
SIPR  | 27

Stanford International Policy Review
Vol. 2 | Issue 1 | Spring  2015

Humanitarian Crisis and 
Survival Migration in 

Central America’s Northern Triangle

By Emilio González-Gonzalez

In June 2014, U.S. President Barack Obama referred to 
Central American migration to the United States as a “hu-
manitarian crisis,” due to the unprecedented amount of 

unaccompanied minors that were captured at the U.S.-Mexico 
border trying to enter illegally into the United States.1 Obama 
labeled as such the lack of institutional resources for dealing 
with the unexpected amount of unaccompanied minors that 
were placed in the detention centers along the border with 
Mexico. After almost a year that this happened, it is impor-
tant to rethink this topic. Even though the influx of children 
has decreased, the diagnosis of the problem made by both 
the Mexican and US authorities at the time was mistaken, for 
they considered it a migration management crisis and not as 
part of a broader humanitarian crisis in which forced displace-
ment is just an empirical reality. The real emergency is not at 
the US-Mexico border, but in the Central American Northern 
Triangle itself.

These minors are just one part of a migrant influx caused by 
generalized criminal violence in countries in the Northern 
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Triangle: Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras.2 We are wit-
nessing a special type of humanitarian crisis that has prompted 
a different kind of migration, one which cannot be explained 
by the conventional dichotomy between the migrant and the 
refugee as different social types.3 Given the fact that the in-
ternational refugee regime was built around this dichotomy, 
this paper asks: how can we conceptualize people displaced 
by criminal violence in Central American Northern Triangle? 
Under what circumstances would the international refugee re-
gime apply to them? I argue that the pervasive refugee-mi-
grant dichotomy upon which the international refugee regime 
is based is not a useful analytical tool for understanding forced 
displacement by criminal vio-
lence in the Northern Triangle. 
I contend that neither the tra-
ditional category of economic 
migrant nor the institutional label of refugee apply to them, 
and instead I employ Alexander Betts’ “survival migrants” an-
alytical framework to make the case for a new understanding 
of part, not all, the current Central American migrant influx. 
The relevancy of this approach has policy implications for 
‘survival migrants’ do need international protection, that most 
of the cases the US and Mexican governments have failed to 
implement because of the lack of political incentives to do so.

There are several definitions of a humanitarian crisis, both op-
erative and academic. The latter defines a humanitarian crisis 
as “any situation in which there is a widespread threat to life, 
physical safety, health or basic subsistence that is beyond the 
coping capacity of individuals and the communities in which 
they reside.”4 This definition does not emphasize causes of 

Humanitarian Crisis and Survival Migration: 

Conceptual Issues

We are witnessing a special 
type of humanitarian crisis
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crises, but their widespread consequences. Causes include hu-
man and natural catastrophes such as famine, wars, epidem-
ics, and natural disasters; the consequences of these events 
pose a direct threat to the security of people who reside in 
the regions affected.5 Consequences include the collapse of ba-
sic services, starvation, epidemics, and one of the most acute: 
massive influxes of people that left their homes because the 
state institutions responsible for dealing with consequences of 
humanitarian crisis are dysfunctional. According to this ana-
lytical framework, the dependent variable that explains why 
a natural, political, or social phenomenon causes a humani-
tarian crisis is the state’s institutional capacity responsible for 
dealing with its consequences. 

The United Nations’ operative definition of a humanitarian 
crisis also emphasizes the state as a fundamental variable to 
respond to an external or internal shock resulting from con-
flict in the context of a com-
plex emergency.6 But the most 
accurate analytical concept to 
understand what has happened 
in the Northern Triangle in the 
last years is “complex political 
emergency.” According to the 
World Health Organization 
it is a “situation with complex social, political and economic 
origins which involves the breakdown of state structures, the 
disputed legitimacy of host authorities, the abuse of human 
rights and possibly armed conflict that creates humanitarian 
needs.”7 This last definition is more useful for understanding 
what has happened in the Northern Triangle in recent years: 
widespread corruption among law enforcement, security, and 
political institutions that cause weakness of the state in wide 
territories and create large “ungoverned spaces” located in re-

The end of the Cold War 
accelerated a process that 
had begun years before: new 
forms of violence created new 
types of humanitarian crises
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gions such as Cortés, Nueva Supaya, San Pedro Sula, Atlán-
tida y Yoro in Honduras; entire neighborhoods in Guatemala 
City and San Salvador. 

A “complex political emergency” is the concept that most ac-
curately captures the social and political landscape that has 
proliferated since the end of the Cold War in weak states from 
the developing world. When the international refugee regime 
was established in 1951, with the signature of the Convention of 
Refugees, states conceived military violence as the sole causes 
of refugee influxes. Indeed, the United Nations Higher Com-
missioner of Refugees’ (UNHCR) existence was planned just 
for three years.8 The end of the Cold War accelerated a pro-
cess that had begun years before: new forms of violence creat-
ed new types of humanitarian crises.9 Non-state actors became 
relevant protagonists in political process such as state dynam-
ics of power. However, the international refugee regime, and 
specially the refugee definition of 1951 did not evolve.10 Despite 
the 1968 African Union and 1984 Cartagena wider refugee defi-
nitions, UNHCR officials are reluctant to accept that the 1951 
definition should evolve to consider people displaced by dif-
ferent types of violence, not just military.11 

The 1951 refugee definition has had implications outside the 
international policy realm and influenced complete genera-
tions of refugee studies. The core of the problem is that “refu-
gee” is a bureaucratic concept created in the policy realm, not 
in the academic world.12 When trying to understand new situa-
tions that could force people to abandon their places of origin, 
it does not have analytical power to base our analysis in a defi-
nition that responded to a complete different set of circum-
stances. An analysis must center on the academic definition, 
firmly based in empirical evidence like “survival migration.”
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Alexander Betts defines “survival migrants” as “persons out-
side their country of origin because of an existential threat to 
which they have no access to a domestic remedy or solution.”13 
Betts uses this concept to express his frustration with the cur-
rent definition of refugee, which was created in a completely 
different historical context than today. “Survival migrants” 
leave their countries not just because of full-out war, like the 
refugees of the Second World War. They also flee their coun-
tries because of the confluence between drivers such as state 
weakness, climate change, and generalized violence in a non-
war context. Central Americans displaced by criminal violence 
are survival migrants, for they are the product of a social fabric 
poisoned by poverty, criminal violence, inequality, and gener-
alized human rights violations. 

The Central American Northern Triangle is a social fabric of 
survival migrants because the institutions in charge of dealing 
with transnational organized crime that operates along the re-
gion do not meet their objectives: protecting people’s lives, as-
suring property rights, prosecuting crime, assisting victims, and 
providing for citizens basic and effective services in the health, 
communications, and educational sectors.14 Empirical evidence 
indicates that important sectors of security and law enforcement 
institutions are colluded with gangs and drug cartels located in 
the region.15 For instance, in Honduras, 95% of crimes are not 
solved; in Guatemala the National Witness Protection Program 
in Judicial Trials has capacity to assist just 20 people, while ap-
plicants every year are more than 200.16 Moreover, in El Salvador 
intelligence elite unites of the national police have been caught 
in corruption acts relating to gang and drug transport groups.17 

A Social Fabric of “Survival Migrants”
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The dependent variable that forms the core of Betts and Mar-
tin analytical framework is the strength of governance in a 
given state. If institutions in charge of natural disasters’ re-
sponse, citizen security, law enforcement, property rights, and 
economic regulation does function, albeit imperfectly, but at 
least with an effective scope, a “survival migration” influx is 
unlikely to happen. However, as the case with Northern Tri-
angle illustrates, if a state is unable to provide all kinds of se-
curity to their citizens, people trapped in “ungoverned spaces” 
will likely cross a border for new life horizons.18 From the in-
ternational refugee regime perspective, most of these people 
are neither migrants nor refugees. They are not migrants, for 
they do not abandon their homes voluntary in search for new 
economic opportunities, nor are they refugees according to 
the 1951 Convention, for they are not fleeing direct persecution 

due to their race, nationality, 
political opinion, religion, or 
social group. However, the ex-
tended refugee definition of 
both Cartagena and African 
Union would apply to them. 

Certainly, from a strictly legal 
perspective, a parsimonious 
interpretation of the Cartage-
na definition would apply to 
them to get international pro-

tection from states such as Mexico and the United States. The 
problem with the Cartagena definition is that it depends fully 
on the political will of states to be implemented. Some states of 
the region, such as Mexico, have harmonized their legal frame-
works with this extended definition. But again, definitions of 
the administrative procedures of the Mexican Law Refugee to 
grant refugee status are based on the assumption that “internal 

Central Americans dis-
placed by criminal violence 
are survival migrants, for 
they are the product of a 
social fabric poisoned by 
poverty, criminal violence, 
inequality, and generalized 
human rights violations. 



SIPR  |  33

conflicts,” “widespread violations of human rights,” and “other 
situations that alter social order” are caused by political agents 
either from the state or outside it.19 The extended Cartagena 
declaration was framed in light of a civil war in which factions 
involved had a clear political purpose. The problem with this 
approach is that organized crime does not have a clear politi-
cal purpose; groups such as gangs and cartels consider the state 
as mean, not as an end, for improving illicit revenues. There-
fore, from an academic point of view, to consider people flee-
ing criminal violence in the region as refugees according to the 
Cartagena definition would be to repeat the analytical mistake 
that some refugees studies have done: to analyze social phe-
nomena with a concept framed due to policy concerns from 
European states in a very peculiar historical moment. 

The Northern Triangle is a social fabric of survival migrants 
not only for the immediate effects that criminal violence has 
in social groups in Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala, but 
also for the widespread human rights violations that state in-
stitutions are unable to eradicate. In Betts’ framework, the em-

Getty Images (John Moore)
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phasis to create a new analytical category is not in persecution 
as the sole ground to label people as refugee, nor is it threat, 
as it is in the Cartagena Declaration. Rather, it is the human 
rights threshold violation. How to measure the threshold hu-
man rights violation is methodologically difficult because the 
topic is fundamentally normative, and scientific measures 
should be based on empirical evidence, not in normative con-
siderations. Human rights should be given both normative and 
empirical considerations: normative in the sense that analysis 
of their adherence assumes that states should and must do 
certain things in favor of their citizens, empirical in the sense 
that in order to have stability, order, and economic growth a 
state needs to have functional institutions. 

From both approaches it could be argued that the threshold 
human right violations from both state and non-state actors 
are not functional to the state. From a functional point of 
view, in the last years, criminal violence has cost almost 9.6% 
GDP in Honduras, 7.7% in Guatemala, and 10.8 % in El Salva-
dor.20 From a normative point of view, the core characteristic 
of survival migration as an analytical category is that it appears 
when there are intolerable life conditions in a given territory. 
Despite of the fact that there are many municipalities with 
tolerable levels of crime and state malfunction, there are large 
parts of the Northern Triangle in which life is marked by an 
explosive mixed set of circumstances both structural and con-
jectural: when poverty, inequality and unemployment couple 
with changing patterns of threat, persecution and human rights 
violations produced by local gangs and transnational organized 
crime people are prone to cross an international border. 
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What are the policy implications of survival migration from 
the Northern Triangle? Betts proposes an analytical framework 
to explore the relationship between the international refugee 
regime and survival migration. He calls “regime stretching” to 
the “degree to which the scope of a regime at the national level 
takes on tasks that deviate from those prescribed at the glob-
al level. Such stretching may be regime consistent (taking on 
tasks that are complementary to the underlying purpose of the 
regime) or regime-inconsistent (contradicting the underlying 
purpose of the regime.”21 Under this framework the dependent 
variable is the level of regime stretching and the independent 
variable that determines when a regime stretches or not are 
political incentives the states in charge of implementing the 
international refugee regime. In other words, when a state has 
political incentives, it will apply the 1951 Convention refugee 
definition more parsimoniously, but if the state does not have 
any political interests it will treat survival migrants as econom-
ic migrants. Therefore, the non-refoulement principle, which 
means states would not deport people whose life is at risk, and 
is at the heart of the international refugee regime, will not be 
applied.

Betts’ analytical framework applied to the both the US and 
Mexican cases results in a negative case of regime stretching. 
Although there is legal background to grant refugee status to 
“survival migrants” fleeing criminal violence in the North-
ern Triangle, both the US and Mexican state have done an 
restrictive interpretation of the international refugee regime 
main pillar, namely the 1951 Convention refugee definition. 
On the one hand, despite of the fact that Mexico incorpo-
rated the Cartagena refugee definition, Without Borders, the 
main NGO that advocates for asylum seekers in Mexico, stat-

Policy Implications of Survival Migration
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ed in a personal interview that the Mexican government has 
not granted any refugee status on this ground.22 This would 
confirm what a high UNHCR officer told me: the Cartagena 
definition has remained more a conceptual relic of the Cold 
War in Central America than a policy instrument.23 On the 
other hand, the US federal government responded to the non-
accompanied children crisis of last summer with a massive 
deportation program and a fierce communication campaign 
headed by Vice-President Joe Biden in which he warned Cen-
tral American people not to send their children to the US as if 
all of them had the choice of staying home. The truth is that at 
least a total average of nearly 50% of the children interviewed 
by UNHCR for two special reports on the matter answered 
that they were fleeing their countries because of generalized 
criminal violence.24 

Why do reception states such as Mexico and the US not stretch 
the international refugee regime for survival migrants from the 
Northern Triangle? Political incentives are a main explana-
tion. During the Cold War both Mexico and the US were 
sanctuaries of refugees from every corner of the world. But this 
was not just because of an altruistic policy mindset of deci-
sion makers, or because strictly adherence of the international 
refugee regime. In fact, the US legislation has a special pre-
rogative regarding refugee issues that is not considered in the 
1951 Convention, and Mexico did not sign the 1951 Convention 
until 2000.25 Therefore, both countries during the second half 
of the twentieth century implemented not the international 
refugee regime, but their own political calculations regarding 
the ideological nature of the regime from which people were 
fleeing.26 However, as was the case with forced displacement 
in the context of Central American civil wars both Mexico and 
the US were reluctant to grant refugee status to Salvadorians, 
and Guatemalans.27 US politicians and Mexican officials la-
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beled this humanitarian crisis as an economical migrant influx 
for they did not have any political incentive to grant refugee 
status to Guatemalan and Salvadorian poor native and un-
skilled peasants.28

Politics continue being a key explanation of decision making 
procedures regarding “survival migrants” because after 9/11, 
the US enhanced border controls and toughened immigra-
tion laws with a securitization approach. The less unknown 
foreigners entering the US the better, such was the reasoning 
underlying the securitization of migration policies in America. 
This same approach has been adopted by the Mexican govern-
ment regarding last year’s non-accompanied children. In spite 
of empirical evidence that a humanitarian crisis was occurring 
in the Northern Triangle countries, the Mexican foreign secre-
tary declined to review Mexican refugee policy.29 Most survival 
migrants I have spoken with tell me that the federal institution 
in charge of granting refugee status in Mexico systematically 
denies asylum requests based on criminal violence claims.30

In fact, Mexican response to the massive influx of Hondu-
rans, Salvadorians, and Guatemalans fleeing criminal violence 
was the implementation of an ominous course of action called 
Plan Frontera Sur. Mexican president Enrique Peña Nieto 
announced it one month after Barack Obama’s statement on 
the humanitarian crisis in US detention centers along the bor-
der with Mexico. Despite Peña Nieto’s promises that the plan 
would be based on a human security approach, the Plan has 
achieved the opposite: people in transit, either fleeing criminal 
violence or looking for job opportunities or family reunifica-
tion are more vulnerable to criminal violence across southern 
Mexico because thanks to border controls inside Mexican ter-
ritory and not along the border with Guatemala, they have to 
take new routes that are unsafe and controlled by criminal or-
ganizations.31 There is also a systematic campaign of deporta-
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tion that for the first time in history has reached the same pace 
of US figures.32 This approach to human mobility patterns in 
the region has been problematic. It makes survival migrants 
invisible given that most of them do not have the opportunity 
to apply for refugee status when they are deported by the Na-
tional Migration Institute, whose officers in the field have a 
poor knowledge of the Mexican National Refugee Law.33 

Therefore, in the current survival migration influx from the 
Central American Northern Triangle, receiving states such as 
Mexico and the United States have not stretched the inter-
national refugee regime even though, at least in the case of 
Mexico, most Central American forced displaced people by 
criminal violence could obtain refugee status based on Carta-
gena extended definition.34 

 

In December 2014, the commemoration process of the thirty 
years of the Declaration of Cartagena concluded with a minis-
terial meeting of thirty Latin American and Caribbean states 
in Brasilia. The final document, “The Declaration of Brazil” 
proclaimed, for the first time in UNHCR history, that “trans-
national criminal violence is a new vector of forced displace-
ment in the Northern Triangle.”35 This is a landmark state-
ment that must be recognized given the fact that one of the 
most acute problems that survival migrants face is the lack of 
recognition of this problem in the Caribbean basin region. The 
ensuing Action Plan of Brazil proposed concrete course of ac-
tions in the region in order to improve life conditions of this 
new pattern of human mobility in the region. It is too early 
to assess the implementation of this Action plan but it seems 
that governments of the region continue to see this problem 

Conclusion
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through the lens of political interests. Honduras and Guate-
malan representatives did not attend the follow-up implemen-
tation ministerial meeting of Brazil Action Plan in San Remo. 
Instead, they preferred to go to Washington DC to continue 
the implementation talks of the Alliance for Prosperity in the 
region.36 This plan, borne out of the un-accompanied chil-
dren crisis, is sponsored by the US Government and gives $1 
billion to the same political elites that have been unable to 
reform state institutions so that people could find protection 
inside their states. As long as political elites are not changed, 
endemic corruption, widespread human rights violations, and 
institutional weakness will continue in the Northern Triangle: 
a social fabric of “survival migrants” will not close. 

Brazil Declaration conclusions were a step forward to change 
the mindset of policymakers and scholars from the region. It 
was an example of the beginning of a regional institutional 
adaptation of the international refugee regime. From the pol-
icy perspective, governments are the main actors in charge of 
implementing the three programs proposed to deal with this 
crisis: “Human Rights Observatory on Displacement”, “Pre-
vention”, and the “Dignified and Safe Transit” program. How-
ever, governments often do not want or are otherwise unable 
to implement regional accords regarding human rights and 
humanitarian issues. Therefore, other civil society actors, both 
local and global, should engage in this process so that survival 
migrants are recognized and protected. This would be the first 
step in a long walk towards stability, peace and well-being that 
millions of people in the Northern Triangle strongly desire.
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