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Today, we are confronted with a global refugee crisis of unprecedented levels,  
a crisis that, as shown in this report, deeply affects the Western Hemisphere.  
No one knows this better than those fleeing epidemic levels of violence, 
including gender-based violence, in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.1 
Research conducted over four months found that women face a startling degree 
of violence that has a devastating impact on their daily lives. With no protection 
at home, women flee to protect themselves and their children from murder, 
extortion, and rape. They present a clear need for international protection.  
Based on US Department of Homeland Security data covering FY 2015, of 
the thousands of women and girls from these countries who expressed a fear 
of being returned to their home country and were subject to the credible fear 
screening process, US authorities have found that a large percentage have a 
significant possibility of establishing eligibility for asylum or protection under the 
Convention against Torture.2

A surging tide of violence sweeping across El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras 
forces thousands of women, men, and children to leave their homes every month. 
This region of Central America, known as the Northern Triangle (“Northern Triangle 
of Central America” or “NTCA”), is one of the most dangerous places on earth.3

The region has come under increasing control by sophisticated, organized criminal 
armed groups, often with transnational reach, driving up rates of murder, gender-
based violence, and other forms of serious harm. According to data from the UN 
Office on Drugs and Crime, Honduras ranks first, El Salvador fifth, and Guatemala 
sixth for rates of homicide globally.4 Furthermore, El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras rank first, third, and seventh, respectively, for rates of female 
homicides globally.5 In large parts of the territory, the violence has surpassed 
governments’ abilities to protect victims and provide redress.6 Certain parts of 
Mexico face similar challenges.7 

Over the last few years, there has been a sharp escalation in the number of people 
fleeing the NTCA. In 2014, tens of thousands sought asylum in the United States,8 
and the number of women crossing the US border was nearly three times higher 
than in 2013.9 Others have fled to neighboring countries. Combined, Mexico, 
Belize, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Panama have seen the number of asylum 
applications from citizens fleeing the NTCA grow to nearly 13 times what it was  
in 2008.10 

An alarming feature of this refugee crisis is the number of children fleeing home, 
with their mothers or alone. Over 66,000 unaccompanied and separated children11 
from the NTCA reached the United States in 2014.12 The number of children 
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traveling with their mothers is comparable: recent US Government statistics show 
that over 66,000 families arrived to the United States in fiscal year 2014.13 

Since 2014, countries of asylum have exerted significant efforts to intensify border 
control measures with a view to containing this phenomenon. However, at the end 
of August 2015, the United States Government recorded more unaccompanied 
children arriving to the United States than in the same month in 2014, and the 
number of family arrivals at the close of financial year 2015 is the second largest 
on record.14 

This report provides first-hand accounts of the severity of the protection crisis 
in the NTCA and Mexico. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) interviewed 160 women from these countries in the US from June 
to August 2015. Though these women do not represent a statistical sample of 
refugees from this region, they have all been either recognized as refugees or 
have been screened by the US Government to have a credible or reasonable 
fear of persecution or torture.15
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Escalating Violence against Women
Women interviewed for this report indicated that they 
and their children face extreme levels of violence 
on a near-daily basis. They described being raped, 
assaulted, extorted, and threatened by members of 
criminal armed groups, including gangs and drug 
cartels. Eighty-five per cent of the women described 
living in neighborhoods under the control of maras 
(criminal armed groups prevalent in the NTCA) or 
other transnational or local criminal groups.

Sixty-four per cent of the women described being the 
targets of direct threats and attacks by members of 
criminal armed groups as at least one of the primary 
reasons for their flight. Women also described 
incidents in which gang members murdered or were 
responsible for the forced disappearance of a loved 
one (e.g. a child, partner, or other close relative). 
Many were asked to pay a cuota, or “tax,” for living or 
commuting to work in a certain area, and threatened 
with physical harm if they could not pay.

Women emphasized that the presence of criminal 
armed groups in their neighborhoods had a deep 
impact on their daily lives. Women increasingly 
barricaded themselves and their children inside 
their homes, unable to go to school or work fearing 
gunfights or direct threats from armed groups. 
Sixty-two per cent of women reported that they were 
confronted with dead bodies in their neighborhoods 
and a number of women mentioned that they and their 
children saw dead bodies weekly. 

Living in an environment of escalating violence, 
women spoke of multiple instances of threats, 
extortion, and physical or sexual assault over extended 
periods. In some instances, the harm became so 
intolerable that they had no choice but to flee. In  
other cases, a particular event prompted their 
immediate departure, sometimes within hours of an 
attack occurring. 

For many of the women interviewed, the increasing 
violence from criminal armed groups occurred 
alongside repeated physical and sexual violence 
at home. Women described life-threatening and 
degrading forms of domestic violence, including 
repeated rapes, sexual assaults, and violent physical 
abuse, such as beatings with baseball bats and other 
weapons. Women repeatedly emphasized that the 
police could not protect them from harm. In fact, many 
of the women’s abusive partners were members or 
associates of the criminal armed groups, making it 
even harder to seek protection from the authorities.

No Safety at Home
The women interviewed for this report were unable to 
find safety at home. All three countries in the NTCA 
have passed legislation addressing violence against 
women.16 Nonetheless, the women consistently stated 
that police and other state law enforcement authorities 
were not able to provide sufficient protection from the 
violence. More than two-thirds tried to find safety by 
fleeing elsewhere in their own country, but said this 
did not ultimately help.

Sixty per cent of the women interviewed reported 
attacks, sexual assaults, rapes, or threats to the 
police or other authorities. All of those women said 
that they received inadequate protection or no 
protection at all. 

Forty per cent of the women interviewed for this 
study did not report harm to the police; they viewed 
the process of reporting to the authorities as futile. 
Some had seen the police fail to provide sufficient 
responses to family or friends who had made reports. 
Others felt that criminal armed groups maintained 
such tight control of their neighborhoods that the 
police were unable to intervene effectively on  
their behalf.

Comparative Homicide Rates

Per 100,000 Persons

Global Rate

Honduras

El Salvador*

Guatemala

Mexico

Costa Rica

United States

6.2

90.4

82.2

39.9

21.5

8.5

4.9

Source: UNODC Global Study on Homicide 2013

* The homicide rate per 100,000 persons in El Salvador was calculated using 
recent crime reports and the 2015 CIA World Fact Book
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Ten per cent of the women interviewed stated that 
the police or other authorities were the direct source 
of their harm in their home countries. In certain 
instances, women described collusion between the 
police and criminal armed groups. Several women 
from NTCA countries who worked for the police 
themselves or who had family members working 
with the police said refusal to collaborate with maras 
resulted in gang members threatening or attacking 
them or their families. Women emphasized that this 
atmosphere made it very difficult to seek protection.

Sixty-nine per cent of the women interviewed for 
this report attempted to find safety by going into 
hiding in other parts of their home countries. Women 
moved to other neighborhoods, often moving in 

with family members or close friends. Many tried to 
remain invisible by constantly barricading themselves 
and their children inside the home. Yet women 
repeatedly stated that members of criminal armed 
groups were able to track them when they moved, 
and emphasized that even in new locations, they 
continued to experience similar levels of violence.

Women fleeing some parts of Mexico reported 
problems similar to those of women fleeing the 
NTCA (although to differing degrees). Indeed, in 
2014 Mexicans constituted the largest nationality 
seeking asylum in the United States.18 Mexico 
faces a complex situation, as it is simultaneously 
a country of origin, a country of transit, and a 
country of asylum. 
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The experience of Norma,17 the wife of a police officer from El Salvador, starkly illustrates the threats 
facing women and the lack of available State protection. Indeed, the police and their families are targets of 
violence in the struggle for power and control in El Salvador.

Before she fled to the United States, Norma lived in a neighborhood she describes as controlled by M-18, 
a powerful transnational armed group with a significant presence in El Salvador. She saw routine gunfights 
and murders between gang members and had to pay an increasing cuota every two weeks. About 15 
days before she fled, a boy was murdered and left in the street near her house. 

In late 2014, four gang members abducted her and took her to a nearby cemetery. Three of the four 
proceeded to rape her; she believes they targeted her because she was married to a police officer. “They 
took their turns…they tied me by the hands. They stuffed my mouth so I would not scream.” When it was 
over, she said, “They threw me in the trash.” She contracted a sexually transmitted disease as a result of 
the rape.

Her husband, the police officer, vowed revenge. They filed an official report. Norma became increasingly 
concerned that the groups were threatening her and her children, and that the police would not be able to 
protect her family. “[T]hey’d kill me. Gangs don’t forgive.…If they didn’t harm me, they’d harm my children.”

Norma tried to find safety by going to live with her aunt and uncle in another part of El Salvador. She 
changed her phone number and “never left the house.” Nonetheless, she and her family were continually 
threatened. Having no other option, she and her husband decided that she should leave the country; she 
fled through Mexico with a coyote, or human smuggler. Before she left, she wanted to withdraw the police 
report, “so no one left behind would be hurt.” However, Norma said her children, who still live with her 
husband, “are still being threatened.”

Norma, detained in the United States at the time of her interview with UNHCR, described ongoing trauma 
from the rape. She stated that, “I feel dirty, so very dirty. This is why I wake up not wanting to live. I feel I 
have sinned, and this sin lives inside me…Sometimes, I wake up and think it was just a nightmare, but then 
I feel the pain and remember it was not.”

NORMA’S STORY



Mexican women interviewed for this report 
fled areas under some degree of control by 
transnational criminal gangs. Women reported 
being raped, assaulted, and threatened by 
members of these groups. And, like women from 
the NTCA, some Mexican women described 
severe domestic violence. Although Mexico 
has taken significant steps in enacting national 
legislation to address violence against women, 
Mexican women interviewed for this report 
reflected a lack of trust in the authorities’ capacity 
to respond in those areas from which they fled. 

UNHCR interviewed 15 transgender19 women from 
Mexico, El Salvador, and Honduras for this report. 
They described similar experiences of gender-based 
violence and lack of police protection, yet their gender 
identity further exacerbated the level of violence they 
experienced. They relayed recurrent discrimination, 
beatings, and attacks from family members, romantic 
partners, clients or employers, and others. 

Fleeing to Find Refuge
All the women interviewed for this report 
were forced to leave their countries to escape 
persecution, yet the journey itself, through 
Guatemala and Mexico, presented its own set 
of challenges. Women reported paying high 

fees to smugglers, and being victims of extortion 
throughout their flight, particularly near the US/
Mexico border.

Several women from the NTCA mentioned 
that they took contraceptives before traveling, 
in order to reduce the possibility of becoming 
pregnant if they were raped during flight. Despite 
precautions, many women reported that coyotes 
sexually or physically abused them during transit.

The women interviewed for this report suffered 
serious, targeted human rights violations related 
to protected grounds under the 1951 Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees. Given the 
demonstrated fear of persecution, and in the 
absence of effective State protection, many of 
the claims for international protection of women 
interviewed for this report are likely, upon 
individual determination, to fall within the scope 
of the 1951 Convention relating to the Status 
of Refugees, its 1967 Protocol, and related 
jurisprudence.20 Their stories are not atypical: 
thousands of women fleeing this region may 
be facing similar hardships. Countries hosting 
refugees from this emerging crisis should ensure 
that each woman has the opportunity to present 
her case for asylum.

NTCA Asylum Applications to Mexico &  
non-NTCA Central American Countries* 

(2008–2014)
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The growing refugee situation originating from 
the NTCA and Mexico requires a comprehensive 
regional approach. Governments have a duty 
to manage migration, and must do so using 
policies that protect human lives and ensure that 
individuals fleeing persecution can find safety, 
acknowledging that border security and refugee 
protection are not mutually exclusive.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Make Saving Lives the Top Priority 

UNHCR calls on governments in the region to:

yy �	Ensure that all steps taken to manage this 
situation are in strict accordance with refugee 
law, including the fundamental principle of 
non-refoulement.

yy 	Ensure that all migration policies protect 
people’s legal right to seek asylum, and refrain 
from using detention as a deterrent.

yy 	Provide safe and legal avenues to asylum so 
that individuals fleeing their countries do not 
have to turn to people smugglers.

Reinforce Host Country Capacity to  
Provide Refuge 

UNHCR calls on governments in the region to:

yy 	Set in place or reinforce individualized 
screening procedures to identify the specific 
protection needs of all those arriving.

yy 	Ensure that individuals in need of refugee 
protection can access adequate and humane 
reception conditions, including by:

xx Reinforcing shelter availability appropriate 
for particularly vulnerable groups,  
 
 

including transgender women and 
unaccompanied children.

xx Strengthening alternatives to detention, 
including various forms of reporting 
requirements, community and supervision 
schemes, and accommodation in 
designated reception centers with 
guaranteed freedom of movement. Such 
alternatives have proven to be far more 
cost-effective than detention.

xx Avoiding the use of unnecessary immigration 
detention and other punitive measures. 
Deprivation of liberty must be a last resort 
used only after individualized determination, 
and the best interests of the child must 
guide all actions taken in regard to children.

yy 	Bolster efforts to ensure access to fair and 
efficient asylum procedures, including by:

xx Ensuring asylum-seekers, and in particular 
unaccompanied children, have access to 
legal assistance and information on the 
right to seek asylum. 

xx Providing the necessary resources for 
domestic adjudication processes to resolve 
cases in a timely manner.

© 2015 UNHCR/Brian Reich
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xx Allowing for deportation of those who are 
not found to be in need of protection in a 
manner that ensures the return is carried 
out with safety and dignity.

xx Training adjudicators on the application of 
refugee law to people fleeing the NTCA 
and parts of Mexico, with particular focus 
on profiles of individuals at heightened risk 
of persecution such as women subject 
to gender-based violence, transgender 
women, and unaccompanied children.

yy 	Promote durable solutions and collaborate to 
share responsibility for refugee protection in the 

region, including through refugee resettlement 
as a strategic and/or emergency protection tool 
for refugees at a heightened risk.

Address Root Causes of Displacement

UNHCR calls on governments in the region to:

yy 	Redouble efforts to formulate political solutions 
that address “push factors” and the root 
causes of refugee flows.

yy 	Expand efforts to prosecute traffickers and 
smugglers while fully respecting the rights  
of victims.

“I think they should combat the gangs. If they catch gang members, don’t let them go.”  
– Salvadoran woman

“I’d tell them to work more on security and see what solutions they can provide to break 
apart the gangs and traffickers. These are the groups who have arrived and ruined 
everything.” – Honduran woman

“Get a president who respects the laws and cares about women’s rights, especially victims 
of abuse, whatever abuse. Even though many laws exist to protect us, they don’t enforce 
them. They only exist in name.” – Guatemalan woman

“Mexico should create safety and protect women better.” – Mexican woman

“[The US] is the only country near us that can protect us. It’s the nearest to us that actually 
enforces its laws.” – Salvadoran woman

“Thank you. I think the US has helped a lot of people who entered this country out of 
necessity, fleeing from countries all over the world. We’re thankful for the opportunity. I’m 
thankful I get to be part of this.” – Salvadoran woman

“To the US Government, I’d say that those places [detention centers] shouldn’t exist. We 
aren’t criminals, we aren’t here to hurt others, we’re hard-working people.”  
– Guatemalan woman

“The US leaders should think about how they would treat their own mothers. We just 
want to protect our children. The gang members are forcibly recruiting the young people 
– especially young men. And the US Government does not understand this. This is one of 
the reasons I had to leave, to protect my sons.” – Honduran woman

“The US Government should listen closely to the stories of people fleeing their countries, 
because they are leaving out of great necessity.” – Salvadoran woman

WHAT WOMEN WOULD SAY TO GOVERNMENTS
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WOMEN ON THE RUN: FIRST HAND ACCOUNTS OF REFUGEES FLEEING 
EL SALVADOR, GUATEMALA, HONDURAS, AND MEXICO

Since 2008, UNHCR has recorded a fivefold increase in asylum-seekers arriving to the United 
States from the Northern Triangle region of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. Escalating 
violence and rising numbers of people fleeing the region also impact neighboring Mexico. 
The most vulnerable, namely women and children, are often the first to flee violence. In 2014, 
UNHCR released Children on the Run, a study on minors in the United States who had fled 
violence in the Northern Triangle and Mexico. In August 2015, UNHCR conducted interviews 
with 160 women who arrived in the United States since October 2013, totaling 63 women from  
El Salvador, 30 from Guatemala, 30 from Honduras, and 37 from Mexico. Each had been 
screened by the US Government and had either been granted asylum or found to have a credible 
fear of persecution if returned to her home country. Women on the Run tells their stories in 
detail, illustrating the growing refugee situation in the region and describing the staggering 

levels of violence and persecution that forced them to flee. 

This is a looming refugee crisis. Women and children in Central America and Mexico face 
alarming rates of escalating, targeted violence and persecution from maras, criminal armed 
groups, including murder, disappearance, assault, rape, and recruitment of children. Particular 
groups of women, such as police officers, women with children, and transgender women, 
face disproportionate levels of persecution. Escalating violence from well-connected, armed, 
and dangerous criminal groups in the region has surpassed the governments’ capacity to 
respond. When women and children flee, they face obstacles and additional dangers in 

countries of asylum and transit. 

The regional refugee-producing situation requires a regional response, and UNHCR calls on 
all governments to provide women and children with desperately needed protection. 

Visit womenonthe.run for more information.

#womenontherun 
UNHCR 
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