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The Crisis Continues: Central American  
Migrants Fleeing Violence

Sixty-eight thousand children, alone, without their parents, made the 
deadly journey from Central America to the U.S. southern border last year.  
 
As a parent, I can’t even imagine letting my daughter when she was eight or ten years old 
walk alone down an unfamiliar city block, much less have her set off to walk for weeks 
without me to face smugglers, abusive border guards, and organized crime. The situation 
in the Northern Triangle of Central America must be absolutely desperate if families are 
encouraging their children to make this frightening journey.

At the Latin America Working Group, we have felt 
a strong moral obligation to do more to address 
this humanitarian crisis.  We have ramped up 
our efforts to call for an end to abuses against 
migrants and refugees as they travel through 
Central America, Mexico, and the United States.  
And we have redoubled our efforts to address the 
violence, human rights abuses and poverty that 
are leading children, women and men to flee their 
homes. Here are some of the actions we’ve taken 
this year with your help.

Investigating what’s happening to deported 
migrants. We joined a verification mission 
to Honduras in July with our partner Project 
Counselling Service (PCS Latin) to investigate what 
is happening to deported migrants.  We found that 
while deportations from the United States have 
decreased and the children who arrived last year 
are not yet being deported, deportations of men, 
women, and children have dramatically increased 
from Mexico.  They are still fleeing violence and 
poverty, but they are being detained before they 
reach the U.S. border. 
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José Nain Gutierrez, a member of the 
Honduran Association of Returned 
Migrants with Disabilities (AMIREDIS). 
Photograph by Angelika Albaladejo.

 
Make Your Voice Heard!

  Sign our petitions at
bit.ly/MigrationPetition 

lawg.org/ColombiaPetition2015
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Ayotzinapa One Year Later: Calling 
for Justice for the 43 Students 

 

Over one year has passed since the horrific attacks on 43 students 
from the Ayotzinapa teachers’ college in Guerrero, Mexico, and their 
whereabouts are still unknown. The Mexican government’s investiga-
tion of the case has been slow, inadequate, and has largely ignored the 
needs of the students’ families. Throughout the past year, the family 
members have had to do what no mother or father should ever have to 
do—search for the bodies of their missing children and demand justice.

The Latin America Working Group has been working hard to ensure that 
the families’ search is not forgotten or ignored. Together with allies, 
we raised the Ayotzinapa case as evidence of the Mexican government’s 
lack of progress toward meeting the human rights conditions required 
by the U.S. Congress for security assistance to be released to the country 
under the Merida Initiative. This past July, thanks in huge part to your 
passionate calls and emails, 82 members of the House to signed a letter 
to Secretary Kerry expressing their concern regarding the human rights 
situation and urging for the defense of human rights to be a central 
part of the U.S. bilateral agenda with Mexico.  LAWG and partners urged 
the Senate to do likewise, and on September 26, 2015, the one-year an-
niversary of the disappearance of the 43 students, twelve senators sent 
a letter to Secretary Kerry urging him to emphasize the importance of  
advancing the Ayotzinapa investigation with the Mexican government.

[CONTINUED ON PAGE 5]

Protest outside of the State Department Building in Washington, DC on the six-
month anniversary of the disappearance of the 43 Ayotzinapa Students.
Photograph by Angelika Albaladejo.
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Make a difference by reaching out to the U.S. Congress, 
where the power to end the embargo on Cuba rests. 
There are two bills in the House of Representatives 
that would help move us forward: the Cuba Trade Act 
of 2015 (H.R.3238) and the Freedom to Travel to Cuba 
Act of 2015 (H.R.664). There is also a Senate travel 
bill by the same name: the Freedom to Travel to Cuba 
Act of 2015 (S.299). These bills would chip away at the 
trade embargo and end travel restrictions on Cuba!  

Urge your members of Congress to co-sponsor these 
important bills! Visit lawg.org/CubaAction2015 to 
learn how you can email, call, or even Tweet at your 
representatives and senators. 

Tell Congress to Keep U.S.-Cuba 
Policy Moving Forward!

Billboard in Bayamo, Cuba: “End the Blockade.”
Photograph by Mavis Anderson.

Rural school visited by LAWGEF delegation as a side trip from 
Bayamo while driving from Las Coloradas. Photograph by Mavis 
Anderson.

A Big Year for U.S.-Cuba Relations!
We’ve done so much together in the last year. Finally, after 
50 years of tension, progress is being made on U.S.-Cuba 
relations—thanks to the efforts of not only President 
Obama and forward-looking policymakers, but advocates 
and grassroots activists like you! The President announced 
a new policy of diplomacy on December 17, 2014. Travel and 
trade restrictions were loosened. Cuba was removed from the 
State Sponsors of Terrorism list in May. Then in July, the U.S. 
embassy in Havana and the Cuban embassy in Washington, DC 
were finally reopened! These historic moments marked the 
restoration of diplomatic relations between the United States 
and Cuba for the first time in five decades. 

In October, LAWGEF led a unique people-to-people delegation 
to Eastern Cuba. Unlike most delegations to Cuba, this trip 
focused on Oriente, the Eastern part of Cuba, so crucial to 
Cuba’s history and independence. From visiting the tomb of 
Cuban national hero José Martí to viewing the site where the 
boat Granma landed near Las Coloradas, from touring the 
home of the author of the national anthem and the freer of 
Cuba’s slaves to experiencing the magic of Cuba’s music and 
dance, from touring lovely Camaguey by bici-taxi to lunching 
with campesinos at their privately-owned farm, from 
visiting artists’ studios and pottery workshops to reveling 
in the beauty of the countryside and the deliciousness of 
Cuban food served in paladares (private restaurants), from 
experiencing the solemnity of the memorial to Che Guevara 
to dancing with a seniors’ club… we did it all. Experiential 
education is always the best way to learn. 

We celebrate the incredible steps forward toward a new 
policy –but there’s still more to be done! President Obama 
took unprecedented actions to change U.S.-Cuba policy last 
December, now it’s up to you to tell Congress to take the 
next step and end the travel ban and trade embargo once 
and for all!

—Mavis Anderson, Angelika Albaladejo and Jacqueline Cook “Cuba in Colors” Photograph by Mavis Anderson.
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— Perspectives on Peace —

“There is a historical responsibility of the 
Colombian society and especially of the current 
government and the FARC in recognizing that 
racial discrimination has played an important 
factor in the last two decades of the internal 
conflict in Colombia. Facing that truth might be 
the hardest task for a Colombian society when 
attempting to come face to face with itself once 
the conflict ends.”–Carlos Quesada, Executive Director 
of the International Institute on Race, Equality and 
Human Rights

“The latest accord on transitional justice is 
unique in its privileging of truth telling as an 
essential component of justice. It gives priority to 
truth telling but does not supplant the need for 
justice. The model is innovative in its inclusion of 
restorative justice and its focus on repairing the 
damages inflicted on individuals and communities 
through a process of dialogue and healing.”  
–Virginia Bouvier, Senior Advisor for Latin America 
programs at the United States Institute for Peace

“When we released the figure of 220,000 killed [in 
the conflict], this had a huge impact in Colombia 
because the country had thought for many years 
that the armed conflict was something just 
marginal, that we could continue to live with it, 
that it was just an annoyance. It is in the rural 
areas where the greatest share of the violence 
took place in Colombia, where 30 percent of the 
population live, but 80 percent of the victims 
are rural. Part of the indifference of the urban 
population had to do with who were the victims.” 
–Andres Suarez, National Center for Historical Memory

“Victims tell us… We don’t want a perfect model 
of justice… We prefer an imperfect peace to a 
perpetual war.” –Martha Nubia Bello, Lead Researcher 
for the National Center for Historical Memory and 
Director of the National Museum of Memory 

Quotations compiled by Mariana Cardona, LAWG 
Colombia Intern, at a Colombia Peace Forum event on 
September 30, 2015 at the United States Institute of 
Peace (USIP) on issues of historical memory, victims’ 
rights and transitional justice in the peace process.

receive 5- to 8-year sentences. Those admitting the truth 
right away would receive restrictions on their liberty (an 
alternative to jail) and make reparations.  Those admitting 
the truth belatedly would serve that time in jail.  Gross  
human rights violators who do not admit the truth of 
their crimes would receive 20-year sentences.  Rank-and-
file guerrillas whose crimes are deemed “political,” rather 
than gross human rights violations, will receive amnesty.   
Members of the armed forces implicated in or already  
convicted of gross human rights violations could receive 
reduced 5- to 8-year sentences.

This accord provides stronger justice than most peace  
accords.  As it is the first peace accord negotiated within 
the International Criminal Court’s framework, generalized 
amnesty is not permitted—but the justice is still limited.  
Reactions to the accord are diverse.  Ex-President Uribe, 
as expected, denounced it.  Some of Colombia’s millions of 
victims of violence lamented that FARC leaders who agreed 
to tell the truth would receive an alternative to jail, while 
others worried that the members of the army already  
convicted of or implicated in extrajudicial executions could 
receive reduced sentences.  

But the majority of the victims’ representatives who had 
traveled to Havana to present their views to the table wel-
comed the accord.  “This is a decisive step towards the 
recognition and full respect of human rights and inter-
national humanitarian law in Colombia, as it signifies a 
model with a restorative justice perspective that will allow  
sanctions that will effectively support reparation, guaran-

Colombia Advances to Peace

Colombia’s peace process made a dramatic step forward 
on October 23rd with the agreement on transitional 
justice and the announcement that the process would 
wrap up by March 2016.

With this agreement, the thorniest issues have been  
resolved by the two parties in Havana.  Agreements on 
demobilization and verification of peace accords are still 
to be finalized.

FARC guerrilla members involved in gross human rights 
violations who admit the truth to a special tribunal would 

tees of non-repetition, and construction of peace…. 
The accord on justice, like the creation of a Commis-
sion to Clarify the Truth, Ensure Reconciliation and 
Non Repetition, opens the historic opportunity for full 
recognition by the armed actors of their responsibili-
ties [during the conflict].”

Here at the Latin America Working Group, we’ve been 
encouraging U.S. support for the peace process while 
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[CONTINUED FROM  AYOTZINAPA ONE YEAR LATER  ON PAGE2]

Your outreach and these letters have provided critical inter-
national support for the ongoing work of the Interdisciplin-
ary Group of Experts: the team appointed by the Inter-Amer-
ican Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) and mandated 
to monitor the investigation of the disappeared students. 
On September 6, 2015, the group published its six-month  
report with findings that discredited the official government  
version to date. Contrary to what the Mexican government 
had said for months, the report stated that there was no 
scientific proof that the students had been incinerated in a 
nearby waste dump. It also confirmed the presence of munic-

elevating the voices of diverse victims of the conflict—vic-
tims of the paramilitaries, of the FARC guerrillas, and of 
the armed forces.  Thanks to your help, 65 members of Con-
gress signed a letter to Secretary of State Kerry support-
ing the peace negotiations at a tense moment and calling 
for the process to be as inclusive as possible.  We assisted 
Colombian-American members of the Colombia Human 
Rights Committee and the Movement for Peace in Colombia 
in arranging visits with their members of Congress, and we 
are opening doors for Colombian human rights activists to 
be heard in the State Department, White House and Con-
gress.  Now, we’ve launched a petition to make room for 
Afro-Colombian and indigenous peoples at the peace table. 
Sign the petition at lawg.org/ColombiaPetition2015.

As we look with hope to the future, we also celebrate 
that the Colombian government suspended the use of 
aerial spraying of coca crops with glyphosate in October. 
The government reached this decision after the Interna-
tional Agency for Research on Cancer of the World Health 
Organization determined in March 2015 that glyphosate 
was a probable human carcinogen.  Many of you have 
long helped us raise concerns against our government’s  
massive support for this ineffective and harmful practice, 
which was so damaging to the health and wellbeing of poor  
rural communities in Colombia. We organized a petition 
that was hand-delivered to the Colombian government 
supporting its initial decision to suspend fumigation 
and calling for aerial spraying to be permanently ended.   
Sustainable development in rural communities is a far 
more humane and effective approach.  
                                                                            —Lisa Haugaard  

ipal police forces, members of the army and the federal 
police during various attacks against the students and 
their complete failure to protect the victims. The Group 
of Experts called for new investigations into the rea-
sons why the students were attacked in the aggressive  
manner that they were, including the possible presence 
of drugs on the buses they were on. Finally, the report 
highlighted the grave situation of disappearances on a 
national level in Mexico and the lack of mechanisms to 
search for and identify the missing. 

Felipe Sandoval, a teacher at the Ayotzinapa school and 
father of a student present during the September 26, 2014 
attack, protests in Washington, DC with local activists.  
Photograph by Angelika Albaladejo

In the face of these serious inconsistencies between 
the official government version and what the Group 
of Experts found, LAWG expressed full support for the 
final report and called for the immediate implemen-
tation of the report’s recommendations. In October, 
LAWG and partners sent a letter to Mexican President 
Enrique Peña Nieto signed by various experts from the 
U.S. and abroad asking his administration to continue 
the search for the students, re-orient the lines of in-
vestigation, allow the Group of Experts to interview all 
of the authorities implicated in the attacks, guarantee 
quality of attention to all victims and resolve the issue 
of forced disappearances in Mexico by implementing 
mechanisms to address the situation.

The IACHR and UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights have also called for the full support and imple-
mentation of the Group of Experts’ recommendations 
in recent site visits to Mexico, reiterating that the 
situation in the country represents “a serious human 
rights crisis characterized by a situation of extreme in-
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[CONTINUED FROM THE CRISIS CONTINUES, COVER]

security and violence and disappearances of critical propor-
tions.”

We also remembered the lives of each of the students and rec-
ognized their families’ bravery in searching for their loved 
ones throughout the past year. The father of Christian Al-
fonso Rodríguez Telumbre, one of the disappeared students, 
joined a group of other parents and traveled across the U.S. 
to raise awareness on the case, remembering his son’s pas-
sion for folkloric dancing matched only by his dedication 
to becoming a teacher one day. Several of the 43 students 
wanted to teach in isolated and poor communities and were 
deeply passionate about social justice. 

At LAWG we believe that constant and strong pressure from 
U.S. policymakers and from international experts is neces-
sary to ensure the implementation of the Group of Experts’ 
recommendations and to bring justice and answers to the 43 
disappeared students and their families once and for all. So 
far, only one of the student’s remains has been identified. 
Recently, authorities announced that they had identified the 
remains of a second student, but independent forensic ex-
perts called those results into question.  On the anniversary 
of the student’s disappearance, 530 LAWG supporters sent a 
message to Secretary Kerry to stand with the students’ fami-
lies in their ongoing fight—we will continue to keep up the 
pressure!

Despite over 25,000 officially recorded disappearances in the 
country, senior Mexican officials continue to state that the 
Ayotzinapa case doesn’t represent the national reality and 
that the human rights violations highlighted by civil soci-
ety are only isolated incidents. These statements reflect the 
continuing trend of denials by government officials of the 
gravity of the massive human rights violations taking place 
in Mexico. 

We’ll need your help to ensure that the 43 disappeared 
students don’t become another statistic reflecting the 
lack of justice in Mexico. The families of the 43 students 
and the thousands of other families left without answers on 
the whereabouts of their loved ones deserve better. Their suf-
fering and their fight for justice are trials that no parent 
should have to face.

—Daniella Burgi-Palomino and Emma Buckhout

While the wonderful Scalabrini Sisters in San Pedro 
Sula provide some immediate care for migrants 
deported from the United States, migrants returning 
from Mexico are simply left at the Guatemala-
Honduras border to walk home. There are virtually no 
programs for deported migrants to rebuild their lives 
in Honduras, no jobs, and no protection for anyone, 
including children and teenagers, who fled because 
of violence from gangs, organized crime, or corrupt 
government officials.  

We denounced abuses and called for improved 
programs for returned migrants and migrant-sending 
communities in meetings with Honduran authorities 
and the international community and spoke at a press 
conference in Tegucigalpa.  In September, we brought 
members of the verification mission to Washington, 
organized meetings with the State Department and 
highlighted our findings at a special briefing hosted by 
the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission in Congress.

Investigating violence driving migration from El 
Salvador.  LAWGEF visited San Salvador in September 
to take a look at the security issues driving internal 
displacement within and migration from El Salvador. 
We met with civil society groups, human rights 
defenders, and academics who all emphasized the roles 
of violence and fear as push factors for migration. “No 
one in this country lives without this incredible fear,” 
explains a community violence prevention expert. 

Migration from El Salvador is often preceded by 
forced displacement inside of the country. Individuals 
or families who flee their homes due to threats, 
violence, and extortion by gangs —and in some cases 
as a result of state violence— often stay with various 
family members or friends around the country until 
they’ve exhausted all options. Because the Salvadoran 
government has yet to formally recognize the crisis 
of internal displacement, these individuals are left 
without protection or support. When these displaced 
Salvadorans flee the country, they have little to no time 
to prepare; they leave everything behind and migrate 
without a plan, making them “the most vulnerable 
of the vulnerable,” says Dr. Mauricio Gaborit of the 
University of Central America (UCA). Before the 
end of the year, we will publish a full report of our 
investigation into issues of security and human rights 
in El Salvador.   



 WWW.LAWG.ORG 7     

Calling on our government to stop pressuring Mexico to 
escalate deportations.  We launched a petition to ask our 
government to stop pressing Mexico to do its dirty work 
when it comes to militarized immigration enforcement. 
Escalating deportations in Mexico are violating the human 
rights of migrants, denying them access to asylum, and 
exposing migrants more dangerous routes and further abuses 
by corrupt immigration and security authorities. Thanks to 
all of you who joined this effort. It’s not too late to sign at  
bit.ly/MigrationPetition.

At the same time, we’re working with Mexican migrant 
shelters and regional human rights groups to call on Mexican 
authorities to end abuses of migrants and respect their rights 
to international protections.  As we did earlier this year, 
we will continue to highlight specific instances of abuse by 
migration authorities, such as attacks by Mexico’s federal 
police and immigration authorities against migrants on the 
train in May. We stand firm that Mexico must work to increase 
accountability and transparency among these authorities, 
and any U.S. assistance to them should support that effort.

Helping our Mexican and Central American 
partners raise their concerns on U.S. immigration 
and foreign policy towards the region.  We 
published a guide in English and Spanish on the 
current state of U.S. immigration policy and the 
debate on U.S. assistance towards Central America, 
so that civil society groups in the region can better 
advocate on these rapidly shifting and complex 
policies. This guide is available for download at: 
lawg.org/migrantrightsadvocacy. We also bring 
Central American children’s, migrant, and human 
rights activists and advocates to meet with Congress 
and the State Department to share their firsthand, 
informed views.  

Advocating for U.S. policies and assistance that 
address, rather than fuel, the violence and 
exclusion driving migration.  The governments 
of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras have 
called for increased U.S. funding in an “Alliance for 
Prosperity” plan.  But we must make sure that no 
U.S. assistance flows to corrupt and abusive security 
forces, militarized approaches to law enforcement, 
or corrupt businesses or officials.   We know from the 
bitter past that U.S. efforts to help can often serve 
to prop up corrupt governments.   We must listen to 
the movements against corruption and impunity in 
Guatemala that spurred President Otto Perez Molina 
to resign in September, and similar movements of 
“los indignados” (the “fed up”) in Honduras.

So we’re calling on our Congress and the White 
House to support UN mechanisms that investigate 
corruption like Guatemala’s Commission to 
Investigate Clandestine Groups (CICIG); to fund 
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees efforts 
to increase protections; to ensure that any U.S. 
assistance is linked to tough human rights conditions; 
to refrain from any support to militarized law 
enforcement; to consult with a wide range of Central 
American civil society groups; and to channel aid 
to sound, community-based, civil society initiatives 
to help poor neighborhoods racked by violence or 
farming areas affected by drought and coffee blight.

These aren’t easy issues.  And we’re facing them in 
a climate in which angry voices call for walling off 
the U.S.-Mexico border.  We’ll need your support as 
we work for more humane policies towards those 
seeking refuge from violence. Refugees aren’t just 
from Syria, they’re our neighbors in Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador.

—Lisa Haugaard, Daniella Burgi-Palomino,  

Angelika Albaladejo and Emma Buckhout

Returned Migrant Center in San Pedro Sula, Honduras.  
Photograph by Lisa Haugaard.

Calling on U.S. authorities to respect the rights of migrants.  
LAWGEF is working hard to encourage U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) to improve practices that have placed migrants 
at greater risk.  We are playing a central role coordinating 
dialogue with CBP on how migrants are detained, treated 
and deported, as well as CBP use-of-force policies that have 
endangered migrants and U.S. border communities.  
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