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Strategies to Confront Youth 
Violence – Experiences from 

Nicaragua and Central America
Why are there no Maras in 

Nicaragua?
Why are youth gangs less violent?



Street gangs in 1988

• Deborah Levenson
• Territorially based
• One neighborhood, one gang
• Although involved in deviant activities: a 

group of friends, a family
• A reaction against the atomized neoliberal 

world through the production of some form 
of social cohesion



Changes in the 80’s (Guatemala, El 
Salvador, and Honduras)

• Mara 13 and Mara 18, two streets of Los 
Angeles (become transnational gangs)

• They increased their violent activities
• Some links with drug dealers



Why are there no Maras in 
Nicaragua? 

The countries of destination

• 53% of Nicaraguan migrants go to 
Costa Rica

• 34% go to USA



Why are there no Maras in 
Nicaragua? 

The locations of Central American immigrants

Lugar de residencia Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras
Estados Unidos 248,725 1,201,002 698,745 407,994
Florida 93,646 38,423 45,597 71,481
Miami 79,896 16,642 15,234 44,065
California 93,600 516,859 290,827 78,955
Los Ángeles 29,910 368,416 199,543 56,555
Texas 7,591 161,148 39,655 40,136
Nueva York 5,760 99,724 46,872 59,896

País de origen

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2004 American Community Survey



Migrants 
deported from 1998 2005 Difference

El Salvador 11,340 25,908 14,568

Guatemala 8,455 55,775 47,320

Honduras 10,661 42,884 32,223

Nicaragua 945 4,273 3,328

Costa Rica 239 1,321 1,082

Panamá 212 131 -81

Totals 31,852 130,292 98,440
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Democratization process after 80’s

• Demilitarization: decrease in military 
personnel and arms

• Change in National Police Corps: only in 
Nicaragua



Availability of Arms 
Source: Survey of Small Weapons

2000
El Salvador 170,000

Guatemala 147,581

Nicaragua 52,390













Homicide Rates: (per 100,000 inhabitants) 
Source: Police Departments

2000 2005

El Salvador 43.4 55.5

Guatemala 30.2 44.27

Honduras 36.11 n.d.

Nicaragua 12.26 13



National Police Strategies 
El Salvador and Guatemala

• Anti-Mara Act
• “Hard Hand” program
• “Super Hard Hand” program
• “Zero tolerance” plan
• “Broom” Plan 2003-2004: Massive 

detentions of youth
• Guatemala: there is no Law of the 

Penitentiary System 



Outcomes of the repressive 
strategies in El Salvador
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Other outcomes

• Increase in number of youth gang member killed by 
the Police or in unknown circumstances

• Increase in violence of youth gang members
• Links between youth gangs and organized crime
• The former became more organized and 

sophisticated
• Increase in illegal detentions: 10,527 detained in 

Guatemala (June 2003-June 2004), but only 1.1% 
were legally detained

• Criminalization of youth
• Massacres in jails



National Police Strategies: 
Nicaragua

• “Bethlehem” Plan in Christmas and 
“Beach” Plan in Easter with youth gang 
members as guards

• Links with NGOs that apply community 
programs

• CEPREV: “leaders of peace”
• Gang members rule their own process and 

become prominent in their communities



Outcomes

• Decrease in violence
• Decrease in number of gangs and gang 

members
• Young people discover they can play an 

important role in their communities



Key factors

• Migration and deportation flows
• Democratization processes
• Number of arms
• National Police strategies

» no repressive policies
» links with civil society: NGOs and mass media

»Gender approach
»Youth with prominent role
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