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high numbers of  mostly unaccompanied minors 
fleeing this part of  the globe on dangerous and 
emotionally taxing journeys. The unrest in this 
part of  the globe left hundreds of  thousands 
dead and unemployed men armed. In Guatemala, 
clandestine security apparatuses came together 
from both government intelligence and the 
military. The criminal groups in the Northern 
Triangle can be linked to Mexican drug cartels 
and maras like Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and the 
Eighteenth Street Gang (M-18) (Labrador).

Another equally pressing humanitarian crisis has 
taken a toll on Syria, resulting in the displacement 
of  millions of  people, a significant number of  
which are children. On 17 July 2000, Bashar al-
Assad succeeded the position his father, President 
Hafiz al-Assad had held as an authoritarian ruler 
since 1971 with hopes of  reform. However in 
2011, a sudden wave of  protests that became 
known as the Arab Spring spread through Egypt, 
Libya, Syria, Yemen, Sudan, Iraq, Jordan, Bahrain, 
and Oman after Tunisia’s twenty-three-year 
dictatorship under Zine El Abidene Ben Ali was 
overthrown by protestors (Brown). The long and 
brutal torture of  fifteen boys in the southern city 
of  Daraa for their graffiti supporting the Arab 
Spring and denouncing the Assad administration 
culminated in peaceful protests demanding their 
release in addition to government reforms that 
took place during the month of  March. The 
harsh and violent government responses to these 
protests gave 15 March 2011 the name “the day 
of  rage” (Al Jazeera). Despite the presence of  
some alliances, however weak, between resistance 
militias, Syria has been severely fractured. Seven 
military defectors started the Free Syrian Army in 
the summer of  2011. With no end in sight for the 
violence and a weakened government, more and 
more armed groups began to rise up. In retaliation, 
Assad sent police and military operations out to 
important cities in an attempt to regain control 
(Brown).

These issues are difficult to manage because 
of  the financial burdens they place on the 
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A refugee is defined by the UNHCR as “all persons 
outside their country of  origin for reasons of  
feared persecution, conflict, generalized violence, 
or other circumstances that have seriously 
disturbed public order and who, as a result, require 
international protection” (UNHCR). Refugee 
crises have persisted throughout our history, 
evolving in some ways as modern conflicts arise 
and remaining the same in others. Violent non-
state actors, groups that are not affiliated with 
the governing body of  a country, have become 
the primary source of  unrest leading to a series 
of  critical refugee crises around the world. At 
present, some of  the most relevant and large-
scale waves of  refugees have come from places 
like the Northern Triangle and Syria where gang 
violence and militant groups have made civilian 
life too dangerous to continue in their respective 
nations (United Nations). 

The Northern Triangle is comprised of  Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador in Central America. 
As a result of  rampant gang violence, extortion, 
drug trafficking, and corruption, there have been 

Figure 1: Map of Northern Triangle
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resources than more industrialized countries that 
take in less refugees. Although large, western 
countries have provided large sources of  funding, 
they accept less refugees and are less likely to 
offer adequate protection. More comprehensive 
measures need to be taken in order to properly 
account for resettlement of  refugees and other 
methods of  admittance into more prepared 
countries.

international community, the question of  how 
much countries can and should interfere, and 
the inherently disorganized nature of  fleeing 
your home country. Negotiations to improve 
country conditions are complicated by the role 
of  non-state actors since these violent groups 
do not hold the law in particularly high esteem, 
and historically, agreements have been frail and 
short-lived. Governments in nations that produce 
refugees are also ill-equipped and generally not 
strong enough to effectively combat the increased 
crime and violence that non-state actors produce 
themselves. In some cases, repressive governments 
have perpetuated the problem further by acting as 
another source of  danger for citizens to flee the 
country from, as is the case with Syria. At the same 
time, refugees are unlikely to allow the strenuous 
and life-threatening pressures of  migration to 
deter them from leaving their countries in large 
numbers. This leaves the OAS the particularly 
arduous task of  both decreasing the damage of  
gang violence and armed groups and helping 
eliminate the strains placed on the refugees from 
these areas. 

Access to resources on their journeys is almost 
non-existent, and when confronted by authorities 
that are legally expected to provide protection, 
they are systematically met with detention in 
harsh environments or deportation back to the 
dangers they are fleeing. Government officials 
and international organizations have attempted 
to understand the situation in Guatemala, El 
Salvador, and Honduras through various studies 
and reports in order to most effectively combat 
the violence and extortion in the area. However, 
Clifford Gyves explained that given the wide array 
of  public and private groups affected by the work 
of  maras in the Northern Triangle of  Central 
America, intelligence should be expanded to 
include schools, civil services, hospitals, realtors, 
citizens, government, and police as contributors. 

Countries closest to the fighting in Syria have 
opened their borders and accepted refugees into 
their urban areas despite having less space and 

Figure 2: Yarmouk refugee camp in Damascus 
(2014)


