
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recidivist Feedback Loop: 
An Examination of How Broken Prison Policies in El Salvador and Honduras Invigorate 

Youth Gangs 
 
 
 

by Kathryn McLain 
 

B.A. in International Relations and Spanish, May 2003, Bucknell University 
 

A Thesis submitted to 
 

The Faculty of 
The Elliott School of International Affairs 

of the George Washington University 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements  

for the degree of Master of Arts  
 

August 31, 2010 
 

Thesis directed by 
 

Cynthia McClintock 
Professor of Political Science and International Affairs 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 



	
   ii	
  

Abstract of Thesis 
 

Recidivist Feedback Loop 
 

 Academic research is abundant on topics of criminality and security in Central 

America, as these are key issues of concern in the fields of public policy and international 

affairs.  Studies on rising crime, transnational criminal organizations, drug trafficking, 

and gangs are prevalent.  Studies on the prison systems in the region, however, are quite 

limited.  This paper will offer an analysis on the effects of prison management and prison 

policy in the countries of El Salvador and Honduras on the growing problems associated 

with gangs or maras. The first section offers an analysis on the overall security situation 

in each country, with a detailed look at violence and crime rates.  The next section 

discusses the background on gangs in the region, including the roots of the problem, the 

demographics of the major gangs, government responses and their effects, and current 

policy implications.  The third section looks at the history of the prison system in the two 

countries, including past policies and current trends in prison management.  The fourth 

section offers a global perspective on model prisons, elements required for successful 

prison management, and research into successful reentry of former gang members 

coming out of prisons.  The fifth section brings together the two previous sections, by 

analyzing the prison policies of the two countries and where they are succeeding and 

failing in their prison management as it relates to gangs.  The final section offers policy 

recommendations for the governments of El Salvador and Honduras in the areas of prison 

management, foreign assistance, and social needs. 

 

 



	
   iii	
  

Table of Contents  
 
Abstract         ii 
 
Table of Contents        iii 
 
List of Figures         iv 

 
Introduction         1 
 
Security Situation        

Crime Rates and Violence Levels     2 
El Salvador        5 
Honduras        8 

 
Gangs 

Roots of the Gang Phenomenon in Central America   12 
Demographics, Definition, and Scope    13 
Government Responses and Current Policy    17 
El Salvador        19 
Honduras        20 

 
Prison Systems 

El Salvador        21 
Honduras        23 

 
Model Prison Management 

Overall Management       25 
Staffing        28 
Model Layout and Numbers      30 
Model Activities/Visits/Reentry Initiatives    32 

 
Prison Policies and Managing Gangs  

El Salvador        35 
Honduras        37 

 
Policy Recommendations  

Prison Recommendations      39 
Engagement with the U.S.      44 
Addressing the Root Causes of Insecurity    46 

 
Conclusion         47 
 
Bibliography         54 
 



	
   iv	
  

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1         5 

Figure 2         16 

 

 

 



	
   1	
  

INTRODUCTION 

 Escaped inmates set fire to a state-run prison in the town of Santa Barbara, 

Honduras in October of 2009.  A shootout between rival street gangs battling for control 

of the drug trade killed nine people in Tegucigalpa in April of 2010.  Rioting prisoners 

and grenade attacks in a number of El Salvador’s prisons in April of 2010 left many dead 

and injured.  Fourteen people were killed in a violent bus attack in June of 2010 by gang 

members who wanted revenge for recent government clampdown on violent street gangs.   

These news headlines are just the tip of the iceberg of the escalating violence in 

El Salvador and Honduras when it comes to gangs and prisons.  Criminal youth gangs are 

a major security concern throughout the region of Central America and their link to issues 

within the prison system is strong.  Their growing numbers and increased criminal 

elements are overwhelming law enforcement and the justice system.  Their development 

in Central America, including their ties throughout the region and with the U.S., show 

their ability to reach across borders as a transnational threat.  Ultimately, however, the 

major threat from gangs comes from small cliques or groups at the local level and their 

impact on their surrounding communities.    

 While gangs are prevalent in other countries, namely Guatemala, this study will 

focus on the two countries of El Salvador and Honduras and their tough anti-gang laws.  

Both have tackled the issue of gangs or maras through increased enforcement and harsh 

criminal laws.  The effects of such aggressive enforcement resulted in larger prison 

populations.  How have these two countries adapted and changed their prison 

management to deal with the rise in incarcerated gang members?  How have these 

changes in turn affected gangs?  Are there ways in which prison policy has shaped the 
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way gangs function?  Where can El Salvador and Honduras improve in terms of prison 

management and reentry of gang members into society? 

 This study will aim to answer these questions by looking at the abundant research 

on the increasing influence of criminal youth gangs throughout Central America, 

including their impact on communities, families, and the justice system.  It aims to go 

beyond the basic studies on gangs by analyzing the prison systems of El Salvador and 

Honduras and dissecting the impact of prison policy on gangs.  The methodology of this 

study included second hand research using the plethora of material available on crime, 

gangs, and security issues in El Salvador and Honduras.  It also included first hand 

research through interviews with U.S. government officials in the U.S. and at the 

Embassies in Tegucigalpa and San Salvador, prison officials in the U.S. and El Salvador, 

and a site visit to Izalco Prison in El Salvador.    

 

I. SECURITY SITUATION 

Crime Rates and Violence Levels 

 Violence levels in Central America are some of the highest in the world.  Security 

concerns for the countries of El Salvador and Honduras include high homicide rates and 

weak state security.  A Congressional Research Service Report notes that these two 

countries, along with Guatemala, are the epicenter of the gang crisis.i  There are a number 

of factors driving this instability.  The Guatemalan Ambassador to the U.S. pointed out 

the vulnerabilities that have created the violence in the region as the following: 1) 

geographic location, 2) increased number of gangs, 3) easy access to weapons that 

originally flowed in from the internal armed struggles in the 1980s and now flow through 
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in the drug trade, and 4) high proportion of youth.ii    

The geographic location of El Salvador and Honduras sees a high traffic flow 

related to the drug trade including drugs, weapons, and money laundering.  It must be 

acknowledged that the balloon effect - tightening down on one area and having it expand 

in another - is evident in Central America as a result of drug control efforts.  The U.S. 

increased efforts in the 1980's to stem the drug trade coming from Colombia through 

Caribbean routes, which shifted supply routes through Central America and ultimately 

into the U.S.  Honduras in particular has seen an increase in drug flows in the last year 

following the unrest throughout the country after the June 2009 coup d’état of President 

Manuel Zelaya.  Many today also point to a balloon effect in the spread of narcotics 

traffickers into Central America from Mexico, where President Felipe Calderon continues 

to fight drug cartels and traffickers.iii For example, the Zetas - a violent criminal 

organization of ex-army special forces in Mexico that is involved in the illegal drug trade 

- have cropped up in Guatemala’s northern and eastern provinces.iv 

The rapid growth of gangs feeds into the rising violence in the region.  Local 

gangs have historically existed throughout the region, but the rise of transnational gangs 

that are involved in trafficking of weapons and drugs is something new in the last 15 

years.  Their rapid growth has overwhelmed law enforcement and turned into a major 

political issue for governments in El Salvador and Honduras.  The gang phenomenon is 

described in detail in section two of this paper.   

In addition, the easy access to weapons is connected to the drug trade, with 

weapons trafficking often linked to cartels as a means of payment and power.  Mexican 

traffickers like the Zetas bring an intense amount of firepower with them, something that 
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the small and resource weak law enforcement agencies of the region cannot match.  

Beyond traffickers is the problem with unregistered weapons in the region.  According to 

the International Action Network on Small Arms, “there are an estimated 1.6 million 

guns in Central America, of which about 500,000 are legally registered.”v  Corruption of 

government officials throughout the region is prevalent and affects weapons issues.  For 

example in Honduras researchers note that the “Military Pension Institute has a monopoly 

on firearms retailing in the country, and high ranking military officers have been 

implicated in several arms trafficking scandals in the past.”vi  

The prevalence of crime and a high proportion of youth are linked as well.  The 

explosive growth of the youth population drives crime in Central America, with many 

young people out of work and pulled into the lure of the gang and drug trafficking 

lifestyles.  In Honduras, 45 percent of the population are under 15, and 20 percent are 

between the ages of 15 and 24.vii  The high proportion of youth in these countries “further 

exacerbates the economic and social problems of violence and may well contribute to the 

high homicide rate.”viii   

 These four factors all play into the deteriorating security in the region and weaken 

the states of El Salvador and Honduras, although put into a global perspective these 

countries rate relatively well.  A Brookings Institution study notes Sub-Saharan Africa as 

the region with the highest concentration of failed and weak states, and the only Central 

American state to rank low enough for mention is Guatemala.ix  El Salvador and 

Honduras maintain relatively stable state structures and public services, even when 

considering the coup d’état in Honduras in 2009.  Homicide rates, however, are rising 

abruptly in the two countries. So while governments might be somewhat stable, the 
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ability to maintain security and reduce crime is weak in these two countries. 

     

Figure 1- Homicides per 100,000 Population in Central America, 2000 - 2008 

Country	
   2000	
   2001	
   2002	
   2003	
   2004	
   2005	
   2006	
   2007	
   2008	
  

Costa	
  Rica	
   6	
   6	
   6	
   7	
   7	
   8	
   8	
   8	
   11	
  

El	
  Salvador	
   45	
   40	
   39	
   40	
   49	
   62	
   65	
   57	
   52	
  

Guatemala	
   28	
   30	
   32	
   37	
   38	
   44	
   47	
   45	
   48	
  

Honduras	
   -­‐	
   -­‐	
   69	
   65	
   35	
   37	
   46	
   50	
   58	
  

Nicaragua	
   9	
   10	
   10	
   12	
   12	
   13	
   13	
   13	
   13	
  

Panama	
   10	
   10	
   12	
   11	
   10	
   11	
   11	
   13	
   19	
  

Source: United Nations Development Programme, Informe sobre desarollo humano para America Central 2009 – 2010 

(New York: United Nationa, 2009), 69 

	
  

El Salvador 

To understand the security situation in El Salvador, one need not look farther then the 

disturbingly high levels of homicide in the last five years.  The UNDP chart above shows 

the rapid growth of homicides in the country, particularly from 2005 on.  Figures released 

from the Institute of Legal Medicine, the National Civilian Police (PNC) and the District 

Attorney’s office show that an average of 11.9 homicides occurred daily in 2009, with an 

increase from the previous year in deaths of minors and women.x  For a country the size 

of El Salvador, which has a population of approximately 5.8 million, this is a striking 

statistic. The homicide rate is roughly five times that of Mexico and 10 times that of the 

United States.  The PNC claims that 70 percent of homicides in El Salvador are gang 

related.xi  Targeted killings towards specific figures, including human rights activists, 

have some speculating that death squads might be involved.xii  Claims of social cleansing 

through such killings have sparked concern throughout the country, where citizens are 
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still recovering form a 12-year civil war (1980-1992), although investigations into 

specific incidents showed little evidence to prove this claim.xiii  

The ability of law enforcement and military to maintain security is limited, partly 

based on the changing nature of these agencies.  Following the civil war in El Salvador 

there were attempts to reform the police who had become highly militarized and 

repressive.  New civilian police forces in El Salvador were formed as part of peace 

agreements but left much to be desired. Today the PNC’s effectiveness suffers from 

inadequate training, insufficient government funding, lack of a uniform code of evidence, 

and isolated instances of corruption and outright criminality.xiv  The military is largely 

shaped by its role in the civil war, where they fought against counter-insurgents under 

control of the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN).  The military 

was implicated in a number of human rights abuses during the war, resulting in a 

weakening of their abilities to work on issues of internal security and ultimately a major 

demobilization following the peace accords.  The country went from 63,000 troops 

during the civil conflict to 17,000 armed forces personnel today.xv  

The World Bank notes that crime and violence in the country undermine social 

capital and erode the assets and income of the poor.  Problems in El Salvador include 

insecure neighborhoods that lead to devalued property values, impeding safe access to 

education because of gang violence, and fewer employment opportunities because of lack 

of citizen safety.xvi  Inequality and lack of job opportunities push many out of the country 

looking for work in the U.S., but it also pushes people into criminal activity. 

 A key promise of the Mauricio Funes’ campaign for President was tackling rising 

crime including gang violence.  As the FMLN candidate and winner of the March 2009 
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presidential election, he announced a new security strategy in February 2010 to tackle 

high crime, gang violence, and the staggering homicide rate. The security strategy 

focused efforts on 100 communities with the highest levels of violence and used a model 

developed for the Distrito Italia that concentrates efforts on recuperation of public space 

and integrating efforts of the government and the local community.xvii The plan also 

proposed increased coordination between the armed forces and the PNC.  

El Salvador also passed new legislation in February 2010, allowing for wiretaps to 

fight organized crime, which will significantly enhance law enforcement efforts. The 

wire-tapping law was debated at length in the Salvadorian Congress over who would 

control the call center, ending with the solution that the Attorney General directs the 

center with the assistance of the PNC.xviii  The law allows the intervention of phone calls 

and emails following the approval of a judge.xix  General support for the law was 

widespread, including the Archbishop of San Salvador, who saw the passage of the law 

as “a way to confront the irregular situation of violence that lives in this country.”xx 

Violence prevention activities are raised in the local press as necessary elements in 

combating crime, but an opinion piece by a columnist for La Prensa Grafica was 

particularly critical of the Salvadorian public’s lack of engagement in preventing 

violence; “the Salvadorians, so reluctant to prevent, have had to pay constantly and our 

irresponsibility is increasingly more costly.”xxi  Public engagement in violence prevention 

remains challenging, but is mentioned in the President’s new security strategy. 

Public opinion on the newly released strategy varies widely.  An opinion piece in La 

Prensa Grafica emphasizes the need for such a security plan, noting the vulnerability of 

citizens as they walk on the streets of San Salvador, the shame of being labeled the most 
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violent country in the region, and the need for opportunities for the youth of the country 

in education, jobs, and basic welfare.xxii Roberto Rubio-Fabian, a writer for La Prensa 

Grafica, speaks passionately of the history of civil conflict in El Salvador and compares 

it to the current violence, claiming a need for a “national unity reflected in a national plan 

to combat crime.”xxiii  

At the same time, others are skeptical of the abilities of the Funes administration to 

provide anything different in this security strategy from past governments.  The author of 

an op-ed in El Faro argues that the strategy focuses on the right problems, but fails to 

address how the application of the strategy will work.xxiv The op-ed concludes that the 

use of the armed forces in maintaining citizen security is a delicate approach requiring a 

balanced role alongside the police and that leaders should step away from politicizing the 

issue of security.xxv Politics aside, crime rates continue to soar, many continue to criticize 

the current government’s efforts as insufficient, and security remains a top issue for the 

people of El Salvador.  

 

Honduras 

Honduras suffers from many of the same problems at El Salvador, yet the 

statistics show different patterns.  The UNDP chart on page 7 shows a high level of 

homicides in 2002, followed by a significant decrease in 2003 perhaps related to the 

governments zero tolerance legislation (see page 22), but a rise again in more recent 

years. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the 

country had a murder rate of 60.9 per 100,000 people in 2008.xxvi  With a population of 
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approximately 7.8 million people, that makes it one of the world’s highest per capita 

murder rates.   

Factors related to deaths from homicide include fights under the influence of 

drugs and alcohol, as well as the carrying of firearms.xxvii A recent report by the UN 

Development Program (UNDP) and the National Autonomous University of Honduras 

discusses the extreme levels of violence in Honduras, noting that a homicide occurs every 

two hours there.xxviii Poverty and inequality plague the country and influence local crime 

and violence.  The economy (GDP per capita is U.S. $4,400 at purchasing power parity) 

depends heavily on remittances from more than a million Hondurans living abroad, in the 

U.S. and elsewhere.xxix  According to the World Bank, over 50% of the population lived 

below the poverty line in 2004.xxx   

Areas related to the rule of law, including the court system, legal services, and 

law enforcement efforts are dismal.  The same UNDP report gave the country a score of 

just 3 out of 10 in the ‘Rule of Law’ category.xxxi Honduras currently has wiretapping 

laws, but the attorney general’s office notes limited equipment and problems with the 

private telephone companies in supplying it.xxxii  Furthermore, corruption within the 

judicial system limits the effectiveness of the law as investigators are hesitant to get the 

required approval from a judge for fear of information leaks.xxxiii  

In general, law enforcement agencies including police are severely under-staffed 

and under-funded.  For example, Tegucigalpa has 1,200 police for one million 

residents.xxxiv  Not surprisingly, the country has one of the lowest per capita ratios of 

police in Latin America. The Honduran armed forces, on the other hand, have historically 

been a dominant presence in the country and grew particularly strong during the 1980’s 
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through assistance from the United States during the U.S. battle against leftist 

revolutionary movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.xxxv  Expanded 

military aid from the U.S. enabled the armed forces to grow to 26,000 troops in the 

1980’s.xxxvi  The end of mandatory military service in the 1990’s, along with the legal 

transition of the military under civilian rule weakened their overall influence and brought 

their numbers down to approximately 8,000 today. Nonetheless, they remain highly 

influential as seen in their role in the removal of the President in 2009. 

Politically, Honduras is rebounding from a year of turmoil following a coup d’état 

on June 28, 2009 where the military forcibly removed and sent into exile President Jose 

Manuel Zelaya.  Congress President Roberto Micheletti was the leader of a de facto 

regime until November 29 when voters elected Porfirio “Pepe” Lobo of the National 

Party in an election that most international observers claimed to be free and fair.xxxvii  

Security deteriorated following the political crisis, with increased drug trafficking 

occurring on the northern coast of the country and increased human right violations being 

reported as unrest continued.  While security has somewhat improved since the election, 

it still remains a major problem.  Widespread poverty and unemployment, along with 

significant gang and narcotics-trafficking activities have all contributed to a very high 

crime rate and a spate of high-profile assassinations.  Attacks against journalists are on 

the rise, with at least eight journalists murdered since January.xxxviii   

 The recent coup in Honduras shows the shaky level of governance in the country 

as well as the distrust between the military and the executive branch of government.  The 

evidence of unrest was seen long before the coup, however, when the country dealt with 

instability leading up to the November 30 primary elections in 2008.  Several politically 
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motivated killings occurred then, which many interpreted as a "message" from organized 

crime for the Liberal Party and President Zelaya to scale back their efforts to remain in 

power.xxxix  Today, the story is much the same.  The attacks on journalists and political 

opponents have resulted in disorder; “citizens abandon political activities, and judges fear 

being fired for their rulings, the building blocks of democratic society are at grave risk."xl 

Attempts at reform aside in both El Salvador and Honduras, the prevalence of 

weak governance over the last decade has hampered development and weakened public 

security.  Inadequate social welfare programs, criminal violence, corruption, and widely 

perceived inattention to economic disparities continue to exacerbate governance issues in 

these countries.xli  Polling data shows a loss of confidence in democratic systems 

including political parties, parliaments, and the judiciary.xlii  Regional trends in Latin 

America, such as the rise of populism and increased migration, indicate that citizens in 

the region are losing faith in the ability of democratic governments to meet expectations 

and deliver basic services, including that of security. 

 

II. GANGS 

 Gangs encompass a major part of the security problem in the region.  From a 

security studies perspective, gangs are a unique phenomenon to study.  In the countries of 

El Salvador and Honduras, they pose a major threat to the state by challenging its 

legitimacy, placing a strain on already weak law enforcement agencies, weakening the 

economy by promoting illegitimate businesses and enterprises, and increasing corruption 

through threats and bribes.  
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Roots of the Gang Phenomenon in Central America  

 While gangs have existed for that last several decades in much of Central 

America, they were considered a minor criminal problem rather than one of international 

concern as they are today. Some analysts trace the roots of the current gang presence in 

Central America back to the aftermath of the Los Angeles riots in 1992xliii, while others 

point to the impact of the civil wars that took place throughout Central America in the 

last three decades.  Many residents of this region fled their countries during wartime and 

settled in the U.S. under the Refugee Act of 1980, with some groups forming gangs for 

security or falling into the existing gang culture in cities like Los Angeles.xliv  

 The major gangs operating in Central America are the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) 

and the 18th Street Gang (M-18) and both have ties to the United States.  The roots of the 

18th Street gang started in California in the 1960’s, with Mexican youth in the Rampart 

section of Los Angeles who were not accepted into existing Hispanic gangs.xlv It was the 

first Hispanic gang to accept members from all races and to recruit members from other 

states and grew significantly throughout the 1980’s with the influx of refugees.xlvi  MS-13 

also has roots in Los Angeles, but was focused more on the Salvadorian community.  

The signing of the peace accords of 1992 ended the twelve-year civil conflict in El 

Salvador, and marked the beginning of the flow of Salvadorians back to their country. As 

people have returned to Central America, many through deportation following a change 

to immigration policies in 1996, the number of gang members has significantly increased 

throughout the region. This exportation of a violent gang culture into El Salvador and 

Honduras increased violent crime, including extortion and drug trafficking.xlvii  
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Some analysts place a great deal of blame on the U.S. for the current state of violence 

in the region and the overcrowding within Central American prisons due to its 

immigration and criminal justice policy of deporting non-citizen criminal convicts to 

their country of origin following incarceration.xlviii  For example:  

 

“In 1996, changes to U.S. immigration laws dramatically expanded the crime-related 

deportability grounds for non-citizens, including lawful permanent residents.  These 

legislative changes, along with others that restricted access to lawful status for non-

citizens who had been in the U.S. unlawfully and cut off avenues for discretionary 

relief from removal, resulted in the deportation of thousands of Salvadorans who had 

lived in the U.S. for many years.  Some of those thousands were gang members, and 

their arrival in El Salvador served as a catalyst for the development of a U.S.-style 

gang culture there.”xlix  

 

Demographics, Definitions, and Scope 

 Many researchers define gangs in a similar fashion; a group of mostly male youth 

usually between the ages of 12 to 18 who come together for identity and belonging.l  

While definitions beyond this basic level range depending on the area and type of gang, 

one of the defining features “that has separated benign organizations from traditional 

street gangs is involvement in criminal activity.”li MS-13 and M-18 gang members in 

Central America carry out acts of violence towards each other and often take part in drug 

and alcohol abuse. While criminal activity is a major part of gang life, there is still 

uncertainty about the involvement of gangs with major criminal organizations.  There is 

some evidence for a growth in this area, which will be described later.   
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 Gangs in Central America are also interested in finances and territory, which 

feeds into their transnational nature.  Max Manwaring, a leading security studies scholar 

and retired U.S. Army colonel, describes gangs as:  

 

“illicit nonstate actors [who] are more interested in commercial profit and 

controlling territory (turf) to allow maximum freedom of movement and action to 

achieve their longer-range objectives. The resultant freedom of action within 

countries and across national frontiers ensures commercial market share and 

revenues, as well as secure bases for controlling people, territory, and 

governments.”lii 

 

 The scope of the gang problem is difficult to assess, although the U.S. government, 

the Central American governments, and media outlets have highlighted the large 

proportion of violent crime that they attribute to gangs throughout the region.liii  

Estimates of the number of gang members in Central America and Mexico vary widely.  

U.S. Army Southern Command placed the figure at 70,000 in 2005, while Mexican 

intelligence estimated the number to be between 30,000 and 50,000 a year later.liv Data 

collection of gang numbers is an overall problem for law enforcement in the region.  This 

limits the ability of the government to create sound policies since the breadth of the 

problem is difficult to determine.  Further, police and judicial data systems have 

consistent underreporting, partially due to a lack of trust in the police.lv 

 Factors often associated with the rising numbers in gangs include persistent poverty 

seen in income inequality and underemployment, deficient education systems, and weak 

judicial and law enforcement sectors.  Many researchers note that gang members in 
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Central America come from the poorest sections of the populations, with limited access 

to education and often having been abandoned or expelled from local schools.lvi  In 

Honduras, approximately six percent of the youth population is illiterate and 20 percent 

of children drop out of school before grade five.lvii  

 Lack of employment is a major issue for gang members.  A survey in San Salvador 

noted that 75 percent of gang members were unemployed.lviii Other less noted causes that 

some scholars cite include declining moral values “brought on by scarce family and 

religious orientation,” and the abolition of obligatory military service in some countries.lix  

Also of note is the explosive growth of the youth population within the region. This high 

youth population feeds into the growing gang problem in the country, where officials 

estimate that of active gang members, 98 percent are between the ages of 12 and 25 

year.lx   

 Understanding the relationship between gangs and the community can help when 

developing strategies for combating gangs. Research clearly shows that youth gangs 

throughout the region are not uniform and their structure, size, and level of involvement 

in crime vary depending on city and country.  Even within a gang there are varying 

degrees of involvement.  For example in Honduras, the director of a rehabilitation center 

in Tegucigalpa categorizes gang members to four types: 1) Sympathizers; 2) Recruits; 3) 

Members; and 4) Leaders.lxi   

 Other analysts dissect the issue in a different way, by looking at levels of 

involvement with a gang as in figure one below.  In this analysis the top tier of violent 

and chronic offenders make up a small part of the population, but are the leaders when it 

comes to gang violence and illegal activity.  Group 2 shows the larger proportion of 
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young adults that are involved in the gang, while group 3 is the younger populations 

(seven to fourteen year olds) who are at risk for gang involvement.  The rest of the 

population makes up the bottom and largest tier.   

 

 

Figure 2lxii 

  

 Targeting that small tier with stronger enforcement and prosecutions can reduce 

crime if these individuals are carrying out the majority of illegal activity, however an 

effective judicial process is needed to target, prosecute, and rehabilitate this population.  

This will be discussed in greater detail in later sections.  The majority of community 

members, which are groups 2 through 4, are all candidates for some level of prevention 

and intervention services.  Finding the right balance of such services and targeting the 

right community members is often where programs in Honduras and El Salvador 

struggle.   

 Other concerns arise due to the increased connection between narcotics traffickers 

and gangs across the region, allowing gangs more power with high profits from drug 

Share	
  of	
  
Illegal	
  Activity	
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sales and trafficking.lxiii   There is anecdotal evidence of the growing transnational nature 

of gangs, particularly the MS-13.  According to officials in the UN Office of Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC) and the Salvadorian National Civilian Police (PNC), MS-13 has sent 

members to Argentina, Bolivia, Italy and Spain and is seeking to expand their criminal 

activities into more traditional organized crimes such as trafficking in arms, persons, 

prostitution and black market merchandise.lxiv  In November of 2009, El Salvador’s El 

Diario de Hoy newspaper cited unnamed police sources who alleged that 12 MS-13 

members had received extensive training by Los Zetas at a clandestine camp in the Peten 

Department of Guatemala.lxv Reporting from the International Narcotics Control Board 

notes the increased connection between drug cartels and gangs, including the payment of 

gang members for moving drugs through border zones in El Salvador, Guatemala, and 

Honduras.lxvi  These examples aside, many researchers note “only a small minority of 

gang members in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala, possess transnational ties with 

other gang members, or ties with organized crime and/or narco-trafficking.”lxvii 

 

Government Responses and Current Policy 

 A pandemic of violent crime as discussed above demands a state response that 

offers safety and security to its citizens.  Citizens have demanded greater security and 

hard-line policies in their criminal justice systems, seen throughout the region in mano 

dura (heavy hand) and zero tolerancia (zero tolerance) policies, used by the governments 

of El Salvador and Honduras.  While these policies are tough on gang violence and 

violent crime, they have also resulted in some unintended consequences like overcrowded 

prisons and limited capacity for rehabilitation and prevention programs.  In fact, some 
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research has shown that these policies have actually increased gang violence and eroded 

public confidence in the judicial system.lxviii  Murder rates in El Salvador and Honduras 

fell in the 1990s, but rose again following the implementation of mano duro and zero 

tolerancia policies.lxix   

 Some argue that this approach seems to contradict and undermine the process of 

democratization as these states attempt to grow and move on from their era of internal 

civil conflicts.lxx  Researchers note the unintended negative consequences of these 

repression-only approaches as communities attempt to build prevention based 

programming as a way of curbing gang membership and violence.  From a sociological 

perspective, they have pitted gang members and police officers against each other so 

strongly that there is limited space for concepts like community policing and building 

community trust in the police.lxxi   

 Gangs have morphed into more clandestine and organized groups as a way of 

combating this harsh enforcement system.  An increased presence in what was an already 

overburdened prison system gave gang leaders a chance to organize from within jail.  

Many analysts note that gangs grow stronger within the judicial system since “prisons act 

as gangland finishing schools,” in both the U.S. and Central America.lxxii  Prisons also 

became a flashpoint for gang rivalries following the mano dura and zero tolerancia 

policies.  In Honduras, for example, a violent gang riot at the Tamara National 

Penitentiary in January 2006 left 13 inmates dead and 38 injured.lxxiii  After such violence 

both Honduras and El Salvador began dedicating certain prisons to one particular gang as 

a way to avoid violence between rival groups.  This practice, however, has given more 

control to gangs and allowed them to institutionalize themselves. 



	
   19	
  

  

El Salvador 

 Mano dura policies in 2003 and 2004 outlawed gang membership and enhanced 

police power, including joint military and police patrols to round up gang suspects.  

Within two years of mano dura policies going into effect, law enforcement officials 

captured more than 30,000 gang members, many who ended up in prison.lxxiv  When the 

Salvadoran Supreme Court declared the law unconstitutional, many of these gang 

members were released.lxxv  Quickly following this, however, was the passage of the 

super mano dura law, which respected the provisions of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, but stiffened penalties for gang membership to up to five years in 

prison for ordinary gang members and nine years for leaders.lxxvi  This has exacerbated 

prison overcrowding as well as increased violence within prisons.lxxvii  The effects of 

these policies are still affecting the country today.  As the U.S. State Department Human 

Rights Report for 2009 notes:  

 

“Gang activities in prisons and juvenile-holding facilities remained a serious 

problem.  Of the total population in detention center facilities, 7,555 inmates were 

current or former gang members.  Gang members routinely were separated from the 

regular prison population when possible.  Gangs continued to exercise influence 

within the prisons and the judicial system.”lxxviii  

 

Historically, the government has called on the military to assist with basic law 

enforcement functions at times of high gang violence.  In August of 2005, local media 

reported that 1,000 soldiers were to work with the National Police in anti-gang units in 
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the eighteen most dangerous towns in the country.lxxix This reliance on the military to 

carry out law enforcement activities is occurring again today, under the government of 

Mauricio Funes.  In 2009, approximately 5,000 military personnel were deployed to work 

with the PNC anti-gang and other task forces.lxxx    

As noted earlier, Funes is pushing a new security agenda that includes various 

measures to deal with the gang situation.  Elements of the plan include increased joint 

operations between the military and the police, for example the lending of military 

headquarters to be used as police dormitories and the sharing of some firearms.lxxxi   New 

legislation proposed by the Funes government in May 2010 came in response to violent 

attacks on civilians by gang members. A new law being discussed would allow the 

government to seize the assets of convicted gang members and enforce stronger 

punishments for those found guilty of a gang-related crime.lxxxii  

 

Honduras 

 In August of 2003, Honduras implemented a policy called cero tolerancia, a 

policy slightly less severe than El Salvador’s mano dura, and inspired by Rudy Guiliani’s 

policies from New York City.lxxxiii  This policy reformed the penal code, creating a 

maximum 12-year prison sentence for gang membership (later increased to 30 years), and 

provisions for better coordination between the police and the Honduran army in 

patrolling operations.lxxxiv Honduras has one of the lowest per capital ratio of police in the 

region with roughly 8,000 officers, and measures under cero tolerancia included efforts 

to integrate the military with police as well as private armed security forces.lxxxv  More 

recent government plans for police reform in Honduras, calling for the creation of a 
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special forces battalion, have raised concerns over the possible militarization of the 

police, alongside existing accusations of human rights abuses by the security forces.lxxxvi   

 These harsh anti-gang measures caused pushback from gang members, who 

engaged in violent acts to protest the legislation following its passage.  The first was an 

attack of a bus in San Pedro Sula in August 2003, which resulted in 14 dead.  The next 

year saw multiple decapitations with messages to the Honduran president saying they 

were in response to extra-judicial killings of gang members.lxxxvii  

 Today, improvements are still needed in the areas of law enforcement and rule of 

law in Honduras.  An April 2010 visit by the Latin American representative to the 

International Committee on the Rights of the Child advised the country to make changes 

relating to gangs and prisons alike.lxxxviii   In the area of gangs, recommendations included 

focusing on social factors and causes associated with gangs, improving financial and 

human resources for prevention, rehabilitation, and reintegration of gang members, and 

shifting the focus from punitive and repressive enforcement to preventive measures.  In 

the area of prisons, the report noted some improvements in facilities for children, but was 

concerned at overcrowding and lack of medical services.  The widespread use of 

imprisonment instead of alternative sentencing and other comprehensive measures was 

also of concern.   

  

III. PRISON SYSTEMS 

El Salvador 

 The impact of the mano dura policies put a major strain on the Salvadorian 

prisons, which were considered to be the most overcrowded in the region.lxxxix  
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Implementation of rehabilitation and surveillance programs was made more difficult by 

the increase in numbers of inmates and the huge influx of gang members.  In 2005 it was 

estimated that gang members made up a third of the prison population.xc  

 The prison system in El Salvador is governed by the Ministerio de Justicia y 

Seguridad Pública for the adult population and the Ministerio de Educación for juveniles.  

The total population at the end of 2009 according to the Ministerio de Justicia y 

Securidad Pública was 22,969 with a prison population rate of 370 per 100,000 of the 

national population.xci  While exact statistics of the prison population vary depending to 

the source, it is clear that the overall population has increased dramatically.  According to 

one source the population tripled in 15 years from 5,348 in 1992 to 16,786 in 2007.xcii  

Some of this was due to harsher sentencing towards gang members and other violent 

offenders, but prisons were also filled with pre-trial detainees at 33.8% of the overall 

prison population at the end of 2009.xciii A general climate of impunity plagues the justice 

system.  A UNDP study from 2007 suggests that only 4 percent of murders in El 

Salvador result in criminal conviction.xciv  

 Prison overcrowding remains a major problem for the country, with 22 

correctional facilities and two secure hospital wards that have a designed capacity for 

8,227, which is far below the current totals.xcv Reports of physical and mental abuses by 

prison officials are widespread and include reports from the juvenile detention centers, 

where deaths of detainees have been reported in recent years.xcvi  Overcrowding in the 

juvenile facilities was less of an issue, but gang violence in both juvenile and adult 

facilities was severe.      
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 Views vary on the recent policy change to segregate detainees into separate 

prisons by gang affiliations.  The approach was taken as a way to avoid violent inter-gang 

clashes within the prisons, seen in such cases as the La Esperanza prison riots in 2004 

where 31 prisoners were killed.xcvii  While separating out gangs into their own prisons did 

quell some of the violence, it also allowed gangs to strengthen from within prison and 

bring new members deeper into the organization.  It also affected the neighborhood 

around the prisons, which saw an influx of inmate’s families and fellow gang members. 

  

Honduras 

Honduras suffered a similar fate of El Salvador following the passage of their 

cero tolerencia laws, as prisons were overwhelmed with gang members. The recent 

prison population trend increased from 5,717 prisoners in 1992 to 11,589 prisoners in 

2005.xcviii The Honduran prison system was not developed to handle gang members and 

the overall structure and security of the prisons are quite poor.  Prisons in Honduras 

provide minimal food, limited bedding, and no clothing to inmates.xcix Historically, gang 

members have been segregated from the rest of the inmates and rehabilitation programs 

are targeted to the non-gang population only.c 

 Management of Honduras’ prison system falls to the Secretaria de Seguridad, 

Policia Nacional.ci  The overall population of 11,348 today gives the country a prison 

population rate of 151 per 100,000, which is much below that of El Salvador.cii  The 

country, however, holds a much higher percentage of pre-trial detainees at 50.1% of the 

overall population as of February 2010.ciii 
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The Honduran Criminal Code allows authorities to hold a person arrested in 

Honduras for up to 24 hours while the authorities investigate or obtain sufficient evidence 

to support the accusation made against the person.civ  The judicial process in criminal 

cases includes three stages; the initial hearing which can take place within the first day or 

up to 6 days, the intermediate stage which entail the arraignment hearing, and the trial 

stage which includes the trial, verdict and sentencing.cv  This final stage can take up to 

two years.    

 The facilities at San Pedro Sula, Tamara, and Choluteca saw prison disturbances 

in 2009, with 30 prisoners reportedly being killed while incarcerated, mostly from 

violence between rival gangs.cvi  The government took some measures to combat crime 

emanating from within these prisons, including the use of cell phone blocking programs 

at prisons as a way to stop inmates from arranging kidnappings and other crimes.cvii  In 

July of 2010 Security Minister Oscar Alvarez declared an emergency in a number of a 

prisons as a way to receive increased funding for structural improvements and to build 

new facilities.cviii  

 

IV. MODEL PRISON MANAGEMENT 

Prison management is a complex and multifaceted topic that requires government 

support, strong infrastructure, clear protocol, and committed and trained staff.  From an 

international standpoint, the UN and other regional bodies offer a strong starting point for 

government officials and policy makers looking for guidance on abiding by international 

standards of prison management.  While this section will offer some key areas within 
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successful prison management, it is by no means a complete discussion of the elements 

that make up a successful prison.   

There are many international treaties and conventions to consider when 

examining the basic tenets of managing a penal system.  The UN Standard Minimum 

Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (SMRs) were approved by the General Assembly in 

1957 and offer a number of guiding principles in prison management.  Many of these 

principles voice the importance of incorporating human rights into prison management, 

not merely as a training component, but as an overall way of carrying out business in a 

prison.cix  The American Convention on Human Rights, signed by both El Salvador and 

Honduras and whose compliance is overseen by bodies of the Organization of the 

American States, echoes the need for the incorporation of human rights into prisons; “all 

persons deprived of their liberty shall be treated with respect for the inherent dignity of 

the human person.”cx 

Being in prison means losing your liberty as a citizen and each country interprets 

this concept under their judicial and legal systems in different ways.  It is important for 

policy makers to consider what rights are to be forfeited as a consequence of the 

deprivation of liberty and what this forfeiture implies, whether it is the right to family 

contact or the right to vote.  Classifying prisoners and prisons allows the effective 

management of these rights. 	
  	
  

	
  

Overall Management 

There are a number of overall management concepts that are relevant to El 

Salvador and Honduras.  One is the idea that prison management should be a civilian led 

process and not under the military.  Law enforcement and the criminal justice process are 
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basic services to the public under functioning democracies and it is important that 

imprisonment through sentencing be handled by independent judges appointed through 

the civil process.cxi It should also be noted that a separation from regular police functions 

is imperative:	
  

	
  

“Once a person has been detained or arrested, he or she should as soon as 

possible appear before a judicial authority and should thereafter be remanded into 

prison service custody. In many countries the administration of the police comes 

under the Ministry of the Interior while the administration of prisons comes 

under the Ministry of Justice. This is one way of ensuring the separation of 

powers and of underlining the close link that should exist between the judicial 

authority and the prison system.”cxii 

 

 The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights also echoes this sentiment in 

the Principles and best Practices on the Protection of Persons Deprived of Liberty in the 

Americas, Principle XX, 2008: 

	
  

“The personnel shall comprise suitable employees and officers, of both sexes, 

preferably with civil service and civilian status. As a general rule, members of 

the Police or Armed forces shall be prohibited from exercising direct custody of 

persons deprived of liberty, unless it is a police or military institution.” 

 

Countries should not turn to the military to carry out prison management, even in 

times of crisis or war.  This is relevant to both El Salvador and Honduras, given recent 

policy discussions going on in each country, which will be discussed in more detail in the 
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next section.  This basic concept is captured again in the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights in the Principles and best Practices on the Protection of Persons Deprived 

of Liberty in the Americas, Principle I, 2008: 

 

“Circumstances	
   such	
   as	
   war,	
   states	
   of	
   exception,	
   emergency	
   situations,	
   internal	
  

political	
   instability,	
   or	
   other	
   national	
   or	
   international	
   emergencies	
   may	
   not	
   be	
  

invoked	
   in	
  order	
   to	
  evade	
   the	
  obligations	
   imposed	
  by	
   international	
   law	
   to	
   respect	
  

and	
  ensure	
  the	
  right	
  to	
  humane	
  treatment	
  of	
  all	
  persons	
  deprived	
  of	
  liberty.”	
  

 

Another reason why civilian-led management is crucial has to do with the issues 

of reentry.  Opportunities for employment, housing, and proper social support are needed 

once prisoners are released from prison and reintegrated back into society.  For reentry to 

be successful, the prison administration must work closely with public service agencies 

that can provide these services, which is more likely to happen if the prison 

administration is a civil organization and not a military one.cxiii 

Along these lines is the understanding by prison management that working with 

youth and juvenile offenders requires different protocol and staff.  Both El Salvador and 

Honduras have separate systems for juvenile offenders, which is common in many prison 

systems around the world.  It is important to provide education and skills training in a 

different environment for youth, particularly given the different cognitive development of 

juveniles versus adults.cxiv  Recent research into juvenile justice and adolescence provides 

new insight into patterns of criminal behavior in young adults.  This research guides 

some of the suggestions in section IV of this paper. 

Finally, a basic prison management concept that is vital to a functional system is 
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that of classification processes.  In many countries the judge’s ruling includes guidance 

on classification, whereas other countries it depends on the crime and the background of 

the person.  Countries that fail to implement classification systems end up with pre-trial 

detainees and first time offenders mixing with repeat and violent offenders.  This 

intermixing of different levels of criminals weakens the chances of rehabilitating first 

time offenders.cxv  

	
   	
  

Staffing  

 The staff of a prison is perhaps the main component to successful prison 

management.  The work within a prison is demanding and requires staff who are 

carefully selected, properly trained, overseen, and supported.cxvi  Those who will work 

directly with prisoners, including first line uniformed staff or guards, but also teachers 

and instructors, require high personal and professional standards.  Clear procedures are 

required and need to be strictly followed to ensure that only those applicants who are 

qualified are selected to work within the prison systems.cxvii  Prison staff need the right 

training from the day they start on the job.  Moreover, specific staff, like those working in 

the admission area, need specialized training.  These staff members need to be able to 

balance firm control with an understanding of the stress that new prisoners are feeling as 

they come into the prison for the first time.cxviii   

 Under the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, Rule 

number 46, there is clarity on the selection process, but also the need for hiring full time 

staff with civil service status: 

 

“To secure the foregoing ends, personnel shall be appointed on a full-time basis 
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as professional prison officers and have civil service status with security of 

tenure subject only to good conduct, efficiency and physical fitness. Salaries 

shall be adequate to attract and retain suitable men and women.” 

 

Beyond careful selection, prison staff needs to be paid sufficiently and offered 

appropriate working conditions in order to keep them on as staff.  If offered 

comprehensive training, but limited pay and poor working conditions, they will likely 

take their skills to another job.  An example of this occurred in the 1990s in many of the 

countries of the former Soviet Union who provided training and education for incoming 

staff, but could not keep many of them due to low pay.cxix   

Ample training and oversight is a core requirement for keeping balance within a 

prison.  It is imperative for staff to remember the reason that prisoners are there, but also 

to understand their duties as prison staff.  Their role is not to punish inmates for their 

crimes – their sentence handed down to them from a judge is just that – but rather, to 

keep them and the community around them safe while they serve out their sentence.  This 

is an important distinction that younger, untrained staff sometimes miss.cxx Further, 

prison staff can also pose a threat to security if they bring in illicit materials and so they 

too require appropriate searching and oversight.  Staff should be required to deposit 

personal cell phones and other items in a controlled area so as not to feel pressure by 

inmates for access to such items.cxxi 

Other staff members besides guards should include specialists in the areas of 

education, skills training, mental health, and social work.  While this may seem like a 

burden on the payroll for governments to cover, it is imperative that a strong support 

structure is built within a prison.  SMR rule number 49 notes the importance of these 
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staff.  Requiring education and training is also a way to help with reentry, but also with 

keeping prisoners busy and in a routine.   This is discussed in more detail below. 

 Prevention is more effective than reaction, but in the case that violence breaks out 

and an emergency situation arises (such as a hostage situation or violence against a 

guard), prison staff need to be trained and prepared in emergency procedures, particularly 

in the use of weapons and firearms.  The use of force by prison staff must be in 

accordance with protocol and staff should be made fully aware that the behavior of a 

prisoner is never reason to use torture or ill treatment.  Further, staff should not have 

unrestricted access to equipment like handcuffs, weapons, and straitjackets, but rather 

senior staff should control the use of such items and maintain records of their use.cxxii 

 A carefully selected warden or director can help make sure that staff selection, 

training, and successful reentry initiatives like education and skills training are fully 

carried out in a prison.  Per SMR rule 50, the director should be a full time position and 

he or she should reside on the premises of the institution or in its immediate vicinity.  

Beyond these basic requirements, a director should also have strong management and 

communication skills, as well as the ability to oversee major operations and challenging 

work environments.   

 

Model layout and Numbers 

 The careful construction and upkeep of a prison facility will enable the staff to 

maintain a safe space and efficient operations.  Facilities that are filled beyond the 

capacity of the prison often mean that spaces are used in an unsafe and unhygienic 

manner, causing potential for violence and disease.  The Inter-American Commission on 
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Human Rights (Principle XVII) again captures this idea: 

 

“The competent authority shall determine the maximum capacity of each place of 

deprivation of liberty according to international standards related to living 

conditions. Such information, as well as the actual ratio of occupation of each 

institution or center shall be public, accessible and regularly updated. The 

occupation of an institution over its maximum capacity shall be prohibited by 

law. In cases where such overcrowding results in human rights violations, it shall 

be considered cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. The law 

shall establish remedies intended to immediately address any situation of  

overcrowding. The competent judicial authorities shall adopt adequate measures 

in the absence of an effective legal regulation.” 

 

 Facilities should have appropriate layouts for sufficient airflow and protection 

from the elements.cxxiii  They should also contain areas for exercise and exposure to the 

outdoors.  Prisons should be designed for the level of offender that is contained within 

that prison, meaning high-level offenders should be in a more secure facility than low 

level offenders.  Further, classifying offenders and placing them into appropriate facilities 

allows management to place the appropriate amount of guards and staff in each facility.  

It also allows staff to tailor classes and programming within one facility.  

 Beyond building enough cells for the current number of prisoners, judicial 

systems should consider alternative sentencing.  Just building more prisons does not 

solve the problem of overcrowding, because countries “will likely just fill them up.”cxxiv  

Alternative sentencing for low-level offenders through community service and 
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volunteering provides assistance to local community efforts and lowers your overall 

prison population.  Policy makers should also focus on ways to remove pre-trial detainees 

from prisons that hold those already convicted, as well as ways to speed up the trial 

process so that pre-trial detainees are not held for an excessive period of time. 

 

Model activities/visits/reentry initiatives 

 A prison is not just a place to lock up those who have committed crimes, but also 

a place to rehabilitate prisoners so that they may return to their communities less inclined 

to lead a life of violence and illegal acts.  Family visits for prisoners who are classified at 

a level where visitations rights are allowed are a model activity that can help with reentry.  

Visits from trained social workers and psychologists can offer outlets for inmates 

struggling with depression and other issues.  Skills courses and education classes are a 

first step towards successful reentry. 

 The concept of model activities and a focus on reentry is captured in many 

international standards: 

 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 10 (3): 

The penitentiary system shall comprise treatment of prisoners the essential aim of 

which shall be their reformation and social rehabilitation. 

 

Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, Rule 58: 

The purpose and justification of a sentence of imprisonment or a similar measure 

deprivation of liberty is ultimately to protect society against crime. This end can 

only be achieved if the period of imprisonment is used to ensure, so far as 
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possible, that upon his return to society the offender is not only willing but able 

to lead a law-abiding and self-supporting life. 

 

 Family visits and overall communication with family has a strong influence on the 

behavior of a prisoner.  Those who maintain contact with family have a greater incentive 

to observe prison rules and regulations and knowing more about a prisoner’s family and 

home life helps prison staff tailor their treatment towards that prisoner.cxxv  Visits require 

screening and security measures, as well as clear protocol by prison staff.  It is important 

that such procedures “recognize that visitors are not themselves prisoners and that the 

obligation to protect the security of the prison has to be balanced against the right of 

visitors to their personal privacy.”cxxvi   

 The importance of vocation training and work skills courses is paramount to 

reentry programs. For many prisoners their time in prison may be the first opportunity to 

develop such skills and expand on limited educations.  Prison administration can reach 

out to private businesses, non-profits, community organizations, and other government 

agencies to help establish appropriate employment opportunities that will help develop a 

skill set.  Payment is recommended for such work, often with the recommendation that a 

portion of it being sent to the prisoner’s family.cxxvii    

 Education is also imperative for improving a prisoner’s chances at reemerging 

into society with success.  Bringing in local teachers helps bring a degree of normality to 

prison education and allows an easier transition if prisoners chose to continue their 

education upon release.cxxviii  One study in the United States has shown that post-

secondary correctional education reduces recidivism and improves prison 

management.cxxix Inmates participating in classes directly correlated to safer 
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environments within prisons.  Recommendations from this particular study included 

expanding opportunities for post-incarcerated people to attend school as a means of 

supporting successful reentry into society.cxxx 

 

V. PRISON POLICIES & MANAGING GANGS  

 Both El Salvador and Honduras suffer from many of the same problems with their 

prison policies when it comes to managing gangs within prisons.  Each failed to 

implement prison policies that would work with the mano dura and cero tolerancia laws 

and consequently each has dealt with issues of overcrowding and violence of gang 

members within prisons.  Going hand in hand with these issues are problems with slow 

judicial process as well as issues with staffing related to poor pay and corruption, limited 

training, and failure to follow through with standardized processes.  Examples of failures 

and successes in prison management related to gangs are offered for each country at the 

end of this section. 

 The first main problem with the way both countries deal with gang members in 

prison has to do with the lack of classification systems. Both El Salvador and Honduras 

have classification processes according to their legal codes, but fail to implement 

them.cxxxi  As noted earlier, the mixing of first time offenders with repeat offenders is 

unwise.  If prisoners were classified it would allow prison management to pull out the 

low level offenders that are kept in costly high security facilities.  It would also reduce 

the influence of gang members within prisons on fellow inmates that fall into the 

category of “sympathizers” discussed in the Section II.  The current system is making 
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management of gang members and potential reentry projects difficult by having first time 

offenders who might be new to a gang locked up with the leaders of major gangs.   

 Another area where El Salvador and Honduras failed to change after the 

implementation of harsh anti-gang laws was that of judicial processes.  Harsher laws 

meant more people arrested and an increase in gang members going through the judicial 

system.  As noted earlier, the number of people in pre-trial detention in both countries 

constitutes a large percentage of inmates and contributes to the problem of overcrowding.  

One former employee of the U.S. Department of Corrections states that the first step 

towards improving the prisons in Central America would be to speed up the process of 

getting those arrested before a judge.cxxxii   

 Inadequate hiring and training of staff members, along with failure to follow 

through with policies and procedures means staff members are not kept safe and are 

subject to corruption by gang members.  Turnover of staff occurs often in prisons in both 

countries and training remains inadequate.  One interesting example of failed process is 

in Honduras, where many prisons have something called a detainee coordinator.  This 

selected inmate helps prison staff with routine business, including overseeing the 

movement of prisoners and visitors.cxxxiii  They usually select someone who is close to the 

end of their sentence who they trust, but by putting an offender in charge of other 

offenders they are violating a basic standard of prison management and potentially 

placing staff and inmates in unsafe conditions.cxxxiv 

 

El Salvador  

 Prison management in El Salvador has weakened under the Funes administration. 
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Major failures came about in April 2010 when chaos ensued in a number of prisons as a 

result of gang members acting out. On April 4, 2010, 823 inmates from Usulutan Prison 

officially began rebelling against the prison staff, demanding better conditions.cxxxv A 

meeting between family members of inmates, human rights organizations, and prison 

authorities in the following days sought a solution to the crisis, but at the same time 

President Funes noted limited resources to meet the requests of inmates.cxxxvi  On April 

16th, fights broke out in Cojutepeque and Sonsonate prisons, leaving two dead and 21 

injured.cxxxvii   On April 28th, inmates from Cojutepeque threw two grenades to other 

blocks of the prison, which was the third time that they had launched handcrafted 

explosives that month.cxxxviii   A grenade in a later attack killed an inmate.  On April 28th, 

the body of a deceased teenager was found in the Center for Social Reinsertion located in 

the city of Ilobasco.   

 In these examples, prison management lost control of their institutions and 

allowed the order and procedure within the prison to break down.  The news of prisoners 

controlling the prisons and ensuing violence caused panic in the surrounding 

neighborhoods: 

 

“At least a few days we will leave the house, lest that the inmates make a mass 

escape and we are here. Better to be ready and leave before that happens.”cxxxix 

-Neighbor of the Central Penitentiary, El Salvador 

 

 Some success can be found in Izalco prison, which is the result of major efforts by 

the Salvadorian government and foreign assistance from the U.S. to create a model prison 

in El Salvador, particularly with managing gangs.  Prison leadership attempted to tackle 

many of the problems within Izalco following consultations from U.S. prison experts in 
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2007.  For example, previously inmates were able to access many areas of the prison that 

should have been only for guards and staff.  The movement of inmates between areas 

within the prison was done without uniform process, as was the process for searching 

visitors.  As a result, cell phones, drugs, and weapons were often found within the prison 

walls, but only when searches were carried out.  Further, prison staff had limited 

equipment like riot gear and bulletproof vests to combat major violence. 

 With training, equipment and the political will of Salvadorian leadership, the 

prison at Izalco made vast improvements.  Full body scanning “boss chairs” allowed staff 

to detect illicit material coming into the prison.  New protocol provided safer space for 

both the inmates, visitors, and the prison staff.  While these changes demonstrated a 

robust improvement to Izalco, the concept of the prison as a model facility is still not 

being fully implemented.  New leadership under Director Douglas Moreno brought with 

it a shift to more liberal enforcement of prison protocol and the lessons learned at Izalco 

are not yet reaching other prisons in the country. 

 

Honduras 

 Honduras in recent months has the opposite story to tell from El Salvador, as 

political will has picked up with the Lobo administration.  Success stories are more recent 

in Honduras, while major failures are attributed to the past.  Failure by the Honduran 

government to deal with the influx of prisoners following cero tolerancia resulted in 

major overcrowding and unsafe conditions throughout prisons.  On May 17, 2004 over 

100 alleged gang members were burned to death in a fire in a prison holding over 2,000 

inmates in a prison designed for 800.cxl Those that survived claimed it took two hours for 
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help to arrive and that guards were shooting at inmates who were trying to escape.cxli That 

December, gangs members in Chamalecon attacked a bus and killed 28 people, leaving a 

message claiming it was revenge for the May fire.cxlii 

 In general the management of the prison system under the Zelaya administration 

was fraught with problems.  For example, gang members pushed back when staff in one 

prison tried to implement standardized procedures of fingerprinting and photographing of 

inmates.cxliii  By threatening prison staff they were able to dictate which members they 

would allow to go through the process, while leaving the leaders out of the system.  The 

former director general was also subject to corruption by gang leaders.  During the 

building of a new major prison facility, he allowed two top gang leaders to go into the 

construction site for a tour and even allowed one to take photos.cxliv 

 Changes are underway with the new leadership that came in with the Lobo 

administration.  Implementation of the national prison registry is underway, with attempts 

to photograph and fingerprint all inmates.  The building of the Marco Aurelio Soto 

prison, a new high security facility that will house 220 inmates designated as highly 

dangerous, shows efforts to categorize and separate high-level offenders from the rest of 

the population.cxlv Prisoners will not be entitled to visitation rights, except for that of a 

lawyer, and perks like televisions and other amenities will not be offered.  While the 

Marco Aurelio Soto prison was the idea of former Security Secretary Jorge Rodas 

Gamero, it will be carried out under the new secretary.   
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VI. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

 This section offers a number of ideas that El Salvador and Honduras should 

consider to improve their prison systems as they relate to gangs. The first and largest is 

related to the basic functionality of prisons.  The second is to request strategic assistance 

from the U.S. and other donors when focusing on gangs and prisons.  The U.S. also offers 

some lessons learned in regards to issues with juvenile justice and delinquency 

prevention, which are discussed below.  The last is to address the root causes of 

insecurity by focusing on social needs like education and poverty. 

 

Prison Recommendations 

1) Maintain prison management as a civilian law enforcement function rather than a 

military function. 

 While this recommendation applies to both countries, it is mainly focused on El 

Salvador, which has shown recent leanings towards using the military in an expanded 

role in prison management.  The importance of civilian-run prisons is voiced in many of 

the prison management manuals.  As the Handbook on Supporting Security and Justice 

from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development notes: 

 

“Developing civilian-run prisons linked to the national health and welfare 

systems, and with strong local links to assist social reintegration and 

rehabilitation, can make an important contribution to crime control and 

community peace and stability.” 

 

As noted earlier, the importance of reentry cannot be emphasized enough 
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when it comes to prison management.  With stronger links to public service 

agencies, prisoners can start the process of improving themselves from within 

prison when it comes to education, health, and family.cxlvi  Prisons should be run 

as a civilian law enforcement entity, separate from the police, with the objective 

of contributing to the public good.cxlvii 

 

2) Offer opportunities starting in prison that carry through to when a prisoner reenters 

into society.   

 If one of the roles of prison management is “to provide prisoners with the 

opportunity to use their time in prison positively so that they will be able to resettle into 

society when they are released,”cxlviii then strong programming needs to be in place both 

within the prison and for when they reenter into the community.  With gangs in 

particular, it is imperative to try and break the tie to a gang culture so that inmates can 

develop a sense of self outside of the gang.  Some prisons offer separate facilities for 

those who denounce their gang while in prison, as a way to keep them safe.  Prison 

management should take this one step further and offer strong incentives for inmates to 

walk away from gang life, whether through better job opportunities that might allow 

inmates to send more money to their families or sought after skills courses. 

 In El Salvador, the business community is ripe for engagement for programs with 

inmates.  The business community was influential in the development of the new security 

strategy, seeing a need for an improved security environment to attract investors and 

reduce loses to businesses.  Jorge Daboub, the president of the Chamber of Commerce 

(ICASS), notes that “last year delinquency left some $900 million of losses to the 
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business sector, above all by the robbery of merchandise and vehicles.”cxlix Businessmen 

asked that improved safety mechanisms and better intelligence gathering be carried out in 

the twenty penal centers across the country, connecting issues of extortion and acts of 

violence being ordered from jails.cl  The Funes administration released their security 

strategy with these requests in mind.  They should now pursue a more dynamic 

relationship with the business community as a way to set up skills training for inmates 

and jobs for when they are released. 

 Honduras is also at a point where engagement with the business community 

would likely bear fruit.  The new administration is eager to move forward on a number of 

improvements to prison facilities, and they should consider reentry initiatives as they do 

so.  This might mean building space within prisons for skills courses and trainings or 

engaging with the business community to invest in counseling for inmates.  If funding is 

limited for specific reentry initiatives the government should look for support from 

outside donors, including the business community but also international non-

governmental organizations and multilateral organizations like the World Bank. 

 

3) Improvements of facilities are needed, but they also need to be strategic. 

 With limited resources and an overburdened system, policy makers need to be 

strategic about making improvements to facilities.  While building new facilities eases 

overcrowding and allows procedures to feed into construction, it does not solve many of 

the problems within prison management.  As noted earlier, simply building more prisons 

is not the answer to problems like an overabundance of pre-trial detainees or lack of 

protocol and procedure by staff.  
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 That being said, existing facilities are in a dismal state in El Salvador and 

Honduras.  Lack of proper structures and security measures results in escapees and unsafe 

conditions for inmates, staff, and the community.  Existing prisons need renovations and 

updates, but given limited budgets they are not always viewed as a priority.  Policy 

makers should consider a long term strategy for updating facilities and seek a 

commitment from the government to fund such a strategy for the long term.  

 

4) Classification and Diagnostic Processes need to be carried out. 

 Prison experts point first and foremost to the basic requirement of classification in 

prisons as a tool for successful prison management.  As one prison expert notes, “true 

reform comes with classification systems.”cli  Both governments need to go a step beyond 

just separating out gang members into their own facilities and classify all inmates by 

level of crime and conviction.  The benefits of this were discussed at length in earlier 

sections, but it is important to reiterate that taking these steps means more efficient use of 

staff and facilities, as well as better chances for success at reentry initiatives.   

   

5) Improve public awareness around prison management and reentry programs.  

 Prisons are not well understood within a society, as they are often not shed in a 

positive light.  In fact, prisons in El Salvador and Honduras rarely make it into the news 

unless something goes wrong.  The majority of news articles about prisons in the local 

press in El Salvador and Honduras are about prison violence, escapes, gang retaliations, 

and overcrowding or other human rights concerns.  By bringing awareness to the values, 

operations, and mission of a prison, prison administrations will likely have a better 
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chance at building public support for reentry projects and increased government funding 

for prison projects.clii   

Local communities around prisons are greatly impacted by the presence of a 

prison, particularly when that prison is designated for one specific gang.  A community 

that never had an MS-13 presence can all of a sudden have one if a MS-13 only prison is 

built in one of its neighborhoods.  Prison administrators should work with local police to 

be aware of gang activity in the surrounding community and attempts to coordinate with 

gang members incarcerated in that facility.  They should also work to inform the public 

about their role and how the public can positively interact with inmates.  One suggestion 

is for government ministers and prison administrators to arrange programs focused on 

public education in order to engage the community on the role of prison staff in 

safeguarding society.cliii  Prison directors can also meet with civil society groups, NGOs, 

family members, and local community members as a way to improve the relationship 

between these entities.cliv  Honduras has made recent strides in this category and should 

continue to engage with civil society. 

 

6) Speed up the judicial process.  

While this is a major problem that requires an overhaul of the judicial system, 

there are smaller ways that both El Salvador and Honduras can begin to work in this area. 

Guatemala provides a good example of a small project that has great impact in their 24 

hour court model.  Guatemalan law requires that those arrested are put in front of a judge 

within 24 hours of arrest, which rarely happens due to the unavailability of judges and 

overburdened courts.  In 2006, the Public Ministry, the Public Defense Institute, and the 

Ministry of Governance, under the leadership of the Supreme Court, created the 24-hour 
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court model to comply with Constitutional requirements of due process, improve inter-

institutional coordination and make criminal prosecution more efficient.  While the model 

project is only in a few districts, it has seen a great deal of success and improved 

efficiency for those courts.   

Previous recommendations like implementing a classification system and facility 

improvements will also help with the judicial process.  Further, legislators should 

consider laws that allow alternative sentencing for some crimes, which would remove 

many offenders from the judicial system.  Not only would this speed up the judicial 

process, it would prevent recidivism and promote social rehabilitation for offenders.  This 

is a particular need for juvenile offenders, many of whom are gang members.  This is 

captured in the UN Guidelines for Action on Children in the Criminal Justice System:  

 

“Whenever appropriate, mechanisms for the informal resolution of disputes in 

cases involving a child offender should be utilized, including mediation and 

restorative justice practices, in particular processes involving victims.”clv 

 

Engagement with the U.S. 

 U.S. assistance in fighting the gang problem in Central America has historically 

been focused on military and law enforcement support. Assistance under the Merida 

Initiative, now titled the Central American Regional Security Initiative (CARSI) 

continued this trend, although it does incorporate some programming to strengthen and 

coordinate efforts from regional institutions, an approach that many analysts note as 

integral to tackling gangs.  While regional approaches can be strong, it is clear that 
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further coordination is needed and new approaches also need to be considered in order to 

improve problem areas.   

 The Merida initiative overall has a few aspects that are severely lacking as it 

relates to gangs and prisons.  The need for support programs for reintegrating deportees 

back into society through job placement and back into their homes through counseling is 

one such area.clvi One related issue that the U.S. needs to improve is their efforts in 

providing information to Central American officials on deportees with criminal records – 

something that Central American governments have requested specifically when it comes 

to gangs.clvii Expansion of gang intervention programs and skills/job training for prisoners 

would be a strong tool for improving reentry.  Both El Salvador and Honduras should 

incorporate such concepts into bilateral security agreements with the U.S. as it relates to 

the deportee issue.  

 Studies in the U.S. on youth offenders and prison issues are prevalent and offer 

guidance for El Salvador and Honduras on how to combat gang problems.  Problems 

within the U.S. juvenile justice system hit a breaking point in the 1990s, when many 

states passed law that placed more young people in criminal courts and instituted harsher 

sanctions.clviii  With more youth and adults being incarcerated in the same facilities, a 

blurring of juvenile and criminal justice systems took place.  Furthermore, an increase in 

harsher sentencing and limited parole resulted in overcrowded prisons, something which 

El Salvador and Honduras suffer from today.clix  Studies in the U.S show that the cost of 

confinement can have major repercussions for youth and communities: 

 

“Even in facilities without overcrowding problems, youth in secure confinement 

often do not develop social skills, such as self-control and conflict resolution as 
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well as those who remain in the community. Youth who spend time in facilities 

have higher recidivism rates; are less likely to naturally age out of illegal 

behavior; suffer from more mental illness and are at a higher risk of suicide; they 

are less likely to succeed at education and employment at the same level as youth 

who were never incarcerated.”clx 

  

 Criminology studies in the U.S. show that suppression only approaches towards 

combating gang problems are the least effective and many case studies from U.S. cities 

show adoption of suppression, prevention, and rehabilitation models yield better 

results.clxi  Other recent studies into the development of adolescents, including decision-

making capabilities and maturity of psychological development, help researchers 

understand delinquent behavior in young adults.  It also plays into sentencing and 

rehabilitation for young adult offenders.  One study recommends a developmental model 

of juvenile justice that treats most, but not all, adolescent offenders as a separate legal 

category.clxii  

 

Address the root causes of insecurity:   

Both El Salvador and Honduras should focus on eliminating the root causes of 

instability and violence associated with gangs.  Throughout the region, severe inequality 

hampers the movement of the lower classes out of poverty.  Such poverty drives the drug 

trade, gang and youth violence, and the migration of people out of the area seeking better 

work.  In the case of gangs governments need to provide opportunities and resources for 

youth to work, stay in school, and remain within the bounds of law.  Both countries 

should continue to promote policies that address the issues of prevention and 
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intervention, including reintegrating gang members and criminals back into society.  

Gang intervention programs and skills/job training for prisoners can be expanded as a 

means of improving reentry.   

Reasons for the security situation in Central America include poorly funded judicial 

systems, lack of public trust, and weak police forces.  However, much of the problem has 

to do with poverty, including “a negative social environment that, unfortunately, is [seen 

in] the lack of opportunities and of prospects for the young to live a productive and 

satisfactory life.”clxiii  In this regard, policymakers should link the goals of security and 

public safety, with that of economic development.  An improved economy for Central 

American states would greatly benefit the citizens of the region.  Creating more jobs in El 

Salvador and Honduras will limit the number of people leaving the countries for 

economic reasons and potentially lower the violence with more people employed.  

Foreign direct investment relies on a stable and secure environment to lure businesses, 

which is a current major challenge for both countries.   

 

VII. Conclusion 

 Prisons in El Salvador and Honduras are linked to deep-rooted issues within their 

societies, including legacies of war, violence, and inequality. They fail to serve as 

adequate centers of rehabilitation and justice for inmates, but they also fail at the most 

basic levels of prison management: keeping prisoners safe, keeping staff safe, and 

keeping the community safe.  The growth of violent gangs throughout the two countries 

is a major part of this problem, as policy-makers have failed to keep up with security. 

Harsh anti-gang legislation in both El Salvador and Honduras left prisons overflowing 
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with inmates and turned gangs into perhaps more powerful enterprises that can operate 

easily from behind bars.   

 Some argue that governments in Central America are using highly publicized 

crackdowns on gangs as a way to avoid taking action on basic problems like exclusion, 

inequality, and the lack of job creation.clxiv  There is certainly a need to address these 

issues, as they are the root causes of many of the problems facing countries like El 

Salvador and Honduras.  Governments also need to address the basic shortfalls of the 

prison systems, from training to facility management. These may seem like 

overwhelming tasks, but expertise and assistance is available in many forms, from 

programs in neighboring countries to lessons learned from the U.S.  Taking a holistic 

approach to the problems of gangs, prisons, and overall security is the only way to make 

progress towards safer streets and safer prisons. 
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