and civil society 

                                                           
26

 http://www.animalpolitico.com/2012/10/el-nuevo-mapa-del-narcotrafico-en-mexico/#axzz2i66LXqt1 
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organisations for the protection of migrants in Mexico and Central America: proposals with a regional 

perspective’
27

 – clearly reflect migrants’ needs. 

During the first panel discussion on the regional structure with regards to the situation of migrants’ 

rights, the speakers agreed that the region’s migration policies should prioritise the paradigm of rights 

and human security. They emphasised the need for all those involved to tackle fully and jointly the 

situation of migrants’ rights through cooperation and open, equal and inclusive dialogue for decision-

making. 

Participants in the panel discussion on security and personal integrity in the context of migration 

agreed on the importance of strengthening the mechanisms of supervision and accountability of 

authorities tasked with upholding the law, especially the National Institute for Migration, using 

performance indicators. They also recognised the existence of the collusion of the authorities in 

kidnappings, extortion and abuse of migrants and the persistence of impunity for these crimes, as well 

as threats and risks to human rights defenders. 

                                                           
27

 Several organisations and bodies took part in this event, which was held in September 2013, to discuss the 

issue, including: the Fundación para la Justicia y el Estado Democrático de Derechos [Foundation for Justice and 

the Democratic Rule of Law]; the Foro Nacional para las Migraciones de Honduras [National Forum for 

Migration of Honduras]; the Comité de Familiares de Migrantes Fallecidos y Desaparecidos de El Salvador 

[Committee of Relatives of Dead and Disappeared Migrants in El Salvador]; the Casa del Migrante de Saltillo; 

the Procuraduría de Derechos Humanos de Guatemala [Office of the Human Rights Ombudsman of Guatemala]; 

the Procuraduría para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos de El Salvador [Office of the Human Rights 

Ombudsman of El Salvador]; the Comisión de Derechos Humanos del Distrito Federal [Distrito Federal Human 

Rights Commission]; the Defensoría de los Derechos Humanos de Querétaro [Office of the Human Rights 

Ombudsman of Querétaro]; and the Comisión Estatal de Derechos Humanos [State Human Rights Commission] 

of Tlaxcala. These organisations are all members of the Red DH Migrantes [Migrants’ Human Rights Network]. 

 

Acts of corruption and abuse 

Over a thousand National Institute for Migration (INM) officials were sacked in 2013 for acts 

of corruption, inadequate record-keeping or attempted abuse of migrants.  

Speaking to representatives of non-governmental organizations, Vargas Fosado, INM 

commissioner, admitted that, in fact, corruption exists ‘among delegates of the institute and 

staff at migrant centers’. He also admitted that migrants are attacked in the country ‘by 

organized crime gangs, common delinquents and international gangs on the southern border. 

Yes, they are sexually assaulted, robbed, abused and thrown off the train. Yes, that is the 

reality for migrants who take ‘La Bestia’ (the south-east train)’. The commissioner conceded 

that there is overcrowding in migrant centers, especially those in the south, but blamed this on 

the difficulty of contacting consulates to facilitate deportation proceedings. 

http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=357350 

 

http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=357350
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During the panel discussion on the search for disappeared migrants and the right to truth, information, 

access to justice and compensation, the speakers warned that although progress has been made in this 

area, mainly in the identification of remains of disappeared persons, this has mainly been the result of 

efforts by civil society and public human rights organisations. They agreed on the urgent need for the 

definition and implementation of protocols to locate disappeared persons in Mexico and Central 

America, thereby ensuring consistency in the search for and investigation into disappeared persons 

with respect to their families and the right to truth and justice. 

The panel discussion on health and migration concluded that the Mexican health system is inefficient 

at caring for migrants, mainly because of ignorance and apathy on the part of health service officials 

towards the Migration Law; the existence of myths about migrants that obstruct their access to health 

care; and the lack of hospital capacity and medicines. The panellists warned that, despite the work of 

bodies such as the Red Cross and the Jesús el Buen Pastor shelter in Chiapas, violence and 

institutional apathy underline the fact that being a migrant increases one’s vulnerability in terms of 

health and physical integrity.  

In the panel discussion on psychosocial processes, it was concluded that the focus should be on an 

overarching theme and not a single action, enabling the comprehensive care of migrants and their 

families without ignoring the current context and the pre-existence of numerous human rights 

violations suffered before they became migrants. This approach should be integrated into litigation 

proceedings to make them people-centred; once informed, migrants can have realistic expectations and 

express and detail their fears and resistance to the process, but above all make decisions on what they 

want to do about the multiple violations. Only if they are kept informed, supported and given a voice 

they can take action to demand not just individual but collective justice, thereby bringing about the 

necessary social changes.  

The organs’ trafficking 

 

In November 2013, migrants’ rights activist Alejandro Solalinde reported finding a ‘scandalous’ 

amount of bodies, apparently of migrants, without organs in unmarked graves. 

The director of the shelter Hermanos en el Camino said that the find could confirm ‘the 

presence of organisations that use undocumented migrants for the illegal trafficking of organs, 

given that both organ and child trafficking exist’. 

Solalinde reported on Wednesday that there are more and more women and children among 

travellers heading to the United States and estimated that 40% of the migrant population is 

made up of women with small children. ‘I want you to imagine a mum with her baby in her 

arms and three or four other children walking alongside her; it worries me because child 

trafficking does exist, organ trafficking does exist’.  

On 25 October, 2013, the UN special rapporteur for human trafficking, Joy Ngozi Ezeilo, said 

that the phenomenon is growing worldwide, in part because of increased demand for transplant 

organs.  ‘The root cause of human trafficking to extract organs is an acute shortage of transplant 

organs throughout the world, and an imbalance between the growing demand for organ 

transplants and the limited supply available’, Ezeilo added. 

On this subject, the father and Mexican activist described organisations that traffic human 

organs as ‘sophisticated mafias who must rely on the collusion of their members’ in the national 

health service. 

 

http://www.informador.com.mx/mexico/2013/496019/6/solalinde-denuncia-hallazgo-de-cuerpos-de-migrantes-sin-

organos.htm 

 

 

http://www.informador.com.mx/mexico/2013/496019/6/solalinde-denuncia-hallazgo-de-cuerpos-de-migrantes-sin-organos.htm
http://www.informador.com.mx/mexico/2013/496019/6/solalinde-denuncia-hallazgo-de-cuerpos-de-migrantes-sin-organos.htm
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The massacre of San Fernando 

“They left in passenger buses for the border 

dreaming of their new life, but they returned on 

board a truck with a refrigerated compartment 

that took them to a morgue.” The majority of 

the 196 bodies found in April 2011 in graves in 

San Fernando, Tamaulipas were of poor 

migrants beaten to death; their lives were not 

even worth a bullet. The government of 

Tamaulipas was worried that bad publicity 

would scare away tourism and investment. 

Somebody ordered the bodies to be removed to 

cover up the scandal. 

The information is contained in a series of 

declassified documents sent by US officials 

from Mexico to Washington between 2010 and 

2012. These reports make it clear that the 

Mexican government was aware of the crimes 

committed by the Zetas in San Fernando before 

the massacre of 72 migrants in August 2010 

and the discovery, the following year, of the 

mass graves.  

The reports, obtained by the National Security 

Archive (NSA) under the US Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA), reveal the collusion of 

local, state and federal Mexican officials with 

criminals (the suspects include ex-governors 

Manuel Cavazos Lerma, Tomás Yarrington 

Ruvalcaba and Eugenio Hernández Flores); the 

presence of tribes  in the region; and the request 

from the Mexican Foreign Affairs Ministry for 

help from Washington to restore the popularity 

of Felipe Calderón, which had collapsed due to 

his anti-drugs strategy (co-funded by the United 

States) that Mexicans and US government 

officials themselves blame for causing 

violence. 

On 22 August, 2010, 75 migrants from 

Guatemala, Honduras, Brazil, Ecuador and a 

‘Hindu’ who were travelling to the border in a 

three-panel truck were stopped by an unknown 

number of criminals and taken under 

surveillance to San Fernando. Among the 

bodies of 58 men and 14 women lay two 

migrants who had lost consciousness on 

impact, but later woke up; they were a Salvadoran 

and an Ecuadorian aged 18. The latter explained 

what had happened. At 6.00 pm on 24 August, the 

Navy found the bodies at an abandoned ranch. 72 

of them appeared to have been piled against the 

wall of the cellar. ‘Unconfirmed reports indicate 

that one or more of the female victims was 

pregnant’. 

In a final comment, the diplomat who wrote the 

report added: ‘If the survivor’s account is correct, 

this represents a new level of violence for the 

Zetas’. This is because there does not appear to be 

a reason for these murders, since they did not 

demand a ransom for their captives as they usually 

did. ‘One theory put forward by – the name of the 

source is redacted – is that because the profits of 

the illegal entry of migrants to the United States 

go to the Gulf Cartel, the murders were a way for 

the Zetas to cause financial harm to their rivals’. 

The report mentions for the first time the existence 

of mass graves of migrants. ‘Mexican authorities 

are still searching for a possible mass grave 

containing more than 200 migrants.  They believe 

the bodies are in San Fernando and Matamoros’.  

This warning was given eight months before 200 

bodies began to be dug up, at which point the 

systematic murders could no longer be concealed. 

In June it was reported that seven high-ranking 

officials of the National Institute for Migration 

were sacked ‘amid allegations that they were 

involved in the kidnapping of migrants’, after 

‘Central American migrants (specifically those 

from El Salvador and Guatemala) accused them of 

removing them from buses and handing them to 

drug trafficking gangs in the state of Tamaulipas’. 

That month, both the federal police and the 

Secretariat of National Defense dedicated 

themselves to freeing captives from safe houses.  

http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=357024  
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Care for unaccompanied migrant children 

Mexico’s Migration Law obliges the National Institute for Migration to coordinate with the national 

and state DIF to care for unaccompanied migrant children in a special way. However, this is not being 

done adequately. The DIF has not assumed its responsibilities because in many states there are no 

shelters to care for migrants. For its part, the INM does not notify consulates, and when it does, they 

do not always reply adequately. In the event of deportation, the authorities responsible do not always 

meet the criteria set out in the relevant memorandum of understanding. There are also no 

comprehensive measures for the protection, care or reintegration into their families, communities or 

schools of deported children in their countries of origin. The consensus was that in general, 

governments do not act in the best interests of children in the implementation of public policies and 

programmes on the subject of migration.
28
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 Source: Somos migrantes [We Are Migrants]: The global migrant newspaper. (29 November, 2013). 

http://www.somosmigrantes.com/2013/11/29/relatoria-del-foro-internacional-de-migrantes/ 

 

Although Mexican law states that unaccompanied, irregular child and adolescent migrants 

must be directed immediately to the National System for Family Development (DIF), in 

practice they continue to be detained in migrant centers. In 2012, 6,100 children and 

adolescents (mainly from Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador) were housed in migrant 

centers while their migration status was resolved. In the first three quarters of 2013 there 

were 7,031 similar cases, which show that these practices are increasing. 

In particular, children and adolescents aged 12-17 (80% of all migrants in this vulnerable 

group) are detained in these centers, where conditions do not guarantee their integrity and 

fulfillment of their basic rights. This is mainly due to the lack of resources and space in the 

shelters and poor communication between migration authorities.  

Incarceration, even for a short period, can have serious consequences for the physical and 

psychological development of this group. The effects of imprisonment, in the short term, 

include depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, physical complaints such as stomach pain 

and migraines, and suicidal thoughts, among others. 

In the current framework of legal migration in Mexico, there are no figures for alternatives to 

detention as the main processing mechanism for irregular migrants. The International 

Detention Coalition (IDC) has emphasized the need to adopt measures that protect the 

freedom of movement of children and adolescents and guarantee full protection of their 

human rights. 

http://www.animalpolitico.com/2013/12/ansiedad-y-depresion-entre-las-consecuencias-de-la-detencion-de-ninos-

migrantes/#ixzz2nq9jmdLR  

 

 

http://www.somosmigrantes.com/2013/11/29/relatoria-del-foro-internacional-de-migrantes/
http://www.animalpolitico.com/2013/12/ansiedad-y-depresion-entre-las-consecuencias-de-la-detencion-de-ninos-migrantes/#ixzz2nq9jmdLR
http://www.animalpolitico.com/2013/12/ansiedad-y-depresion-entre-las-consecuencias-de-la-detencion-de-ninos-migrantes/#ixzz2nq9jmdLR
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Deportations during the Obama administration 
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 1.5 DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

The Dominican Republic has significant and 

complex migration dynamics, in particular 

because of the influx of people from Haiti, who 

account for approximately two-thirds of all 

immigration to the country. The migrant 

population in the Dominican Republic comes 

mainly from Haiti, representing 5.4% of the 

country’s total population and 87.3% (458,233) of 

the total foreign-born population. Other 

immigrants come from the United States, Spain, 

Puerto Rico, Italy, China, France, Venezuela, 

Cuba, Colombia and Germany.
29

 

The Haitian population is highly vulnerable, 

socially, economically and in terms of 

employment. Migrants are both male and female 

and have very low levels of education, working in 

agriculture and construction as well as commerce 

and domestic service. One of the main problems 

for the Haitian population in this country is the 

irregular status in which they find themselves due 

to the high cost of regularisation, and the 

consequent lack of access to health care and 

housing.  
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First National Immigrant Survey in the Dominican Republic (Eni) 2012, 2013.
 
 

The Dominican authorities continue to 

carry out collective expulsions of 

Haitian migrants despite the appeal 

initiated in February 2010 (and renewed 

in June 2011) by the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees and the 

Office of the UN High Commissioner 

for Human Rights to suspend all 

involuntary returns to Haiti on 

humanitarian grounds as a result of the 

earthquake that hit in January 2010. 

These collective expulsions therefore 

constitute a violation of international 

human rights standards. 

In carrying out many of these collective 

expulsions, the Dominican security 

services used excessive force. For 

example, on 23 May, 2013, Haitian 

migrant Jean Robert Lores died as a 

result of the beating he suffered at the 

hands of agents from the General Office 

of Migration and the national police 

during a raid effected in the city of Juan 

Dolio to expel Haitian migrants. 

According to his brother, Jean Robert 

was not taken to the hospital until 

several hours after the beating and 

agents repeatedly denied him medical 

care while he lay seriously injured on 

the ground. 
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The Dominico-Haitian border sees a considerable amount of migrant smuggling, controlled by 

organised trafficking groups who, together with law enforcement agents (the police), encourage illegal 

payments for transporting highly vulnerable people with no documents or respect for their human 

rights. This transport subjects migrants to labour exploitation, along with paltry wages, unfair 

dismissal, discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity or nationality, breaches of health and safety 

regulations and sexual harassment.
30

  

Until now, migration flows between the two countries have been determined by the complex migration 

policies of the Dominican Republic and the increasing gap between the two countries in terms of 

development. The regulatory framework for migration flows between the Dominican Republic and 
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Centro Bonó. Human Rights Observatory 2012, no. 8. 

Migrants’ population in Dominican Republic 

According to the results of the 2012 ENI [National Immigrant Survey], the total number of 

migrants is 524,632; this represents 5.4% of the country’s total population, estimated at 

9,716,940 at the time of the survey. Of that total 458,233 people, or 87.3%, of the immigrant 

population, were born in Haiti, while 66,399 people, or 12.7%, came from other countries. 

This demonstrates the prevalence of Haitians among the country’s immigrant population. 

The relative lack of immigrants from other countries contrasts with the diverse origins of this 

segment of the population. In fact, the survey recorded more than 60 countries of origin of 

immigrants. The ten main countries in order of the size of the recorded population are: the 

United States (13,514); Spain (6,720); Puerto Rico (4,416); Italy (4,040); China (3,643); 

France (3,599); Venezuela (3,434); Cuba (3,145); Colombia (2,738); and Germany (1,792). 

As for gender it was noted that the majority of migrants are male, accounting for 64.4% of the 

total, with women making up the remaining 35.6%. The proportion of men is greater among 

Haitian immigrants (65.4%) than immigrants from other countries (57.5%). The majority of 

immigrants live in urban areas, although the percentage is lower than for the native 

population: 68.2% and 74.5% respectively. Similarly, the percentage of the population living 

in urban areas is higher among immigrants born in other countries (89.6%) than Haitian 

immigrants (65.1%).  

According to the survey there are 244,151 descendants of immigrants, accounting for 2.5% of 

the country’s total population. Of this total, 209,912 people are the descendants of Haitian 

immigrants and the remaining 34,239 people are the descendants of immigrants from other 

countries. 

The population of foreign origin is made up of immigrants and their descendants. The size of 

this population is 768,783 people, accounting for 7.9% of the country’s total population. This 

includes 668,145 people of Haitian origin and 100,638 people from other countries. 

As has already been pointed out, the majority of immigrants are male, and young adults aged 

20-34. More than half of the immigrant population (53.9%) are aged 20-34, while the 

percentage of this age range in the general population is 26.6%. 

Source: First National Immigrant Survey in the Dominican Republic (Eni) 2012, 2013. 
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Haiti has been characterised by periods of openness alternating with others of restrictions and 

deportations. Migration pressures have also been greatly influenced by natural disasters, political 

chaos and economic instability in Haiti, which helped to widen the recorded income gap between the 

two countries over the past five years. Immigration from Haiti favours the economy of the Dominican 

Republic by offering companies in that country a young workforce with relatively low wages: Haitian 

workers earn 60% of the average for Dominicans. In the agricultural sector, where the majority of 

Haitian immigrants are employed, the average wage of Haitians is half of that received by Dominican 

employees. 

The earthquake of 12 January, 2010 had a devastating impact on Haiti: according to estimates, it killed 

a quarter of a million people and destroyed approximately 8% of capital stock. General loss and 

damage is estimated at around US$8000 million, or 120% of GDP. According to World Bank figures, 

the earthquake caused an increase in migration from Haiti to the Dominican Republic and other 

countries, since Haiti’s growing unemployment increased the expected return on migration. Haitian 

emigration increased by 6% in the year of the earthquake, while migration flows remain at 3% above 

estimates had the earthquake not occurred. As a result of the earthquake, the number of immigrant 

workers in the Dominican Republic in 2020 will be 1% higher than the estimate had the earthquake 

not occurred.
31
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 Haiti and the Dominican Republic: More Than the Sum of its Parts, World Bank, 2012 

The migration process 

The 2012 ENI tackled several issues related to the process of immigration to the Dominican 

Republic. According to data from the survey, the majority of immigrants (75.9%) have 

migrated only once to find work or to put down roots in the Dominican Republic, while just 

over a fifth (22.8%) have migrated twice or more. This figure is broadly similar among Haitian 

immigrants (22.7%) and those from other countries (23.2%). The percentage of those who 

have migrated twice or more is slightly higher among men than women both for those from 

Haiti (25.1% and 18.1%) and those from other countries (25.1% and 20.6% respectively). 

According to data on the period of arrival in the Dominican Republic, 38.6% of immigrants 

arrived recently, between 2010 and 2012 (up to the date when the survey was carried out). 

23.6% arrived between 2006 and 2009, 18.5% between 2000 and 2005, and 17.3% before 2000 

(see figure 7). The survey looked at immigrants’ main reason for moving to the Dominican 

Republic. For most immigrants, the main reason was employment. Job opportunities were 

cited by 45.2% of immigrants, followed by better living conditions (25.7%), being with family 

(10.3%) and studying (7.5%). 73.8% of immigrants had relatives or friends already living in 

the Dominican Republic when they came to the country. A higher percentage of Haitian 

immigrants, compared to those from other countries, had family or friends in the country 

before arriving (76.2% against 55.1%). 

88.5% of Haitian immigrants are concentrated in four sectors of employment: agriculture 

(35.7%), construction (25.9%), commerce (16.5%) and other services (10.4%). 40.9% of 

Haitian men work in agriculture, 31.4% in construction, 11.1% in commerce and 6% in other 

services., Amongst Haitian women, 39% work in commerce, 29.5% in other services, 13.2% in 

agriculture and 8.8% in hotels and restaurants. 

Source: First National Immigrant Survey [Eni] In The Dominican Republic 2012, 2013. 
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Haitian migrants experience constant human rights violations as a result of gross discrimination and 

xenophobia which has been on the rise in recent years, leading to several attacks.  They are victims of 

house fires, intimidation, arbitrary detention in the streets and the workplace, imprisonment, removal 

from public buses, collective repatriations and family separation. 

Currently, one of the most oppressive aspects of Dominico-Haitian migration is the existence of 

human rights violations on the grounds of nationality, marked by discriminatory quotas, racism and 

xenophobia. 

Dominicans of Haitian descent have experienced several legislative and policy changes regarding 

access to regularisation and the granting of Dominican nationality; they are beginning to be seen in the 

majority of cases as stateless. This situation excludes migrants and those of Haitian descent from 

access to justice, thereby breaching their right to a decent and stable economic, political and social life. 

Policies focused on restricting the nationality of persons from migrant families goes against the 

fulfilment and guarantee of human rights and the Dominican constitution, increasing the number of 

stateless persons and the irregular conditions of many Dominico-Haitian families.  

Until 2004 the Dominican legislation considered the jus soli but with the approval of the General 

Migration Law 285-04, in addition to denying Dominican nationality to children born to those in 

‘transit’, now also applies to ‘non-residents’, migrants with expired residence permits and 

undocumented migrant workers.
32

 

As a result of this, thousands of Dominicans and Haitians are being expelled from the country, in the 

majority of cases without judicial supervision, due process or security. This encourages and facilitates 

the modus operandi of human trafficking and migrant smuggling networks, particularly in border 

regions. 
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Informe de Monitoreo Semestral República Dominicana [Biannual Monitoring Report On The Dominican 

Republic]. June 2013. ‘Initiative For Human Rights Defenders’ (CAPDEM) Ref. Ieddh/2011/266-775 
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Forced repatriations of Haitians 

In just eight years from 2004 to 2011, there were approximately 119,013 repatriations, which 

is close to 15,000 a year. Mass repatriations were inherited from the Trujillo Era, plagued by a 

series of human rights violations that have been assumed by the new legal framework. This is 

evidenced in research carried out by the Centro Bonó in 2011 on migration control policies and 

mass repatriations. This research recorded procedural infringements in repatriation through 

interviews with victims, who also suffered atrocities.  

According to the interviewees, immigration officials usually detained people according to the 

following characteristics: 

1. Dark skin. 

2. Features that identified them as Haitian nationals. 

3. Id1entification of language or intonation. 

4. Pronunciation of certain words. 

Furthermore:  

 If the authorities see that their documents are in order, they tell them that they will be 

freed the next day. 

 After the arrest, they don’t allow them to make any phone calls. 

 Sometimes they don’t give them food. 

 Any possessions they have are taken away. 

 Some women have been victims of sexual harassment or sexual advances in exchange 

for avoiding repatriation. 

 If they have money they pay 2,000-2,500 pesos, which they must deliver outside the 

centre on their journey to the checkpoint. 

Buses transporting migrants detained in different parts of the country arrive at the border in the 

evening or at night.  

Although officials deny it, Dominican human rights organizations and the Instituto de 

Bienestar Social [Social Welfare Institute] claim to have helped unaccompanied minors who 

are subject to repatriation proceedings. This is a serious violation of international standards. 

Finally, repatriated immigrants are not received by Haitian migration authorities to identify 

human rights violations, review cases of repatriation, return migrants to their place of origin, 

etc. 

Rather than acting as a protection mechanism for non-resident migrants, repatriations have 

become profitable for at least three sectors on the Island: business owners, who pay for the 

policy and bring repatriations forward; the military, who have created perverse capture 

mechanisms based on fear of migrants; and border thieves (traffickers), who have created 

protection networks and sold false hope. While the law is stringent in terms of the kind of 

migrants the country receives, there is no article that guarantees living conditions for 

temporary (non-resident) workers in the workplace, leaving this to their employer. 

Source: Centro Bonó, Human Rights Observatory 2012, no. 8 
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For these reasons, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) carried out an on-site 

visit to the Dominican Republic from 2-5 December, 2013. The aim was to observe the situation 

regarding the right to nationality, identity, equality, non-discrimination and other related rights and 

problems.
33

 The Inter-American Commission carried out the visit, in order to analyse at first hand the 

situation of those affected by Judgment 168-13 in light of the standards of the inter-American human 

rights system. The aforementioned judgment has general consequences for the whole of the 

population, since its intention is for there to be a detailed assessment of all birth certificates recorded 

in the civil registry office from 1929 to the present day, creating a list of foreigners irregularly 

recorded in civil registry office records. Based on this list, the court ordered the Executive Branch to 

implement a national plan to regularise foreigners residing illegally in the country, which would result 

in the loss of Dominican nationality for thousands of people from around 4 generations born to 

foreigners with an irregular immigration status.
34

 

Interviews with representatives from various branches of government, members of civil society and 

many of those affected by the judgment, as well as visits to different areas to understand the multiple 

dimensions of the effect on these people’s rights, have supplied important information, summarised in 

the preliminary observations below: 

 

Right to Nationality
35

 

On September 23, 2013, the Constitutional Court of the Dominican Republic handed down Judgment 

168/13, whereby it gave a new interpretation as regards the acquisition of nationality by individuals 

born in the country to foreign parents in transit. Based on this interpretation, individuals who 

previously had been recognized as having Dominican nationality were denationalized. 

With respect to a particular case, the Constitutional Court determined that even though the petitioner 

was born in Dominican territory and had been registered as such by the appropriate authorities at a 

time in which the Constitution recognized jus soli as a means to recognize nationality, the new 

interpretation of “foreigners in transit”—which pairs this concept with that of a foreigner with 

irregular status—stripped her of the right to Dominican nationality. Through this ruling, the 

Constitutional Court retroactively changed the interpretation of “foreigners in transit” in the 

constitutions in effect from 1929 to 2010, which established that category as a restriction to the 

acquisition of the right to nationality by jus soli. The court stated that “foreigners in transit” refers to 

those individuals who do not have legal domicile in the Dominican Republic because they lack a 

residency permit. 

Based on the foregoing, the Constitutional Court ordered the General Office of Migration to issue a 

temporary immigration permit until such time as the National Plan for the Regularization of 

Foreigners with Irregular Migration Status—provided for in Article 151 of the 2004 Migration Law—
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 The IACHR held meetings with government authorities, civil society organisations, victims of human rights 

violations and representatives from international agencies. During its visit, the IACHR heard testimonies, 

petitions and communications from 3,994 people. 
34

 Source: Techo. (October 2013). Postura Institucional de Techo ante la sentencia del Tribunal Constitucional 

de República Dominicana. [Institutional position of Techo regarding the judgment of the Constitutional Court of 

the Dominican Republic].  

http://www.techo.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/2013_10_Postura-Institucional-de-TECHO-ante-la-sentencia-

del-Tribunal-Constitucional-de-Rep%C3%BAblica-Dominicana.pdf 
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 Preliminary Observations from the IACHR’s Visit to the Dominican Republic, 6 December, 2013  

http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/media_center/PReleases/2013/097A.asp 

http://www.techo.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/2013_10_Postura-Institucional-de-TECHO-ante-la-sentencia-del-Tribunal-Constitucional-de-Rep%C3%BAblica-Dominicana.pdf
http://www.techo.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/2013_10_Postura-Institucional-de-TECHO-ante-la-sentencia-del-Tribunal-Constitucional-de-Rep%C3%BAblica-Dominicana.pdf
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/media_center/PReleases/2013/097A.asp
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determines the conditions under which these types of cases can be put on a regular footing. This new 

interpretation by the Constitutional Court retroactively strips the right to Dominican nationality from 

tens of thousands of people who had been considered Dominicans for their entire lives, many of whom 

were registered at birth as Dominican nationals by the appropriate authorities and throughout their 

lives were provided with other documents establishing their identity, such as national ID cards 

(cédulas), voter credentials, and passports. 

Thus, Judgment TC 0168/13 of the Constitutional Court denationalized a broad group of people born 

in the Dominican Republic between 1929 and 2010. The recent National Immigrant Survey carried out 

by the State in 2012, with the support of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), estimated the 

total number of individuals born to Haitian immigrants to be 209,912. This entire population could 

potentially be affected by the court’s decision. This figure, however, does not include other 

generations of people of Haitian descent born in Dominican territory since 1929 whose parents were 

themselves born in the Dominican Republic. 

For its part, the Central Electoral Board identified 24,392 individuals born in the Dominican Republic 

to foreign parents whose births were registered in the national Dominican civil registry using 

documents other than national ID cards—that is, using a card called a “ficha”, a foreign passport, or no 

document whatsoever. Of this number, 13,672 individuals are of Haitian origin. However, this figure 

does not include individuals whose births were not registered. This list also does not include the 

second, third, or later generations of individuals of Haitian origin whose births were recorded using a 

valid Dominican ID card. These individuals will also be affected by the Constitutional Court’s 

decision, which will have a “ripple effect” that will have an impact on all generations born in the 

country. 

 

Arbitrary Deprivation of Nationality 

The Commission considers that the Constitutional Court’s ruling implies an arbitrary deprivation of 

nationality. The ruling has a discriminatory effect, given that it primarily impacts Dominicans of 

Haitian descent, who are Afro-descendant persons; strips nationality retroactively; and leads to 

statelessness when it comes to those individuals who are not considered by any State to be their own 

nationals, under their laws. 

The Commission believes it is pertinent to state once again that nationality constitutes the legal 

connection between an individual and a particular State, one that ensures that the individual will have 

a minimal measure of protection in international relations and that has an impact on the exercise of 

other political and civil rights, as well as economic, social, and cultural rights. In addition, 

international recognition of every person’s right to nationality imposes on States the obligation to 

prevent and eradicate statelessness. Along these lines, the obligations rooted in international human 

rights law require that States refrain from applying policies, laws, judgments, or practices that result in 

people being unable to have access to any nationality, as the Inter-American Court established in 

the Case of the Girls Yean and Bosico, in its judgment of September 8, 2005. That judgment also 

establishes that when there is a risk of statelessness, the person who might be affected need prove only 

that he or she was born in the territory of the State in question to obtain the respective nationality. 
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Many of those affected by Judgment 168/13 of 

the Constitutional Court are individuals who 

were born in the Dominican Republic and 

were previously recognized by the State as 

being Dominican, by means of a document 

issued by State institutions certifying them as 

such. These individuals have close ties in the 

Dominican Republic: they have paid taxes, 

created wealth, and contributed to social 

security; they were raised and educated in the 

country and have established their families 

there.  

These individuals have been affected by 

arbitrary decisions adopted by the Central 

Electoral Board over the course of the last few 

years. The Commission received information 

indicating that many officials from that 

agency deny documentation to individuals 

born in the Dominican Republic. In fact, in 

some cases, after courts ordered such 

documents to be issued, the Central Electoral 

Board refused to follow the court order. Some 

people who work in that agency deprive 

individuals of their nationality, arbitrarily and 

at their discretion. 

The denial of documents to a large number of people born in the Dominican Republic is a practice that 

has been carried out in recent years, a time in which there have also been arbitrary deportations and 

expulsions. Among those deported were individuals born in the Dominican Republic whose 

Dominican nationality the Dominican State had recognized through the issuance of birth certificates 

and ID cards. The Inter-American Commission views the order by the President of the Republic to 

suspend deportations as a positive step. Nonetheless, the Commission received information on the 

ground indicating that the deportations continue, though at a slower pace than in previous years. The 

Inter-American Commission was also able to observe that denationalization primarily affects persons 

of Haitian descent born in the Dominican Republic. Judgment 168/13 of the Constitutional Court has a 

disproportionate impact on these individuals, because they constitute the majority of the country’s 

migrant population. The Inter-American Court has established that there is an inextricable link 

between the obligation to respect and guarantee human rights and the principle of equal protection of 

the law without discrimination, and that this should permeate every action taken by the State. In this 

sense, the State may not act against any specific group of people for reasons such as race, ethnicity, or 

national origin, among others. 

 

Multiple Levels of Discrimination 

Besides affecting individuals born in the Dominican Republic in numerical terms, the Commission 

observes that Judgment 168/13 disproportionately affects individuals who are already subject to many 

The birth certificates  

The 2012 ENI noted that while the vast 

majority of immigrants, both those born in 

Haiti (92.6%) and those born in other 

countries (93.8%) have a birth certificate for 

their country of origin, only 51.9% of Haitian 

immigrants and 57.4% of immigrants from 

other countries have an identity card. Only 

37.8% of Haitian immigrants and 89.5% of 

immigrants born in other countries have a 

passport. 

Among those born in the Dominican Republic 

to foreign-born parents, 55.3% of this group 

have a Dominican birth certificate, a 

percentage that is higher among those living in 

urban areas (60.2%) than those living in rural 

areas (43.7%). A quarter of all descendants of 

immigrants (25.6%) have a birth certificate 

from their parents’ country of origin; 

similarly, 23.5% have a Dominican identity 

card and barely 8.5% have a Dominican 

passport. 
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forms of discrimination, particularly discrimination based on race and poverty. On this point, in its 

analysis of the situation in the Dominican Republic in April of this year, the Committee for the 

Elimination of Racial Discrimination referred to three particularly relevant aspects: the persistence of 

structural racism and discrimination based on colour and national origin; the link between poverty and 

racism in general; and the “firm denial” by the State of the existence of racial discrimination, which 

constitutes a critical obstacle in terms of compliance with its international obligations. The IACHR 

visited several bateyes [communities of sugar workers] in different parts of the country and took note 

of the conditions of poverty, exclusion and discrimination in which its inhabitants live. Poverty 

disproportionately affects Dominicans of Haitian descent, and this is related to the obstacles they face 

in access to their identity documents. The Commission heard many testimonials on the impossibility 

of finding a job without having an ID card, and the difficulties and obstacles-often impossible to 

overcome-in gaining access to basic services. The IACHR received multiple testimonials from 

individuals who studied through the eighth grade but who could not go on to high school because they 

did not have a national ID card. The Commission also received testimony from people who were able 

to go to high school even without a cédula but who have not been able to have access to a university 

education. The Commission received many testimonials that pointed to the persistence of racial 

discrimination not only in society in general, but also in terms of access to public services specifically. 

Given the central importance of equal protection without discrimination, the Commission underscores 

the need for the government to adopt any measures that may be necessary to guarantee its effective 

enjoyment, particularly to ensure the accountability of those acting on its own behalf.  

 

Access to Justice 

One of the safeguards for any human right is judicial protection, applied in a way that is accessible and 

effective. During its visit, the Commission identified several concerns with respect to access to justice 

in the area of the rights to nationality, identity, and equal protection without discrimination, 

particularly for people affected by Judgment 168/13. 

The Commission spoke with many people who stated that without a cédula they are unable to file a 

claim or follow through with a judicial proceeding.  The Commission received consistent information 

with respect to the Central Electoral Board’s practice of indefinitely holding onto documents or 

suspending their delivery to Dominicans who are of Haitian descent or are perceived as such. On 

another matter, the Commission received information on several cases in which courts have issued 

writs for protection of constitutional guarantees (recursos de amparo) in favour of plaintiffs—for 

example, ordering the issuance of documents—but the Central Electoral Board has failed to comply. 
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 2. Situation of Human Rights Defenders in Mexico, 

 the Dominican Republic and Central America 

 

Human rights defenders are essential for the survival of civil organisations and associations. 

Furthermore, the work of demanding human dignity is an action that benefits society in general. 

However, dedicating oneself to the activities involved presents an increasing risk. According to the 

Inter-American Commission for Human Rights (2011), in recent years there has been an increase in 

the number of threats, beatings, murders, forced disappearances and raids on those dedicated to 

protecting, promoting and directly intervening in the demand for human rights for vulnerable groups.  

In both Mexico and Latin America there have been cases of various kinds, but which share the 

common aim of persecuting human rights defenders in order to obstruct their work.  

Human rights organisations and defenders who work to protect migrant populations are constantly 

exposed to security incidents and human rights violations. Attacks on their integrity, harassment, 

arbitrary use of the criminal justice system, arbitrary interference (theft of information and office 

raids), and threats are some examples of the violence experienced by defenders in the course of their 

work.  

According to the Informe sobre Derechos Humanos y conflictividad en Centroamérica [Report on 

Human Rights and Conflict in Central America] produced by the human rights monitoring and 

analysis team in Central America, the region can be characterised by three trends:
36

 

- Criminalisation and persecution of human rights defenders. 

- Re-militarisation and implementation of security policies in response to drug trafficking, 

organised crime, gangs and migration. 

- Territorial and social conflicts caused by the investment and cooperation patterns sponsored 

by governments.  

In the case of migrant defenders, the need has arisen to implement precautionary measures that protect 

their physical and human integrity. There is constant impunity and omission on the part of the 

authorities towards harassment against this group.  

The work of civil society organisations shows the constant de-legitimisation of migrant defenders, as it 

is generally focused on defending the rights of migrants in an irregular situation. Criminalisation of the 

work of defenders and collective stigmatisation by society, authorities and the media sends an 

intimidating message to all those who intend to or have in the past reported human rights violations. 
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‘With regard to the right of defenders to honour and dignity enshrined in Article 5 of the American 

Declaration and Article 11 of the American Convention, the IACHR has identified that criminal 

complaints filed against human rights defenders and their organisations are being accompanied by 

smear campaigns targeting both the individual and their work. This affects the credibility and integrity 

of human rights activities in the eyes of the public (2011, IACHR)’. 

The situation of human rights defenders should be considered a regional problem that needs to be 

tackled in a holistic manner with effective protection mechanisms in line with the international 

commitments made during ratification of legal instruments of protection for defenders. Due to the 

risky situations they experience in their work, defenders are increasingly forced to become internally 

displaced or in extreme cases to cross international borders in search of protection. This situation is 

reflected in relation to the activities of organised crime networks, due to the fact that those involved in 

attacks and human rights violations against defenders control territories by holding information about 

their victims in spite of the fact that they have moved from their workplaces and homes.  

In light of the aforementioned situation, defenders need to act urgently, even independently, to protect 

themselves. 

The CAPDEM project (Platform for the Migrants’ rights defenders in Central America) has 

created a space for the exchange of information, training and analysis of the situation of migrants’ 

rights defenders in the region, with the coordination of 10 Focal Points (Figure 1). 

 

 Figure 1. Focal points by country, CAPDEM Project. 
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In the case of the 51 organisations participating in the CAPDEM project, it should be stressed that the 

areas in which they are most active are: public information and outreach on human rights and the 

violations suffered by migrants; documenting violations and complaints made to national or 

international authorities; and events with national and international authorities for the respect of 

migrants’ rights.  

The table below divides into five groups the main actions and activities carried out by civil society 

organisations, shelters and migrants’ and refugees’ rights defenders in the member countries of the 

CAPDEM project. 

The groups are: 

a. DIRECT SERVICES FOR MIGRANTS AND REFUGEES 

 Information and guidance on the documentation required for access to regularisation for 

irregular migrants. 

 Humanitarian aid for migrants, asylum seekers and refugees.  

 Housing, food, hygiene. 

 Medical care for migrants injured on the ‘La Bestia’ train. 

 Helping victims to recover their psychological health. 

 Care for repatriated migrants and locating their families. 

 Search for missing relatives in Mexico. 

 Referral of cases to other relevant government organisations or bodies or international bodies.   

 

b. EFFECTS ON LEGISLATION, PUBLIC POLICY AND REPORTING OF CASES 

FOR STRATEGIC LITIGATION 

 Effects on public policy on the rights of migrants, victims of human trafficking, employment 

rights and the human rights of female migrant sex workers.  

 Political advocacy and monitoring of national and regional migration regulations. 

 Political advocacy related to legislation for those seeking refugee status. 

 Public and criminal complaints of violations and crimes committed against undocumented 

Central American migrants passing through Mexico.  

 Complaints to national authorities and international bodies that advocate for the protection of 

human rights. 

 Presentation of reports on the level of compliance with the 1990 Convention, the Universal 

Periodic Review (EPU) and special commissions.  
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 Documentation of paradigmatic and emblematic cases for the channelling of complaints. 

 Support for the population in the process of making complaints about human rights violations. 

 Active participation in institutional, intersectional and multilateral networks, contributing to 

the definition of public policies in favour of the rights of migrants and refugees. 

 

c. TRAINING AND AWARENESS 

 Strengthening of institutions and civil society through training aimed at public officials, 

human rights defenders, journalists and the media on issues such as: 

 Reproductive sexual health. 

 HIV-AIDS. 

 Human rights. 

 Migration management and policy. 

 Refugee status. 

 Access to justice and vulnerable people. 

 Human trafficking and migrant smuggling. 

 International protection mechanisms for the human rights of migrants and refugees. 

 Visits to educational establishments to train and raise awareness among teaching and 

administrative staff and students. 

 Continued support for migrant adolescents and their families to access the education system. 

 Training, information and awareness aimed at the migrant and refugee population. 

 

d. PROMOTION AND RESEARCH 

 Campaigns to promote and defend the human rights of migrants and refugees.  

 Highlighting the human rights of female sex workers. 

 Research-action, aimed at the implementation of viable action in different areas of migration: 

human trafficking, migrant smuggling, organised crime networks, irregular migration and 

asylum.   

 Education and promotion of human rights through campaigns in educational establishments. 

 Dissemination via the media the violations to which migrants are subjected. 
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e. INTEGRATION AND REINTEGRATION 

 Taking action to facilitate the local integration of migrants and refugees who decide to settle in 

the host country. 

 Strengthening and undertaking of actions in the local area for capacity-building in 

communities of returned, deported and repatriated migrants.  

 Support for community leaders, psychosocial care and local information campaigns on the 

risks of migration.  

 Support for training to increase the institutional capabilities of NGOs and grassroots 

organisations.  

 Support, strengthening and promotion of social organisations for migrants and refugees. 

 Local support for returnees and their families in making a complaint about the violation of 

their rights. 

 Promotion of networks of defenders for the human rights of migrant workers and human rights 

in general.  

Within the framework of the CAPDEM project, the participating focal points have monitored the 

situation of human rights defenders working with migrants in the various parts of the country in which 

they are located.  

Mexico, the Dominican Republic, Belize, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa Rica 

and Panama have all carried out a survey to verify the situation of human rights defenders, with 

particular emphasis on those who work with migrants. 

Each focal point gathered information that reflects on a contextual, demographic, qualitative and in a 

few cases quantitative level the risks that defenders face in the course of their work in the various 

countries. In order to collect the necessary information by country, the methodology of action for each 

focal point was the monitoring of various shelters, civil associations and/or civil society organisations 

that care for migrants in terms of humanitarian aid, advocacy and strategic litigation, all of which 

promote, spread and protect the human rights of migrants. 
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Table 2. Conceptual framework of the CAPDEM project. 

 

Among countries in the Northern Triangle, the reality of the migration context in Honduras is the 

result of extreme poverty in that country. This is a sufficient factor to encourage many inhabitants to 

migrate irregularly to the United States, crossing the border in a way that is unsafe and extremely 

risky. 

In the case of Honduras, according to the report produced by the focal point of the CAPDEM project 

that monitored the border in 2013, journalists in the country are currently seriously concerned and 

outraged by the murders that have taken place; 36 journalists and social commentators have violently 

lost their lives in the country in the last 10 years. The public are demanding that the Government of the 

Republic pass the Law of Protection for Human Rights Activists, Journalists, Social Commentators 

and Justice Officials, which is being driven by the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights together with 

civil society organisations. 

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Margaret 

Sekayya, said in her report in 2012 of her visit to Honduras: ‘the activities of human rights defenders 

are very dangerous, so they and their families run the risk of extrajudicial execution, forced 
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disappearance, torture and ill-treatment, 

arbitrary detention and deprivation of 

liberty, death threats, attacks, surveillance, 

harassment, stigmatisation, displacement 

and forced exile’.  

For its part, the Inter-American Human 

Rights Commission said in its 2012 report 

that there continue to be attacks, threats and 

harassment in Honduras against social 

leaders and human rights defenders.  

On 26 October, 2013, Organizaciones de la 

Sociedad Civil de Honduras [Civil Society 

Organisations of Honduras], Red Regional 

de Organizaciones Civiles Para Las 

Migraciones [Regional Network of Civil 

Organisations for Migration] (RROCM), the 

Center for Justice and International Law 

[CEJIL] and Ciudadanos en Apoyo a los 

Derechos Humanos [Citizens in Support of 

Human Rights] (CADHAC), among others, 

signed a joint declaration denouncing the 

criminalisation of human rights defenders in 

Honduras.   

It is of great concern that the justice system 

does not protect the right to consultation; on 

the contrary, prosecutors criminally pursue 

human rights defenders for demonstrating in 

defence of human rights. This is in addition 

to the government’s inability to provide an 

effective response to resolve the social 

conflicts caused by the approval of various 

projects with no respect for the right to 

prior, free and informed consultation.  

The focal point of Honduras, through the 

Foro Nacional para las Migraciones en Honduras [National Forum for Migration in Honduras] 

(FONAMIH), carried out a study with children and adolescents from that country. This study was 

conducted over a period of around eleven months from 2012 until April 2013 and identified the United 

States, Mexico, Ecuador and Nicaragua as the countries with the most deportations. The research 

identified human rights violations of adult migrants by migration authorities. Some of these violations 

include: 

I. Agents using very tight handcuffs 

II. Injuries caused by firearms 

III. Physical and verbal abuse by migration agents 

IV. Theft of personal belongings at the airport 

In 2013 information was received as part of 

the CAPDEM project that an organization 

had monitored the case of a Uruguayan 

man, approximately 33 years old, who had 

travelled from his country by land to the 

United States and was deported along with 

his wife in Carolina because his passport 

had not the apostille. The man claimed that 

he was kidnapped two months ago in 

Perote, Vera Cruz in Mexico: ‘It all started 

at around 8.00 pm when a group of us 

arrived in the town and wanted to rent 

some rooms, but we were intercepted by 

people we believed to be federal agents. 

They asked us for our documents and a 

thousand pesos. They put a hood over our 

head, tied our hands and took us to a house 

around thirty minutes away where other 

men were already living and who also 

appeared to have been kidnapped. There 

were about twelve people. I was hit and 

one of the men there was killed and burned 

in a container’. The man said that he and 

two others managed to escape.  When the 

criminals realized that they were escaping 

they started shooting, but the men managed 

to get away. The victim did not want to file 

a report out of fear that the kidnappers 

would find him again and kill him. ‘I didn’t 

want to report it. I called to complain, but I 

didn’t want to go to the Public Prosecutor’s 

office. I didn’t want to put myself at 

risk…’. 
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In Honduras, however, one of the underlying concerns relates to the location of many of the country’s 

migrants. The increase in violence in Mexico and the violation of human rights and/or crimes 

committed against Central American migrants and even Mexicans is closely linked to the 

disappearance of persons and the discovery of unidentified remains in various parts of the country. 

When presenting some cases of Honduran migrants who apparently disappeared in Mexico, a dialogue 

was also sought with the Mexican government to establish a Technical Forensic Committee with 

international forensics staff, as well to construct regional and international mechanisms enabling the 

exchange of information on the identification of remains to compare them with disappeared persons. It 

was also suggested that protocols and good practices in forensics be established in Mexico. This will 

benefit families with missing relatives in Mexico so that, through a sound process, unidentified 

remains that possibly match those they are searching for can be analysed and there can be an effective 

response to these types of cases.  

Pursuant to the presentation of these cases in Mexico, it was recognised and emphasised that there are 

various factors obstructing their resolution. These are: a) collusion of the relevant migration authorities 

in detecting the migration situation in the region; b) lack of search and criminal investigation 

mechanisms; and c) the lack of follow-up forensics in identifying non-repatriated remains and missing 

Central American migrants. The focal point of Honduras suggested the design and implementation of 

mechanisms to support an adequate process to locate remains for the benefit of Central American 

families awaiting a response from the Mexican government on the possible status of their missing 

children.  

‘At least 25 cases link Tamaulipas as the area of disappearance or last contact. The majority of these 

cases seem to correspond to situations of forced disappearance, kidnapping, people trafficking and 

death in the desert, among others. In Mexico, the Fundación para la Justicia [Justice Foundation] has 

documented at least 21 cases related to the graves in San Fernando’. 
37

 

 

The focal point of Honduras concluded that there are still limitations both in migration policy and the 

actions of the government.  

 There is no political will at the local or national level. 

 There are no changes or new opportunities that modify the country’s socioeconomic context 

and inhibit migrants’ motivation to travel to the United States under extremely dangerous 

conditions.  

 Migration remains an invisible issue. More mechanisms of training, awareness, due process 

and specialised care for victims and their families are needed.  

 

With regards to the situation of migrants’ rights defenders in Guatemala, information supplied by the 

Protection Unit for Human Rights Defenders – Guatemala (UDEFEGUA) shows that in June 2013 in 

Guatemala there were spurious strategies focused on the defamation, criminalisation, persecution and 

even the exhibition in the press of a campaign aiming to discredit human rights defenders because of 

their commitment to shedding light on war crimes committed during the internal armed conflict. 

Human rights defenders are persecuted or criminalised in order to limit the right of communities not 
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only to petition, but also to free association, as a way of limiting citizen participation in decisions they 

are responsible for in extraction projects they are trying to impose. 
38

 

In Guatemala in recent years (2009-2013), there have been 249 recorded acts of criminalisation against 

human rights defenders. In the first half of 2013 there were 44 legal complaints filed against 

defenders, which marks an increase in this type of attack on a sector which is increasingly criminalised 

for its work.
39

 

In interviews carried out in September 2013 as part of the CAPDEM project to prepare this report, it 

was identified that there are fewer and fewer safe spaces for human rights defenders to work, while 

their personal credibility is attacked through smear campaigns. 

The majority of migrants’ rights defenders are located in Guatemala City, such as the Pastoral de la 

Movilidad Humana [Mission for Human Mobility] that works under escort for the threats and 

intimidation they are subjected to. The majority of reported incidents relate to threats and intimidation.  

From January to April 2013, according to data from civil society organisations in Guatemala that are 

taking part in the CAPDEM project, the Asociación de Guatemaltecos Unidos por Nuestros Derechos 

[Association of Guatemalans United for Our Rights] (AGUND), Casa del Migrante, Mesa Nacional 

para las Migraciones en Guatemala [National Forum for Migration in Guatemala] (MENAMIG) and 

Mujer [Woman] identified 35 telephone threats. AGUND reported 1 act of persecution and attempted 

murder, MENAMIG and the Casa del Migrante in Guatemala both reported 1 act of surveillance by 

persecutors, and one event was reported by an official at the Unidad para la prevención de la Trata de 

Personas Institución del Procurador de los Derechos Humanos de Guatemala [Unit for the Prevention 

of Human Trafficking of the Office of the Human Rights Ombudsman of Guatemala]. In the case of 

written messages and verbal threats, the Casa del Migrante in Guatemala City received 3 messages and 

verbal threats. There is also evidence that the organisation AGUND experienced 2 illegal raids. 

Migrants who have disappeared on migration routes to Mexico have been directly affected by the 

violence perpetrated by organised crime networks, as mentioned in this document in the section on 

Mexico. In the first four months of 2013, the number of disappeared persons increased to 406. Of 

those, MENAMIG is still monitoring 120 cases, where relatives claim that there is a lack of 

information and a lack of access to truth and justice. The organisation has also reported the repatriation 

of 17 bodies; the majority of these people died in accidents caused by police persecution in the United 

States, or in train accidents or organised violence in Mexico. It also reports that in the months of April 

and May there were 8 deaths in detention centres in the United States, 4 of which were suicides and 2 

of which were caused by a lack of medical care. 

The Protection Unit for Human Rights Defenders Guatemala (UDEFEGUA) has so far recorded 568 

attacks on human rights defenders compared to 305 for the whole of 2012. Along with threats and 

physical attacks, linked to both the trial of Rios Montt and environmental and land issues, there has 

been a high-level and well-resourced smear campaign, branding human rights defenders as traitors and 

eco-terrorists. UDEFEGUA recorded 164 cases of defamation between January and September 2013.  
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Over the same period, 18 human rights defenders 

were murdered while another 37 survived 

assassination attempts. The murder of Carlos 

Alberto Orellana Chávez in August 2013 brought to 

four the number of journalists murdered so far this 

year. Following that murder, the United Nations 

Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection 

of the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression, 

Frank La Rue, criticised the government of 

President Otto Pérez Molina for not reducing crime 

in the country, protecting only private interests, 

persecuting social leaders and not protecting 

journalists from legal harassment, threats, physical 

attacks and murder. La Rue described the violence 

as a ‘retrograde step’ for democracy and the peace 

process in the country. 

On 2 October, 2013, civil society organisations 

publicly called on the government of Guatemala to 

stop persecuting civil society, non-governmental 

organisations and human rights defenders. This 

came in response to an intensified campaign by the 

government of Guatemala to criminalise, discredit 

and control civil society organisations (CSOs), non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) and human 

rights defenders. The statement reports that the 

government of Guatemala, in particular through the President’s Office and the Interior Ministry, had 

also defamed human rights defenders, linking them to terrorist activities or threatening them with legal 

proceedings if they continued to criticise government policy. The current offensive is not restricted to 

Guatemalan CSOs; international organisations operating in the country have also been the target of 

media campaigns accusing them of financing or encouraging discontent and conflict.  

In Guatemala both civil society organisations and government institutions recognise that human rights 

defenders of migrants and other vulnerable groups are currently operating in a climate of fear used 

constantly by the government to threaten defenders, thereby dissuading them from continuing to 

defend the human rights of the most vulnerable. It was discovered in interviews that in 2013 death 

threats (155 written threats and 6 telephone threats), office raids, intimidation, kidnap and surveillance 

were used to put human rights defenders under such pressure that they often feel they have to choose 

between the safety of their families and their commitment to their work. However, the country lacks 

detailed information backed up by specific data on human rights violations against migrant defenders. 

According to UDEFEGUA this is because, in many cases, attacks on defenders are not correctly 

recorded by the authorities responsible for receiving complaints. Furthermore, in many of the cases, 

defenders do not report the crimes committed, either because they have no faith in the bodies tasked 

with protecting them or because there is widespread fear that some public officials could be involved 

with organised crime networks. Interviews carried out in Guatemala identified that many organisations 

and even officials have experienced violations such as theft or surveillance as a result of their work as 

defenders, but they did not realise until some time after the event that the two could be connected.   

The focal point IDHUCA in 2012 

reported the human rights violations of a 

Salvadoran woman in Los Angeles, 

United States by migration agents 

(physical violence, violation of the right 

to due process, omission of appropriate 

information by Salvadoran consular 

officials, etc.). The victim and her 

husband began to receive anonymous 

calls telling them to stop their 

complaints and retract their statements 

against the officials. This case 

demonstrates the kind of violations 

experienced by Salvadoran migrants on 

migration routes and the lack of 

commitment by authorities in the 

country of origin to offer protection and 

support to migrants who suffer constant 

violations. This is where the work of 

defenders is essential to demand 

migrants’ rights and offer support to 

victims. However, they also lack legal 

support to protect them in their work as 

defenders. 
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For what concern the Northern Triangle, we turn to the situation in El Salvador, where migrants and 

defenders experience human rights violations, mostly threats or direct attacks, by government 

authorities and organised crime networks.  The work of civil society organisations and migrants’ rights 

defenders is intended to offer comprehensive support to Salvadorans who want to migrate, Salvadoran 

migrants and migrants in El Salvador. 

The CAPDEM project has identified the types of violations suffered by both migrants and defenders, 

which are classified as violations of the right to life, physical integrity, access to due process and 

access to information on one’s rights. Organisations highlight cases of obstruction in carrying out their 

activities and identify the main problem as insufficient funds to meet their priorities.  

El Salvador also suffers from a lack of specific data on human rights violations against migrants’ 

rights defenders, which makes it difficult to identify specific cases that can serve as a basis for filing 

complaints with the relevant authorities and thereby demanding the necessary protection for the work 

of defenders.  

 

In the case of Belize, due to the dearth of information on human rights violations against migrants and 

their defenders, it is important to note that none of the organisations interviewed as part of the 

CAPDEM project has either institutional or personal security protocols. The organisations claim to 

suffer from problems such as a shortage of funds and specialist staff to handle cases of Central 

American migrants, but they seem fairly well supported by various actors such as CSOs and the 

government, among others.
40

 

 

As for countries in the Southern Triangle, the experience of the focal point of the CAPDEM project 

in Costa Rica, consistent with the context of the new reality of migration in the region, reflects the 

presence and action of groups of human rights defenders working actively to defend and protect the 

rights of migrants and refugees residing, entering and passing through the country.  

In spite of the violence and groups of forcefully displaced persons seeking protection in Costa Rica, 

defenders’ organisations do not face threats as a result of their local, cross-border and community 

work. Currently threats to human rights’ defenders come from the very people they serve who, when 

their expectations of collaboration from the organisations are not met, verbally threaten officials. 

Despite this, the threats are not serious enough to put at risk the lives, integrity and dignity of 

defenders and the organisations they represent.  

However, in official documents, the situation of human rights defenders is reported as not unduly 

burdensome. This is not because there are no violations, threats or direct attacks against them, but 

because systematisation is perhaps inadequate, patchy or simply not centralised in a way that enables 

the establishment of reliable figures. Some aspects that could undermine the work of defenders can be 

recognised; for example, defenders being unaware of their rights and of protection mechanisms put in 

place by government institutions, as well as a lack of knowledge of bodies that may be available 

should they need legal or other assistance. 

In terms of the country’s migration context, Costa Rica is predominantly a destination country, 

receiving groups of Nicaraguan migrants on a daily basis. Human rights violations that have been 

reported against migrants constitute attacks on their human integrity and gender, given that:  
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a.  Women are more vulnerable because they suffer double discrimination for being female and 

from another country.  

b. Female migrants are seen only in the service industry.  

c. The high cost of the regularisation process makes it difficult for women to access on their 

own, making them vulnerable to human traffickers who trick them by promising to provide 

them with the necessary documents to obtain a visa and/or passport.  

d. One of the main obstacles to female migrants’ access to justice is being denied health care in 

several of the country’s hospitals purely because of their irregular immigration status.  

On a legislative and public policy level, Costa Rica still needs to make improvements in order to offer 

better conditions to female migrants that positively recognise and guarantee their human rights. One 

achievement is Article 7 of the General Law on Migration and Aliens, which provides the possibility 

of granting a temporary permit to those persons who are subject to legal proceedings. This will lend 

support to their demand for their human rights in a way that could benefit them and their families.   

The focal point in Costa Rica carried out a pre-monitoring visit in the town of Martina Bustos in the 

canton of Liberia on 17 January, 2012. They found that the irregular migrants who had settled there 

were of Nicaraguan origin. 

The conditions in which these people live are deplorable; they are unable to work because of their 

immigration status and survive by collecting rubbish. Furthermore, they have no property rights and 

are therefore unable to access services such as drinking water, health care and education. They are also 

at risk of eviction because the land on which they live is private property and therefore its owners may 

decide to reclaim it, leaving the people who live there homeless. 

Lack of information is a threat to both irregular migrants and the defenders who support them in the 

process of demanding their human rights. This is because both groups are unaware of the redress to 

which they may be entitled in the case of risk or the need to make a complaint.  

In Nicaragua there have been violations of political, economic, social and cultural rights, women’s 

and family rights and the rights of civil society organisations to disagree with the government’s social, 

economic and cultural policies. In many cases, there is also subtle persecution and silencing of the 

media and the press. The rights of journalists, indigenous and Afro-descendant organisations and 

employment and social security rights have also been affected in recent years.  

The human rights of Nicaraguans who migrate to countries such as Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras 

and the United States, among others, are constantly violated both on migration routes and in the 

destination countries. As part of their work as organisations that defend migrant’s rights, the focal 

point of the CAPDEM project,  Red Nicaragüense para la Sociedad Civil para Las Migraciones 

[Nicaraguan Civil Society Network for Migration], identified violations against Nicaraguan migrants 

that began in their country of origin. 

Nicaraguans have limited access to the documentation that would allow them to migrate legally 

because the cost of obtaining passports and visas is very high for those who want to migrate. The 

direct effect of this is that people are often forced to migrate with an irregular status. This in turn puts 

them at risk of becoming vulnerable and being exposed to human rights violations, either by 
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authorities such as the police and migration agents or organised crime networks such as migrant 

smugglers or human traffickers.  

The role of civil organisations such as migrants’ rights defenders has been crucial, especially in terms 

of the lack of documentation among migrants, monitoring migration legislation, generating 

information, helping to tackle the issue of migration with a focus on migrants and their families, and 

supporting and promoting migrants’ organisations.  

The work of defenders has included strengthening bilateral ties between Costa Rica and Nicaragua 

with the Red Nacional de Organizaciones Civiles para las Migraciones - Costa Rica [National 

Network of Civil Organisations of Migration – Costa Rica] (REDNAM) and the Red Nicaragüense de 

la Sociedad Civil para las Migraciones [Nicaraguan Civil Society Network for Migration] (RNSCM), 

both of which are focal points of the CAPDEM project. In 2012 the first bilateral meeting was held, 

entitled ‘First bilateral meeting of civil organisations for the rights of migrants and refugees’, with the 

aim of agreeing and suggesting to the governments of Nicaragua and Costa Rica urgent actions to 

ensure the well-being and social and economic integration of Nicaraguans in Costa Rica.  

On 20 October, 2012, the second Meeting of Nicaraguan Migrants in Costa Rica was held. During this 

event, migrants complained of dysfunction in the Nicaraguan Consulate and the Nicaraguan Human 

Rights Centre in Costa Rica, taking into account that the Costa Rican government only initiated 

proceedings with basic documents required to identify the citizen (valid passport,  birth certificate, 

civil status certificate and police record). However, the Chancery of Nicaragua has removed the last 

three documents from the authentication protocols of the institution emitter. 

The Nicaraguan Network for Migration identified that it is increasingly difficult for human rights 

defenders to carry out their work in the face of constant smear campaigns against the defence of 

human rights perpetrated and encouraged by the authorities via digital media and radio broadcasts. The 

smears are varied; they range from classifying human rights defenders as defenders of criminals to 

more serious accusations such as ‘treason’, ‘espionage’ and ‘terrorism’.  The mainstream media seeks 

to stigmatise representatives of human rights organisations that promote and defend the human rights 

of Nicaraguans.
41

   

There are constant slurs on human rights organisations in relation to their funding, especially its 

sources, which constitutes a particular type of smear against defenders. It criminalises the work of 

migrants’ rights organisations, which are often victims of violations since in some cases they are 

considered traitors or enemies of the Nicaraguan state because of the high degree of polarisation in the 

country. 

The Nicaraguan government has gradually been applying international human rights instruments for 

migrants, but there are gaps in national legal standards on migration. The network has been promoting 

jurisprudence, but the relevant institutions lack the appropriate instruments and technological 

resources for complete databases available to the public. The lack of coordination between institutions 

is a weakness in process and decision-making on the subject of migration.  

Migrants’ rights defenders in Nicaragua have brought about several significant improvements in the 

human rights situation of migrants in Nicaragua through advocacy; for example, the adoption of legal 

standards for the care and protection of Nicaraguans outside the country and their families in 
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Nicaragua. They have taken action to promote dialogue between institutions and in parliament to 

secure commitments from decision-makers.  

It is important to highlight the work of defenders in migrants’ centres that work alongside the Church 

and other civil society organisations, such as El Servicio Jesuita [The Jesuit Service], the CENIDH 

[Nicaraguan Human Rights Centre] and the CEPAD [Council of Protestant Churches of Nicaragua]. 

Together with the OIM [International Organization for Migration] and consular posts, they have 

access to facilities to monitor the conditions and treatment of irregular migrants. However, the concept 

and focus of control and security continues to take precedence over that of human rights.  

 

With respect to Panama, the focal point of the CAPDEM project, the National Board of Migrants and 

Refugees (MENAMIRE), has identified throughout the project that migrants and their defenders suffer 

human rights violations such as raids by the national police, officials from the Office of Migration and 

other public officials. There are actions that significantly restrict the day-to-day workings of human 

rights defenders:  

e. It is reported that during fieldwork, some defenders were detained by the army, supposedly 

under national security protocols. 

f. It was claimed that these defenders had links to criminal gangs or organised crime as a smear 

on their work. 

 

Those responsible for these acts of intimidation and obstructing the work of human rights defenders 

include:  

a. Immigration officials. 

b. Security forces (national police). 

c. Border police. 

d. Prison officials.  

e. Hospital staff. 

f. Tourism police. 

 

Those who violate the rights of migrant defenders criminalise their work and often classify them as 

criminals or part of paramilitary, drug trafficking or guerrilla groups who pose a risk to the nation’s 

security, often placing defenders and migrants in administrative detention.  

Defenders report being seized while doing field work in border regions and being harassed by officials 

who intimidate and threaten them, abuse their power and often violate the right of free passage. There 

are also deficiencies in protection mechanisms and access to justice caused by violations of the rights 

of migrants, refugees or human rights defenders to confidentiality at the time of making a complaint. 

The government takes no action to strengthen respect for the human rights of migrants and refugees, 

much less human rights defenders. This limits both respect for human rights for these groups and 

efficient protection mechanisms.  

 

Regarding the Dominican Republic, in the face of problems affecting migrants who are highly 

vulnerable both socially and in terms of employment, civil society organisations and churches play an 

important role in supporting and advocating for the full and effective protection of the human rights of 
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migrants and their defenders. According to results obtained from interviews carried out by the 

Dominico-Haitian Women’s Movement (MUDHA, 2012) and the Reflection Committee for Migrants 

United for their Rights (CORINUD, 2012), incidents of various kinds have taken place against human 

rights defenders in the Dominican Republic, such as: 

1. Smear campaigns in the press. 

2. Verbal and physical attacks on members of the organisations by police and immigration 

officials. 

3. Workplace raids by suspicious people on staff from the organisations.  

4. Extortion by police or immigration officials. 

At the Dominico-Haitian border, especially in Dajabón and Restauración, there are Haitian and 

Dominican men and women dedicated to defending Haitian immigrants who cross into the Dominican 

Republic from Haiti. These people are faced on a daily basis with border authorities (CEFROM, 

migration and customs); their work includes reporting ill-treatment, supporting immigrants in making 

complaints, identifying the bodies of immigrants on mountains along the border, looking after children 

and other tasks that benefit immigrants. The focal point of the CAPDEM project, the National Board 

of Migrants of the Dominican Republic (MENAMIRD), identified as part of the initiative 78 migrants’ 

rights defenders (45 men and 33 women) of whom more than 60% work in the border regions of 

Restauración and Tilori. They belong to the  Red Janu Zisel [Janu Zisel Network], the  Red  de 

Mujeres y Jóvenes Fronterizas [Network of Women and Young People in Border Areas], the Comité  

de Derechos Humanos Haitiano [Haitian Human Rights Commission] and the Fundación por el 

desarrollo Fronterizo Haitiano [Foundation for Haitian Border Development], among others. 42 of the 

defenders are Dominican and 36 are Haitian. 

There is widespread aggression towards migrants’ rights defenders in the Dominican Republic by 

government bodies; the chairman of the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH) has received 

verbally abusive telephone calls. The organisation Solidaridad Fronteriza [Border Solidarity] has also 

been the victim of threats and acts of violence at its premises, such as stones being thrown at its 

windows and tyres being set on fire in front of its offices. 

In the case of the 78 defenders identified by MENAMIRD in border regions, the main violations are as 

follows:  

- 31 accusations of being pro-Haitian and threats for being ‘traitors to the homeland’.  

- 1 police detention. 

- 14 arbitrary arrests. 

- 1 case of being rounded up by the Border Guard  (corps G2) 

- 26 cases of surveillance through interceptions and frequent controls – wiretappings, continued 

surveillance by the police, monitoring of movements – by the authorities. 

- 1 threat by persons unknown to burn the organisation’s office.  

- 1 death threat for defending immigrants. 

The monitoring report produced by the focal point in the Republic in the border regions (Dajabon-

Juanamende; Restauración-Tilory) from April to June 2013 reflected the situation of defenders 

working in those areas. It enabled the following conclusions to be drawn: 

 

a. Defenders still have little idea of the risks or threats they face due to the nature of their work 

defending migrants’ rights.  

b. There is little awareness of the international mechanisms and instruments and local and 

national laws that support their work as defenders, which increases their vulnerability. 
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c. There is a lack of clarity regarding the activities of human rights defenders, which are not yet 

perceived as such. 

The media conducts smear campaigns against migrants’ rights defenders, especially organisations 

working to defend the rights of Haitians. MENAMIRD has been a constant victim of these insults by 

nationalist conservative groups. The authorities also ignore and disregard the work of defenders, 

presenting migrants’ rights organisations to the Dominican people as traitors to the homeland whose 

only aim is to promote the unification of the islands of the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The 

Dominico-Haitian Women’s Movement (MUDHA) has faced aggression and violence via the national 

press, social networks and interactive spaces. It has faced threats of violence, abuse, armed robbery, 

insinuations of rape and physical violence because of its work, as well as robbery at the institution’s 

premises. The organisation filed a complaint with the Public Prosecutor’s Office in 2012 to report all 

the acts of violence of which it had been a victim, including the sexual harassment of members of the 

organisation.   

Case of Nadege Dorzema and Others versus Dominican Republic 

On February 11, 2011, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights submitted to the 

Court case No. 12,688 against the State of the Dominican Republic based on what it described 

as “the excessive use of force by soldiers against a group of Haitians, in which seven persons 

lost their life and several more were injured.” 

Some of the surviving victims suffered violations of their personal liberty and violations of 

judicial guarantees and judicial protection, because they were expelled from Dominican 

Republic, without receiving the guarantees due to their condition as migrants. The facts of this 

case occurred within a context of more general discrimination against Haitians or persons of 

Haitians origin in the Dominican Republic, as well as deportations of Haitians from the 

Dominican Republic. 

After the Court received different documents presented as evidence by the Inter-American 

Commission, the representatives, and the State, attached to their main briefs, in consideration 

of the proven facts in light of the provisions of the Convention leads to the conclusion that, in 

this case, the following rights have been violated: rights to life, rights to personal liberty, rights 

to judicial guarantees and to judicial protection and the obligation to respect and guarantee the 

rights without discrimination.  

For these reasons, the Court on the 24th October 2012 has unanimously determined that any 

violation of an international obligation that has caused damage entails the duty to provide 

adequate in order to redress the damage fully. The reparations ordered by the Court are: re-

opening of the investigation and determination of individual responsibilities, identification and 

repatriation of the mortal remains of the deceased victims, publication and dissemination of the 

Judgment, acknowledgement of international responsibility and public apology, the 

organization of a media campaign on the rights of regular and irregular migrants on Dominican 

territory and a pecuniary compensation. 

Despite the Factsheet n. 29 of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights says 

“where these actors in the judicial process make a special effort to ensure access to fair and 

impartial justice, and thereby to guarantee the related human rights of victims, they can be said 

to be acting as human rights defenders”, in the judgment the protection measures for victims 

and witnesses have not been considered. For this reason, some of the victims and witnesses of 

the prosecution were forced to resort to the funds of direct support for the defenders of human 

rights of the migrants in danger, as expected by the CAPDEM project. The funds, required by 

the Focal Point of the Dominican Republic, have been used to ensure the repatriation in 

security conditions for the families of some defenders from Dominican Republic to Haiti and 

for the nutrition and medical expenses. 
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There is no political will for the authorities to make a commitment comprehensively to tackle the issue 

of migration, since they are also afraid of being branded traitors to the homeland. There are national 

interests, especially among powerful private sector groups, in maintaining a flow of irregular, obedient 

and cheap labour in the agriculture, tourism and construction sectors.  These factors have put great 

pressure on civil activists who are signed up to the pro-human rights movement. Impunity is the 

biggest risk factor for human rights defenders because it leaves them vulnerable and unprotected, 

rendering ineffective implementation mechanisms for security measures. 

Faced with this situation, the Inter-American Human Rights Commission [CIDH] has expressed its 

concern at the conditions in which human rights defenders in the Dominican Republic have to work, 

especially those who safeguard the rights of migrants, as can be read in the preliminary observations 

issued by the Commission below. 

 

Intolerance and Incitement to Violence
42

 

The publication of Judgment 168/13 of the Constitutional Court of the Dominican Republic on 

September 23, 2013 produced reactions of both support and rejection in the country. In particular, an 

atmosphere of hostility was created against those who have criticized the ruling and defended the right 

to Dominican nationality of those affected by it. According to information received by the Inter-

American Commission, statements directed against journalists, intellectuals, lawyers, politicians, 

legislators, human rights defenders, and public figures that have criticised the ruling have become 

alarmingly aggressive. These individuals have been described as “traitors to the homeland” and have 

received serious threats through social media, comments in online newspapers, and slogans at protests 

and demonstrations calling for “death to the traitors.” The Inter-American Commission expresses its 

concern over the threats and disparaging remarks targeting individuals who have spoken up to criticize 

the court decision. 

For example, on November 4, during a demonstration convened by the Red Nacional por la Defensa 

de la Soberanía (National Network for the Defence of Sovereignty) in support of the Constitutional 

Court’s decision, which was reportedly attended by some public officials, organizations of human 

rights defenders and journalists were apparently accused of being “traitors to the homeland” for 

criticizing the decision. The demonstration proclaimed the slogan “death to the traitors”, and a 

pamphlet was circulated, titled “The Treason Album”, which included names and photos of 

journalists, human rights defenders, and politicians who had criticized the ruling. In addition, 

Constitutional Court Justices Isabel Bonilla Hernández and Katia Miguelina Jiménez Martínez, who 

cast dissenting votes, were accused of being “traitors to the work of Duarte”. In another demonstration 

on November 13, a group of community organisations in the Santiago area reportedly held a symbolic 

ceremony in which they burned Mario Vargas Llosa’s book The Feast of the Goat and declared his 

son, Gonzalo Vargas Llosa—representative of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) in Santo Domingo—to be ungrateful persons, along with former Haitian consul Edwin 

Paraison and the NGO Red Fronteriza Jano Siksé (RFJS). 

Congresswoman Guadalupe Valdez, who apparently had criticized the court’s ruling, reportedly was 

accused of being a “traitor” and called before the Disciplinary Council of the Chamber of Deputies for 
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 Preliminary Observations from the IACHR’s Visit to the Dominican Republic, 6 December, 2013, 

http://www.oas.org/es/cidh/prensa/comunicados/2013/097A.asp 
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supposedly having participated in a demonstration against the ruling, as part of a public event in which 

the president was participating. 

Journalists Luis Eduardo (Huchi) Lora and Juan Bolívar Díaz filed a complaint with the Federal 

District Prosecutor’s Office in which they asked for an investigation to be opened into those 

responsible for threats made against them because of their criticism of the court’s decision. In the 

complaint, they reported the existence of a new pamphlet in which they appear caricatured as the devil 

and identified as traitors. “The combination of the slogans in the public protests, along with the 

content of the “Treason Album” and the pamphlet…contain sufficient elements that would suggest 

that the purpose of the pamphlet is to draw a connection with the aforementioned slogans in 

identifying, by full name and image, the supposed “traitors” who allegedly must be killed”, they 

indicate. 

In this context, other cases have been reported in which human rights defenders and members of the 

media have been stigmatized and have received threats. Among those are the journalists Marino 

Zapete, Fausto Rosario Adames, Ramón Emilio Colombo, and Javier Cabreja. 

The 4 November’s Threats to Defenders 

On 4 November Ana María Belique, a leader and activist with the Movimiento Reconocido, 

reportedly received threats from individuals via the social media network Twitter: “We’re 

going to have to move Belique to the same barrio where Sonia Pierre lives” (a reference to a 

human rights activist and defender who died in 2011), and “we’re ready for anything; if it’s 

blood they want, blood they shall have.” 

Moreover, the IACHR received information indicating that some rights defenders were being 

stigmatized for carrying out their work. For example, one rights defender told the Commission: 

“We [human rights] defenders are accused of being traitors and anti-patriotic, of making 

money off Haitians…. It’s a constant harassment.” Another rights defender told the IACHR 

that those who went to the Inter-American Court in the Case of Benito Tide et al. v. Dominican 

Republic were labeled traitors to the homeland. 

The lawyer for Juliana Deguis Pierre, the person whose case was decided by the Constitutional 

Court, reportedly received insults and threats that may be connected to his activity as Deguis’s 

defence counsel. According to the information received, the lawyer had been a victim of 

insults such as “damned black man – run along to Haiti.” The assailants reportedly threatened 

to “split his head open” for being “a defender of Haitians.” The lawyer has also attested that 

his office is under surveillance, so he keeps it closed and has had to take security precautions. 

In addition, a repudiation campaign is reportedly being carried out against countries and 

regional and international organizations that apparently expressed their disagreement with the 

constitutional ruling. Along those lines, high-level government officials reportedly have issued 

statements questioning the role of agencies such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) or the Organization of American States (OAS). 

With regard to these episodes, the Inter-American Commission observes that, in principle, all 

forms of speech are protected by the right to freedom of expression, regardless of their content 

and regardless of whether they enjoy a greater or lesser degree of acceptance by society or the 

State. Nevertheless, there are certain types of speech that—based on prohibitions specifically 

laid out in international human rights law—are excluded from the sphere of protection of this 

right, such as the “advocacy of national, racial, or religious hatred” and speech that constitutes 

“incitements to lawless violence,” understood as the clear incitement to commit crimes, under 

the terms of international human rights law. 
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The situation of human rights defenders in Mexico has been documented both nationally and 

internationally for many years, reflecting the human rights violations suffered by defenders and civil 

society organisations and the fact that the defence of the human rights of various groups, especially 

migrants, is increasingly risky.  

Protection mechanisms are increasingly ineffective because of the infiltration of certain government 

agencies by organised crime networks, which leaves defenders unprotected. ‘In the case of Mexico 

human rights defenders lack protection and respect for their basic human rights, both individually and 

in association with others. However, they do have the protection of various international instruments, 

such as the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society 

to Promote and Protect Universally Recognised Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, in 

addition to the Organization of American States Democratic Charter and American Convention on 

Human Rights. The actions of the Mexican authorities reinforce fear among the population, as well as 

discouraging help to undocumented migrants. This is because, in general, they act outside the law 

and without regard to procedures when they carry out activities such as raids on family homes, 

parishes and shelters in search of migrants without a warrant’.
43
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 Report on the general situation of the rights of migrants and their families. Produced for the visit to Mexico of 

Commissioner Felipe González, Inter-American Human Rights Commission Special Rapporteur on Migrant 

Workers and their Families, Mexico, July 2011.
 
 

In light of the foregoing, the Inter-American Commission notes that in a context of deep 

societal polarization, the album and the slogan “death to the traitors” would seem to constitute 

a direct call, collectively and without euphemisms, for the killing of clearly identifiable and 

identified individuals. In this regard, the Inter-American Commission calls to mind that these 

types of statements could constitute incitements to violence, given the context in which they 

were disseminated. 

The Inter-American Commission recalls that diversity, pluralism, and respect for the 

dissemination of all ideas and opinions are essential conditions in any democratic society. 

Accordingly, the authorities must contribute decisively to the building of a climate of tolerance 

and respect in which all people can express their thoughts and opinions without fear of being 

attacked, punished, or stigmatized for doing so. In addition, in cases involving special risk, the 

authorities have the duty to protect those exposed to that risk and to take measures to ensure, 

among other things, their right to life, to personal integrity, and to freedom of expression. 

Moreover, public officials should refrain from in any way sponsoring speech that gives rise to 

cultural discrimination, intolerance, or incitement to violence. It is essential that the authorities 

forcefully condemn attacks and threats directed against individuals who contribute to the 

public discourse through the expression and dissemination of their thoughts, and encourage the 

relevant authorities to act with due diligence and speed in clearing up the incidents and 

punishing the culprits. 
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The IACHR meeting in Washington 

On 30 October, 2013, the Inter-American Human Rights Commission (IACHR) held a 

meeting at its headquarters in Washington D.C. in which it received information on the 

current risks for migrants and their defenders working in migrant centres in Tenosique, 

Tabasco (Hogar-Refugio ‘La 72’) and Saltillo, Coahuila (Casa del Migrante de Saltillo), for 

which the IACHR has taken precautionary measures. A delegation from the Mexican 

government took part, having received proposals from the beneficiaries.  

The beneficiaries of the precautionary measures, Fray Tomás González and Rubén Figueroa 

(La 72, MMM3) and Padre Pedro Pantoja and Alberto Xicotencatl (Casa del Migrante de 

Saltillo), accompanied by representatives of Propuesta Cívica [Civic Proposal] and the Miguel 

Agustín Pro Juárez Human Rights Centre, informed the Commission that members of 

organised crime gangs were openly extorting migrants and threatening defenders; that even 

members of the police force were extorting and torturing migrants; and that there were no 

professional investigations to end such practices. 

For the IACHR, Commissioners Rodrigo Escobar Gil and Felipe González were present 

alongside officials from the Commission, who expressed concern at the lack of protection for 

migrant centres. They stressed that the problem would not be solved with infrastructure or 

security measures at the centres alone, but by putting an end to the impunity enjoyed by those 

who are the source of threats and the collusion of some authorities with organised crime 

gangs.  

In response to proposals put forward by beneficiaries in the sense of creating specialist bodies 

to deal with complaints, both the Office of the Mexican Attorney-General and the Office of 

the Attorney-General of the State of Coahuila pledged to establish research groups to monitor 

the issue (authorities from the government of Tobasco did not participate). 

For its part, the Interior Ministry mentioned the need to improve coordination between federal 

and state authorities and to establish specific protocols for the two cases of precautionary 

measures under consideration, such as implementing policies to fight the security crisis on 

migration routes through dialogue with civil society fuelled, among other things, by prompt 

publication of the IACHR report on the visit to Mexico by the Rapporteur on Migrant 

Workers and their Families.  
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In Mexico, one of the most terrifying 

examples of violations perpetrated against 

men, women, boys and girls irrespective of 

their nationality is kidnapping, and an 

increasingly common phenomenon is forced 

disappearance.  

 

One of the harshest criticisms of the Mexican 

government’s identification of remains is the 

lack of organised, effective, accurate, 

standardised and careful methodological 

procedures for handling bodies and taking 

samples, as well as the lack of quality in 

conserving, transporting and preserving 

remains in morgues, cemeteries and graves. 

There is also a lack of professional ethics in 

delivering remains that do not belong to the 

family claiming them or reporting a missing 

migrant, as well as taking samples and caring 

for the relatives of the supposedly identified 

migrant.  

 

In short, there is no basic mechanism, 

methodology or protocol for searching for 

missing persons and no coordination between 

the various federal bodies and the 

government itself. The authorities do not 

investigate with due seriousness the 

thousands of cases of disappeared persons, much less when they are migrants. They do not determine 

whether the missing persons fell victim to forced disappearance, kidnapping, human trafficking or 

smuggling. It is the families who are investigating, travelling to dangerous cities and places in search 

of their loved ones. 

The complete failure of the authorities to 

gather and publish data (such as reports on 

abuse of migrants, investigations carried out, 

criminals who have been prosecuted, officials 

who have been sanctioned and the number of 

disappeared migrants) is a clear indication of 

the lack of priority and attention given to the 

abuse suffered by migrants in transit in 

Mexico.  

Federal measures of prevention and 

investigation appear to be limited to the work 

of the Unidad Especializada en Investigación 

de Tráfico de Menores, indocumentados y 

Órganos [Special Unit for the Investigation of 

Trafficking in Minors, Undocumented 

Immigrants and Organs] of the Assistant 

Attorney-General’s Office for Special 

Investigations on Organized Crime (SEIDO) 

of the Attorney-General’s Office (PGR). This 

unit has a very wide remit and abuse of 

migrants is not a priority. Worse still, 

migrants’ rights defenders have informed 

Amnesty International that since the new 

government came to power,  PGR officials on 

migration routes have stopped focusing on 

abuse of migrants and have increased 

obstacles in accessing justice and protection 

(for example,  refusing to give migrants and 

human rights defenders copies of their 

complaints). 

The violations’ places 

In Mexico, from June 2012 to May 2013, there were 120 reported cases of human rights 

violations against social activists, according to Ricardo Mejía Berdeja and Ricardo Monreal 

Ávila, who are members of Movimiento Ciudadano [Citizens’ Movement]. In a point of 

agreement analyzed by the Human Rights Commission, it was stated that from May to 

November 2012, the states of Oaxaca, Veracruz and Guerrero accounted for 50% of these 

violations. From December 2012 to May 2013, the states with the most violations were Oaxaca, 

Guerrero and Chiapas. 

According to the report ‘Defender los derechos humanos en México: el costo de la dignidad’ 

[‘Defending human rights in Mexico: the cost of dignity’], produced by the Comité Cerezo 

México [Cerezo Committe Mexico] alongside Acción Urgente para la Defensa de los Derechos 

Humanos A.C [Urgent Action for the Defence of Human Rights] and the Campaña Nacional 

contra la Desaparición Forzada [National Campaign Against Forced Disappearance], at least 

19.5% of the human rights violations recorded between May and November 2012 took place in 

Zacatecas and Baja California (Source: Comité Cerezo México [Cerezo Committee Mexico], 

2013). Meanwhile, the State of Mexico, Durango, Baja California, Quintana Roo and Hidalgo 

accounted for 34.7% of the human rights violations committed over the same period. 
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When the authorities do not deal with the cases presented to them, the families start the search for their 

missing relatives on their own. They face several obstacles in their desperation to find them alive.  

Firstly, there is the lack of legal, forensic and psychological help from the authorities.  

Secondly, there is the incompetence of agencies that do not adequately follow up reports of 

disappeared or missing migrants. This situation sometimes forces relatives to seek help from civil 

society organisations, who often support them in demanding a proper follow-up in relation to the 

search for those they have reported missing.  

The consequences for the families, however, can be negative. They risk spending more than they can 

afford on a trip that will not give them the answers they want regarding their relative’s whereabouts; 

they might not find them or they might find them in the worst possible way. They might be extorted in 

exchange for information about their loved one, or their remains might be mixed up and they might be 

given the wrong ones. 

Relatives’ desperate search for their loved ones has, and continues to, make them more vulnerable to 

threats and risks by travelling to extremely dangerous areas and because of the lack of government 

measures enabling them to report their 

relative’s disappearance and obtain 

information on their whereabouts. These 

families travel to unsafe cities and towns 

because they are not given adequate 

information by the authorities in their places 

of origin. According to press reports, dozens 

of people from various places searching for 

relatives have looked, and continue to look, 

in Matamoros, Tamaulipas; they travel 

through the same area where their relatives 

were kidnapped, with no protection.
44

 In 

this sense, it is important to stop or prevent 

violations to their right to integrity and life 

by offering them information and 

guaranteeing them access to justice in the 

place where the victim lived. They should 

also be offered the chance to appear at 

enquiries into the massacre of 72 migrants 

and the San Fernando massacre, starting 

with a mechanism for national and 

international cooperation. 
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 ‘Rastrean en fosas de Tamaulipas a desaparecidos’ [‘Graves in Tamaulipas searched for the disappeared’], 

Excélsior (Mexico, April 9, 2011) <http://www.excelsior.com.mx/index.php?m=nota&id_nota=728554>; 

'Buscan residentes de varios estados a familiares en Tamaulipas' [‘Residents of several states search for relatives 

in Tamaulipas’], Vanguardia (Mexico, April 13, 2011)  

<http://www.vanguardia.com.mx/buscanresidentesdevariosestadosafamiliaresentamaulipas-697234.html> 

According to the Executive Secretariat of the 

National Public Security System, in Mexico  

13,916 people were murdered in the 6 months 

to 31 August, 2013 and there were a reported 

1,188 kidnappings, compared to 1,317 in 

2012*.  

➢ This year there were a reported 5,911 

extortions, almost as high as the 6,000 

reported last year**.  

➢ In addition, there were no news reports on 

what was happening in Mexico for the first 

few months: clearly the Government intended 

to present an image of Mexico where it 

appeared as if nothing was happening.  

 

*(Proceso magazine, 21 October, 2013) 

**(Extract from the report published in issue 1929 

of Proceso Magazine).  

 

http://www.excelsior.com.mx/index.php?m=nota&id_nota=728554
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The picture is alarming. In addition to the monitoring carried out in 2013 through the coordination of 

the SMR and Un Mundo Una Nación A.C. [One World One Nation], information was obtained that 

reflects the work of human rights defenders in general as one of the most dangerous activities 

performed in the country.  

 

The aim of the monitoring activities undertaken was to identify both the role of human rights 

defenders, the risks and threats they face during their work and the security protocols that have been 

implemented as precautionary measures. Moreover, monitors explored the type of care given to 

migrants and the procedures for standardising and documenting cases in order to get justice for human 

rights violations or crimes committed against them. 

The monitoring methodology comprised several stages in which the operating team that carried out the 

visits, interviews and standardisation of results prepared conceptually, wrote a basic article for 

developing the instruments and interview questionnaires, and transcribed and analysed the same in 

order to eventually concentrate on each of the shelters visited.  

The monitoring discovered the type of care given by each shelter to migrants and also the operating 

team, who acted in the same way as human rights defenders through their actions providing 

humanitarian aid or supporting migrants in legal proceedings for human rights violations. 

 

It was possible to learn the physical structure of the facilities, the number of officials and especially 

the number of people they receive, as well as the services and type of care they are able to offer. 

Obviously there are differences according to the context and geographic location of each centre. 

However, they share common features in their work defending, promoting and protecting the human 

rights of migrants.  

 

1. The shelters play an important role in defending and demanding respect for the human rights of 

migrants, responding to the failure of the authorities who ignore violations, abuse and/or crimes 

reported against migrants and defenders themselves.  

 

2. In terms of humanitarian aid, the shelters visited barely have basic services such as food, 

accommodation and medical care. Their bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, offices, etc. are limited to 

enabling volunteers and the operating team, with the help of some migrants who have lived in the 

centres for a long time, to offer breakfast, lunch and dinner, medical care, etc. to around a hundred 

people a day in the case of Tenosique and Ixtepec. 

 

3. Some shelters such as Jesús Buen Pastor in Tapachula have to rely on themselves to survive and sell 

products to the community in order to make a modest profit and pay for the most expensive amenities 

(water, electricity and gas, for example). This enables them to continue providing humanitarian aid. 

 

4. Some defenders working at shelters such as Tenosique, Saltillo and Ixtepec have been threatened 

and attacked, forcing them to take precautionary measures. Cameras and electric fencing have been 

installed, and the local police constantly watch the shelters. However, these measures have not been 

very effective and have intimidated human rights defenders working there.  

 

It has been reported that fees have been charged on trains to allow migrants to continue travelling. 

Kidnappings, robbery, extortions and human rights violations have increased which, according to 

testimonies received from some migrants, has affected their migration route.  
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Violations in some Mexican shelters. 

 

NORTH: CASA SAN JUAN DIEGO Y MÓDULO SAN FRANCISCO DE ASÍS, 

MATAMOROS, TAMAULIPAS  

Population served Violations identified  

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 10 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

 

One of the organised crime cartels operating in 

the Gulf sent two people to intimidate a person 

from SMR to make them stop supporting 

kidnapping victims and the family of one of 

them.  

Migrants 

Daily average of 35 deportees (approximately 

450 new migrants a month) – 12,775 per year, 

5,400 of them new 

- Victims of extortion and kidnapping.  

- Victims of human rights violations by border 

police, mostly ill-treatment. 

- Victims of human rights violations by Mexican 

authorities. 

A group of 8 migrants was kidnapped in the 

early hours of 22 August, 2013 in Tamaulipas. 

There were 60 other people who had also been 

deprived of their liberty at the place to which the 

group was taken. Witnesses to the event: 

1) A teenage girl and a single mother, who 

carried her 5- or 6-month-old child with her 

throughout the event.  

2) The mother of one of the kidnapping victims 

(the mother paid 5,000 dollars for the boy’s 

freedom. The boy was released at the border and 

crossed into the United States. On being detained 

trying to cross, he sought asylum in the country. 

He is now there with his mother.   

He is pursuing his application to be recognised 

as an asylum seeker. Among the reasons in 

support of his application is the fact that gangs in 

Honduras killed his father and his uncle; they 

also threatened to kill him.  

 

Modus operandi of the kidnapping gangs:  

- They take people off trains or buses and take 

them to a safe house. 

- They telephone the family and tell them to 

deposit the money via Western Union. The 

ransom ranges from US$3,000 to US$5,000. 

- Once the ransom has been paid, they leave the 

kidnap victim in a border region that is closely 
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watched by the patrol. The victims try to cross 

and are then detained by the patrol and deported 

back to their country of origin. That way, they do 

not get the chance to report the crime of which 

they were a victim in Mexico. 

 

 

 

NORTH: ALBERGUE DE NUESTRA SEÑORA DE GUADALUPE, REYNOSA, 

TAMAULIPAS  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 7 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

The centre is always watched or monitored by 

members of organised crime gangs, who record 

migrants going in and out.  

Migrants 

Daily average of 35 (close to 150 new migrants a 

month) – 12,775 per year, 1,800 of them new 

90% of those the centre serves are deportees and 

10% are Central American migrants in transit  

- Victims of extortion and physical attacks by 

members of organised crime gangs.  

- Victims of kidnapping by members of criminal 

organisations.  

 

Reynosa is a very popular crossing point for 

migrants, which has attracted criminal gangs 

involved in human trafficking.  

Extortion is prevalent. If a migrant does not 

pay, he is beaten or thrown off the train.  

 

 

 

 

NORTH: CASA DEL MIGRANTE DE FRONTERA DIGNA, PIEDRAS NEGRAS, 

COAHUILA  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 6 migrants’ rights 

defenders (5 men and 1 woman)  

In October 2012, the coordinator of the centre 

was the victim of 5 acts of direct intimidation:  

- The assailants visited her private home, which 

was under construction.  

- They broke the protective netting around her 

house.  

- They went in as if they were looking for 

something.  
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- They threatened to kill the worker building her 

house, who they asked for information about the 

owner of the property. 

- They posted a guard to watch people going in 

and out of the house.  

Fearing a more serious attack, the coordinator is 

considering leaving the country 

Migrants 

- There is an average of 45 deportees a day (95% 

of the total). However, the monthly average is 

300 new migrants – 16,245 per year, 3,600 of 

whom are new  

- Daily average of 6 Central American migrants 

in transit (5% of the population served) – 1,825 

per year.  

 

- Victims of organised crime.  

- Main crimes: kidnapping, death threats if no 

fee is paid, robbery 

- Victims of human rights violations by US 

authorities: all deportees  

- Victims of human rights violations by 

Mexican authorities  

- Although the danger of the Piedras Negras -

Nuevo Laredo route has decreased compared to 

previous years, there are still attacks on 

migrants. For example, in Nuevo Laredo there 

is a small bus station from which migrants have 

disappeared; they just get off the bus and are 

never heard from again. Migrants’ testimonies 

report being kidnapped in Matamoros or 

Reynosa, in the state of Tamaulipas. At least 

one case a week is identified.  

 

The modus operandi of human traffickers to 

enable migrants to cross the border is as 

follows. They negotiate with the migrant two 

attempts to cross into the United States. If they 

manage to cross the first time, there is no 

problem. If they do not manage it, they have 

another chance. In this case, the migrant will 

have to return to Reynosa, which is the area 

from which they cross, to try again. For this 

reason, migrants move quickly and in a circular 

fashion. The migration of deportees in Mexico 

is circular: 80% try again the same day and 20% 

wait around 3 days until they have the money to 

travel or return to their place of origin.   

Human rights violations committed by United 

States immigration officials against deported 

migrants:  

- They keep them in a place where the 

temperature is very low (migrants call it 

the icebox).  



 

 

 

63 

 

- They give them only an aluminium 

blanket (or something similar) to warm 

up. 

- They give them only a sandwich to eat. 

- Sometimes they do not give them 

water.  

- They do not let them wash. 

 

 

NORTH: ALBERGUE BELÉN POSADA DEL MIGRANTE, SALTILLO, COAHUILA 

Population served Violations identified  

Migrant’s rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 82 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

Victims of extortions by federal agents 

- Weekly average of 180 persons received. 74% 

of them came from Honduras where they worked 

in the fields, 16% came from Guatemala, 5% 

came from Nicaragua and the last 5% came from 

El Salvador. 

- Victims of extortions by Los Zetas, the Maras,   

Municipal Police and in a lesser way by the 

army. The extortions are paid in Coatzacoalcos, 

Veracruz, Palenque, Chiapas and another 17% 

amid Tierra Blanca, Orizaba and Veracruz. The 

people who come to this centre say that in 

Tierra Blanca the extortions have raised.  

 

 

 

NORTH: CASA MADRE ASSUNTA, TIJUANA, B.C.  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 6 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

N/A 

Migrants 

- The centre usually serves around 30 female 

deportees, often accompanied by their children 

(boys, girls or adolescents)  

- There are on average 100 people a month 

(1,200 a year). 

 

- Violations by US authorities: family 

separation and ill-treatment during the 

deportation process.  

- Violations by Mexican authorities: lack of 

information and support for female deportees 

on how to get their children back. 

 

Women who come to this centre are victims of 

United States migration policies. 
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Women have been separated from their 

children, who remain in the United States. 

 

 

 

NORTH: ALBERGUE SAN VICENTE, ENSENADA, B.C.  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 3 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

N/A 

Migrants 

The centre serves food to an average of 2,000 

migrants a month (24,000 a year); it provides 

accommodation to an average of 150 a month 

(1,800 a year). 

 

- Victims of extortion and kidnapping by 

members of criminal organisations. 

 

Human trafficking in this area is managed 

entirely by criminal organisations, who remove 

those who traffic persons of their own accord.  

 

 

 

CENTRE: EL SAMARITANO, BOJAY, HIDALGO 

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 3 migrants’ rights 

defenders  

- Some kidnappers were detained inside the 

centre. This put defenders at immediate risk.  

- One night, persons unknown entered the 

centre and destroyed the bathrooms and part of 

the furniture.  

-Defenders were threatened by migrants in the 

centre.  

 

 

Migrants 

The centre serves an average of 800 migrants  a 

month (9,600 a year) 

- Violations by members of criminal 

organisations: extortion, demanding payment of 

fees 
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CENTRE: ALBERGUE DECANAL GUADALUPANO, TIERRA BLANCA, VERACRUZ 

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 3 migrants’ rights 

defenders and 11 volunteers  

 

- Extortions happen while they cross the 

Chiapas- Guatemala border by federal police. 

The agents also threaten migrants saying them 

if they won’t pay the Migration Police and the 

Organized Crime will come to get them.  

Migrants 

Daily average of 80 migrants, recently the 

average has raised to 120 migrants received daily 

 

To take the train, the migrants are forced to pay 

a bribe to the organized crime. Whether they 

don’t pay, the traffickers throw them off the 

train- this happen the most between Córdoba 

and Orizaba  At the present,  although still 

occur,  the kidnappings are lower.  

Who travels with the traffickers, rarely are able 

to get the Shelter. 

 

 

SOUTH: LA 72. HOGAR, REFUGIO PARA PERSONAS MIGRANTES, TENOSIQUE, 

TABASCO  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrants’ rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 5 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

Monitoring of Precautionary Measures  

(IACHR)  

The police failed to accompany defenders on 

their rounds to provide humanitarian assistance 

in towns in the area.  

 

- Police were observed constantly watching the 

centre.  

-The Secretariat of Public Security of Tabasco 

failed to attend 4 out of 5 government meetings.  

- Although defenders are increasingly reporting 

crimes, there is conversely no real investigation 

of the facts. Of 27 criminal cases being 

processed in the Attorney-General’s Office of 

Tabasco, only 5 have been resolved.  

Migrants 

The centre serves a monthly average of 1,100 

migrants (13,200 a year) 

 

- Crimes committed by members of criminal 

organisations: extortion, kidnapping, ill-

treatment  

- Human rights violations  
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SOUTH: HERMANOS EN EL CAMINO, IXTEPEC, OAXACA  

Population served Violations identified 

Migrant’s rights defenders 

The centre is staffed by 15 migrants’ rights 

defenders 

Monitoring of Precautionary Measures 

(IACHR) – There was a situation that put the 

beneficiary at risk. With no warning to the 

beneficiary, the authority responsible decided to 

change his guards. 

- The cars assigned for transport are in poor 

condition.  

- Threats against defenders at the centre have 

decreased.  

- In September a migrant arrived at the Casa del 

Migrante in Oaxaca and said that he knew the 

type of weapons used by the guard to protect the 

beneficiary. A migrant overheard this 

information and a death threat was made against 

him.  

Migrants 

The centre serves an average of 1,000 migrants a 

month (12,000 a year) 

- Victims of kidnapping by members of criminal 

organisations.  

- Several victims of extortion. 

- Human rights violations by federal police 

officers: extortion of migrants and members of 

the community. 

 

 

 

The migrants’ rights organisations interviewed clearly identified corruption by government authorities 

in charge of protecting migrants and their defenders, such as the federal, state, local and border police. 

There is also evidence of the Mexican government’s lack of commitment to guarantee and comply 

with national jurisprudence and public policies that protect the rights of migrants and their defenders.  

During visits to Mexico as part of the CAPDEM project, areas were also identified in which there was 

evidence of direct assaults on migrants’ rights defenders and the project was generating funds to 

support victims.  

Specifically, the border regions of Chiapas, Tabasco and Oaxaca corresponding to the states in which 

migrants begin their route through Mexico are the areas where threats to defenders are currently being 

reported.  

Particularly in Chiapas, the Jesús El buen Pastor shelter, which houses migrants injured on the train, 

has faced direct violence towards its officials and migrants seeking temporary shelter. It is continuing 

its work but recognises the need to protect the interior and exterior of the centre, as it is an area that 

Central American migrants pass through when they want to get on the train. 
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In the state of Tabasco, the Hogar la 72 - Refugio centre for migrants in Tenosique has huge gaps in 

protection for defenders fighting for the rights of migrants and those who may seek refugee status. 

Specifically their work has been criminalised, along with extortion by the authorities and delays in 

access to justice  

Violations of the right to free movement, threats and coercion to join criminal organisations are some 

of the situations facing officials of the Centro de Orientación del Migrante, A. C. They experience on a 

daily basis infiltration by coyotes, migrant smugglers and criminals seeking information and to sell 

and provide services to migrants to continue their migration route to the United States. They have 

experienced physical attacks, kidnappings and extortion. 

Other states that have documented violence against human rights defenders are Tlaxcala, Tamaulipas 

and Coahuila.   

Shelters, centres and churches that help migrants in these Mexican states face serious problems linked 

to the impunity and infiltration of the authorities, who have to a large extent become a threat to the 

work and integrity of defenders.  

Un mundo una nación A.C. [One World One Nation] in the state of Tlaxcala has reported threats to its 

work, specifically violations by identified criminal organisations that are part of youth gangs as well as 

the police. This situation has caused them to leave the premises because of the death threats, 

harassment and extortion they suffered. They are also often asked to join human trafficking and 

migrant smuggling networks.  

The Sagrada Familia centre in Colonia Ferrocarrilera is located in an area with high crime rates and 

the presence of local criminal gangs, which affects actions to protect migrants and creates an 

environment for the management of criminal activities against officials and migrants.  

Tamaulipas is one of the most violent states with the largest presence of drug gangs in Mexico and is a 

route for goods and migrants. There are frequent threats against migrants’ centres, particularly death 

threats, kidnappings, extortion, deprivation of liberty, free movement, intimidation and emotional 

abuse. These situations have occurred at the Casa del Migrante San Juan Diego, San Francisco de Asís 

A.C. and the Casa del Migrante Nazaret. They have also taken place in the state of Coahuila at the 

Casa del Peregrino, A.C., Frontera con Justicia (Casa del Migrante Saltillo and Belén Posada del 

Migrante) and the Casa del Migrante El Peregrino. 

In order to make the migrants and their defenders safety and protect, all the organisations which have 

participated to the human rights’ defenders initiative must receive protection at an organisational, local 

and national level.   
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Human rights defenders are harassed or threatened for two main reasons. The first is the protection 

they offer migrants, seeing them as human beings, whereas members of organised crime see them as 

mere ‘goods’. Therefore, protecting them deprives criminals of the dividends that these ‘goods’ would 

give them. The second reason is that human rights defenders make public or criminal complaints, 

which puts the criminals at risk of being arrested, charged and even convicted.  

In particular, the defenders who participated in the monitoring emphasise that:  

 

1. The precautionary measures taken by the IACHR require the immediate attention of the Mexican 

Government, since problems were identified in all the areas visited.  

2. Systematic human rights violations against deportees were witnessed. A very worrying situation is 

the separation of mothers and children, which is prolonged by the number of requirements demanded 

by US authorities before mothers can reclaim them. 

3. Migration motivated by violence has increased as a result of battles between criminal gangs. This 

phenomenon was identified in two groups. The first are those in poverty who the gangs target for 

recruitment. The second are the middle and upper classes, who are victims of extortion and kidnapping 

Freedom of expression and civil protection mechanism 

The 88 countries that evaluated Mexico in the Universal Periodic Review (EPU) are aware 

that, as far as freedom of expression is concerned, the situation in the country needs to be 

addressed urgently. Almost 40% of the 88 countries that reviewed the human rights situation in 

the country on 23 October at the UN highlighted the abandonment and impunity of journalists 

and defenders who are victims of attacks in Mexico.  

However, Mexican diplomats did their part: they described the measures taken by the 

government in its attempts to decrease violations and attacks on defenders of the freedom of 

expression. In the meeting room of the Human Rights Council in Geneva, Switzerland, the 

Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs and Human Rights of the Interior Ministry, Lía 

Limón, presented the Protection Mechanism for Human Rights Defenders as a tool to tackle 

the problem. However, she explained that because this is a recent mechanism, the protection of 

journalists under its schemes is ‘a significant challenge’. 

In the United Nations Human Rights Council meeting room Switzerland representatives 

suggest Mexico to ensure a budget for the mechanism and recruits without delay the specialist 

staff necessary to guarantee that it works effectively. 

Germany asks Mexico to ensure that human rights defenders and journalists are protected and 

not subject to defamation and that the protection mechanism must be established appropriately. 

Also has been proposed to include a gender perspective when tackling impunity and lack of 

security with regards to attacks on journalists and human rights defenders.  

Although the majority of the countries that dealt with freedom of expression placed an 

emphasis on journalists, Sweden was the only delegation whose stance highlighted the limits 

on freedom of expression on social networks and ‘bloggers’ in several states in the country.  

http://www.animalpolitico.com/2013/10/el-mecanismo-de-proteccion-a-periodistas-blanco-de-

senalamientos-ante-la-onu/#ixzz2nqC5wXsz 
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by criminal groups. Widespread violence in Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala has become the 

second biggest cause of emigration. This explains the recommendation made recently by the UNHCR 

that governments must consider those fleeing  from these countries as a result of attacks or threats 

from these groups as being in need of international protection. For this reason, the priest Pedro Pantoja 

Arreola is seeking the creation of a humanitarian visa for the free transit of these migrants through 

Mexico.
45

 

 

4. The country’s main needs relate to:  

a. Human security. The Mexican government needs to monitor the migration route effectively and 

with respect for human rights.   

b. The pursuit of justice. More experts on this subject are required in order to meet the needs of 

migrants. Furthermore, the actions of government ministries must be guided by an action protocol that 

considers the specific needs of migrants who are victims of crime.  

c. Migrants’ rights defenders must increase their resources, both human and material, to meet 

effectively the requirements of the large numbers of migrants who are victims of crime and harm who 

arrive at their centres.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
45

 http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2013/11/03/politica/004n2pol 

The Mexican National Institute for Migration 

The INM [National Institute for Migration] under the Government of Felipe Calderón was 

characterized by high levels of corruption, the collusion of many of its officials with organized 

crime and the harassment of Central American migrants in its bureaucratic infrastructure and 

in the field. According to the network this structural and institutional short-sightedness 

continues under the government of Enrique Peña Nieto: the new Mexican Migration Law 

furthers human rights for migrants as a result of pressure from Mexican civil society. 

However, the institution responsible for applying it (the INM) is an old and corrupt structure, 

part of a failed government scheme where migration authorities are as feared by migrants as 

the drug cartels. The INM has no presence in the places and routes where migrants are easy 

prey for organized crime gangs. In this case migrants encounter only organized crime gangs, 

not the government, on migration routes. 

In the first few months of the new government, there has been more evidence of human 

trafficking by cartels for whom migrants are mere goods. Although there have been some 

efforts in these months by some federal bodies to legislate on human trafficking or migrant 

smuggling and to penalize the networks that profit from it, the federal government has not led 

a national strategy to stop the scourge which is clearly linked to migration policy.  

These months have also seen an increase in the number of homeless migrants, the supply and 

demand of drugs, tension between communities and migrants and disputes between migrants 

and local residents related to the sale of goods at road crossings. 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2013/11/03/politica/004n2pol
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The two sides of the government mean that different shelters have very different experiences. 

Some receive support from certain government or local authorities, while others are subject to 

harassment and bullying by the same authorities.  

In general, organized criminal groups harass shelters in the face of neglect and apathy on the 

part of the government.  

There is no federal policy to support and defend human rights defenders. 

Mexican civil society groups that support and defend migrants’ rights often face both 

authorities corrupted by organized crime, and organized crime networks themselves. 

Narratives of Central American transmigration through Mexico. 
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 3. Conclusions and Recommendations 

We have read in this report that in recent years the amount of threats, harassments and violations 

against the migrants’ defenders have raised although their work is of fundamental importance for the 

entire society.  

 

In the Countries reported is clear that a national policy on the safeguard and protection of human 

rights that goes beyond the mere control and management of migration flows in a security perspective 

is still missing, and what we have realized is that: 

I. Migrants’ human rights violations have increased 

II. The migrants’ defenders have been criminalized, discrediting their work and thus making 

them more vulnerable to attacks on their safety and more subjected to violence; 

III. A civil and penal impunity of the authorities which participate or let the violations happen. 

 

Whether they are, the National protection measures aren’t enough to protect the migrants’ defenders 

work; in the Countries analyzed there isn’t a protection policy which considers risks’ evaluation, 

security analysis, control of harassments denounces, emergency plans, confidentiality clauses but 

above all is missing the willingness and commitment of the institutions responsible for security and 

justice. 

In that framework, it is important to support organisations that defend migrants’ rights by 

strengthening the development of internal security programmes for them. In order to do so, it is 

necessary to work jointly with inter-institutional and intersectional coordination to ensure 

commitments from government institutions to respect the work of the defenders. At the same time, the 

Countries must acknowledge that the violence perpetrated against migrants’ defenders need to be 

tackle at a regional level. To let that happen, is necessary the constant monitoring of the situation of 

the migrants’ rights defenders by the Inter-American System for the Protection of human rights and by 

the governments concerned following the recommendations by the Inter- American Court of Human 

Rights and the Inter- American Commission of Human Rights. 

Access to justice is essential for human rights defenders to continue their work. Murderers of 

defenders must no longer be able to act with impunity; effective protection will require the joint 

responsibility of the governments involved.  

The countries that have signed the Brasilia Regulations Regarding Access to Justice for Vulnerable 

People – Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama and Dominican 

Republic -  have an obligation to develop programmes and public policies that improve access to 

justice for migrants and refugees as well as for their human rights defenders. 

There is a need for advocacy that strengthens dialogue with governments in order to create national 

laws to protect the human rights of migrants’ defenders and define public policies to fight the 

corruption of public officials and authorities. This is an essential step to prevent official structures 

being infiltrated by organised crime networks, thus avoiding the persecution of human rights 

defenders.  

Working with government authorities is of the utmost importance, above all in terms of raising 

awareness and taking measures to stop smear campaigns against all human rights defenders. This will 

ensure that they are able to carry out their legitimate human rights activities without fear of reprisals. 
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For these reasons, Soleterre is giving voice to civil society organizations for migrants’ rights defenders 

in Central America and Mexico in order to: 

 

1. Have the public acknowledgement of the fundamental role of the defenders – who function as 

the state in their countries, for a voluntary omission or incapacity of the public institutions -  

and their families by Italian, European and International authorities;  

 

2. Make representatives of the migrants’ rights defenders be listened to, in public hearings, by 

Italian, European and International institutions, activating all the tools at their disposal for  

asking the institutions to be proactive in demanding attention to the governments of the 

countries concerned so as they will guarantee to the migrants and their defenders the 

protection of their rights, first of all the right to life and safety. 

  



 

 

 

74 

 

ORGANIZATIONS THAT DEFEND MIGRANTS IN CENTRAL AMERICA AND MEXICO 

 

MEXICO 

Albergue del desierto (Centro de Reintegración de Menores Migrantes) 

Centro de apoyo al trabajador migrante Arturo Meza 

Centro de atención al migrante (EXODOS) 

Centro de Derechos Humanos del Migrante, AC 

Frontera con Justicia, AC, Humanidad sin fronteras AC. (Casa del Migrante Saltillo) 

Fundar, Centro de análisis e investigación, A.C. Rodolfo Córdova 

Centro de los Derechos del Migrante, Inc. 

Comité de Derechos Humanos de Tabasco, A.C CODEHUTAB 

Sin fronteras 

Servicio Jesuita a Migrantes – México. SJM/MEX 

Dimensión Pastoral de la Movilidad Humana (DPMH) 

SMR Scalabrinianas, Misión para Migrantes y Refugiados, México D.F. 

 

GUATEMALA 

Asociación  de Salud Integral ASI 

Pastoral de Movilidad Humana, Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala 

Asociación Refugio de la Niñez 

Conferencia Nacional de Ministros y Espiritualidad Maya de Guatemala OXLAJUJ AJPOP 

Comisión de Derechos Humanos de Guatemala, CDHG 

Defensoría de la Población Desarraigada y Migrante de la Procuraduría de los derechos Humanos, PDH 

Federación Guatemalteca de Escuelas Radiofónicas 

Instituto de Investigación de la Escuela de Historia y Antropología, USAC 

Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios Sociales y Desarrollo 

Instituto de Investigaciones Económicas y Sociales Universidad Rafael Landívar 

Instituto de Protección Social, IPS 

Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Dirección General de Migración, STM 

Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Construcción y Servicios de Guatemala 

Mesa Nacional para las Migraciones en Guatemala 
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El SALVADOR 

Soleterre 

ASEFIN, Asociación Salvadoreña de Educación Financiera 

Instituto de Derechos Humanos de la Universidad Centroamericana “José Simeón Cañas” IDHUCA 

Grupo de Monitoreo Independiente de El Salvador GMIES 

 

HONDURAS 

Fiscalía de la Niñez 

Fiscalía Especial de la Mujer 

Save the Children 

Instituto Hondureño de la Niñez y la Familia, IHNFA 

Casa Alianza 

Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores 

Foro Nacional para las Migraciones en Honduras, FONAMIH 

 

NICARAGUA 

Red Nicaragüense de la Sociedad Civil para las Migraciones. RNSCM 

Centro Nicaragüense de Derechos Humanos. CENIDH 

CEPAD 

Red  Local para las Migraciones-Managua 

Asociación de Familiares de Migrantes “NICASMIGRANTE” 

Casa de la Mujer Sonia Bello. AMNLAE Rivas 

Asociación de familiares mujeres y jóvenes migrantes de Estelí. 

Servicio Jesuita para Migrantes. SJM 

 

COSTA RICA 

Asociación de Consultores y Asesores Internacionales, ACAI. 

Asociación de Apoyo para Migrantes 

Asociación de Trabajadoras Domésticas, ASTRADOMES 

Asociación de Trabajadores Nicaragüenses en Costa Rica, ATNCR 

Coordinadora de Sindicatos Bananeros de Costa Rica, COSIBACR 
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Centro Internacional para los Derechos Humanos de los Migrantes, CIDEHUM 

Centro Sindical de Atencion al Trabajador/a Migrante, CSM-CTRN 

Iglesia Luterana Costarricense/ Programa para Migrantes 

Liga Internacional de Mujeres Pro Paz y Libertad, LIMPAL 

Pastoral Social Caritas, PSC 

Red de Jóvenes sin Fronteras 

Servicio Jesuita para Migrantes Costa Rica 

Refugee Education Trust 

The RET-Costa Rica 

 

PANAMÁ 

Comisión de Justicia y Paz 

Servicio Jesuita para Refugiados 

Centro de Asistencia Legal Popular 

Vicariato de Darien. Pastoral de Movilidad Humana 

Instituto de Estudios Nacionales de Panamá 

Caritas 

HIAS 

 

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

Asociación Pro Desarrollo de la mujer y Medioambiente (APRODEMA) 

Movimiento Socio Cultural para los Trabajadores Haitianos. MOSCTHA 

Asociación de Dominicana de Ascendencia Haitiana – ADHA 

Coordinadora por la Defensa de la Dignidad Haitiana 

Comisión Nacional de Derechos Humanos. CNDH 

Observatorio Migración-FLACSO 

Solidaridad Fronteriza 

MUDHA 
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