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Summary
Soaring crime in Latin America is taking a significant toll on the region’s
political, economic, and social development. Crime—particularly violent crime—
is deterring foreign investment, reducing worker productivity, and increasing
operating costs for foreign and domestic firms. The costs are considerable: the
InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB) estimates that Latin America’s per
capita gross domestic product would be an astounding 25 percent higher today if
the region had a crime rate similar to the rest of the world.
Crime also is slowing—and sometimes undermining—democratic
consolidation. Throughout the region, voters are turning to law-and-order civilian
populists who promise a “heavy hand” to deal with street crime, even at the cost
of short-circuiting democratic institutions and norms. Politicians are scoring
points by promising get-tough policies, such as establishing larger anticrime and
internal security roles for the armed forces. A growing number of citizens,
apparently convinced that the ineffective courts and police will only return
criminals to the streets, are increasingly taking law into their own hands, with
vigilante justice and mob lynching becoming commonplace from Central America
to rural Argentina.
Available information suggests that Latin America’s crime epidemic will
worsen considerably in the years ahead. World Bank research convincingly
demonstrates a strong link between crime and income inequality, which has
worsened in Latin America in the past decade and is unlikely to improve
dramatically in the years ahead. Central America and several Andean countries
will face explosive youth bulges in the next generation, suggesting that the
combination of population density, rapid urbanization, and persistent income
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inequality will fuel additional violence. The fact that many countries in the region
are experiencing domestic drug-addiction crises—and that international organized
crime groups are moving into the region to exploit its porous borders and weak
law enforcement—also portends a steady rise in crime in countries such as Brazil,
Chile, and Mexico.
Because the root causes of crime cannot realistically be solved in the short
term, the international community can usefully focus its efforts in the coming
years on some relatively simple, affordable measures that strengthen deterrent
institutions, build local capacity, and target at-risk communities and demographic
groups:
§

Some of the region’s most innovative success stories—gun buyback
programs, neighborhood watch committees, anonymous police hotlines,
community policing efforts—are occurring at the local level, suggesting
that reform- minded leaders and international donors could expand
grassroots initiatives to the national level.

§

Anticrime efforts that seek active roles for the private sector and civil
society have paid dividends, defraying costs, broadening the community
of stakeholders in anticrime projects, and developing local expertise to
administer projects when foreign donors eventually leave the scene.

Reform- minded officials and the international donor community also must
bear in mind several cautionary notes. Traditional strategies focused primarily on
providing additional financial resources needed to hire more police, judges, and
prosecutors are unlikely to have any lasting impact unless governments first take
steps to increase accountability and transparency in the criminal justice system.
Without increased accountability, lavishing more resources on tainted institutions
could inadvertently strengthen local actors most resistant to reform and may
amount to throwing good money after bad. Even technically sound reforms will
bring with them tradeoffs and unintended consequences that democratic
governments and foreign donors may consider unacceptable because they
undercut other development objectives. For example, Latin America’s transition
from centuries-old Roman- law legal systems to more transparent, U.S.-style
common law systems is increasing transparency but adding to judicial logjams as
judges and prosecutors struggle to learn new procedures. Easing the much-abused
practice of pretrial detentions has increased human-rights protections for the
accused but has inadvertently returned thousands of repeat offenders to the streets
and is causing urban crime to skyrocket. Finally, and most ominously, some
governments that pay lip service to anticrime efforts will not be genuinely
committed to reducing crime because they are systematically engaged in illicit
activities like drug trafficking, which fuels violent crime downstream, suggesting
that international donors will need to begin looking for creative ways to work
around rather than with tainted or corrupt regimes.
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Introduction
In recent years, Latin America has earned the dubious distinction of being the
world’s most violent region. The region’s rate of 23 homicides per 100,000
citizens is more than twice the world average, putting Latin America on par with
the war-torn countries of Africa. 1
In the past decade, homicide rates have risen 336 percent in Colombia, 300
percent in Argentina, and 379 percent in Peru; murder is now the leading cause of
death in Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, and nearly half of Brazil’s 27 states. 2
Other indicators paint an equally bleak picture. More than 80 percent of
respondents in a 17-country region-wide poll say that crime has increased in the
past year; 40 percent say that they or a family member have been a victim of
crime in the past year; and 80 percent expect crime to get worse in the year
ahead. 3 Not surprisingly, the Pan American Health Organization has labeled
violence “the social pandemic of the 20th century.”4
As a result of these startling trends, crime—particularly violent crime—has
emerged as one of the most serious obstacles to development in Latin America,
slowing economic growth, undermining democratic consolidation, and eroding
vital social capital. The spiraling crime epidemic is likely to worsen considerably
in the years ahead because of the self-perpetuating na ture of crime waves, the
multidimensional causes of crime that cannot be significantly improved in the
short term, and the staggering lack of political will to tackle the problem with
anything beyond standard and discredited policies. A review of practical “lessons
learned” could help reform- minded Latin American governments—and the
international donors who finance their efforts—make at least modest headway in
the short term, building on incremental successes, while avoiding some of the
pitfalls that have traditionally undercut anticrime efforts elsewhere in Latin
America and the developing world.

1

Mayra Buvinic and Andrew R. Morrison, “Living in a More Violent World,” Foreign Policy 118
(Spring 2000): 58–72.
2
Lucía Dammert, “Violencia Criminal y Segúridad Pública en América Latina,” Revista de
Política y Gestión 2 (November 2001): 17; Lucía Dammert, Violencia Criminal y Segúridad
Pública en América Latina: la situación de Argentina (Santiago: CEPAL, 2000); and Irma
Arriagada and Lorena Godoy, “Prevenir o reprimir? falso dilema de la segúridad ciudadana,”
Revista de la CEPAL 70 (April 2000): 107–132.
3
Julia Flynn, “Global Kidnappings Climb to a New Peak,” Wall Street Journal, May 11, 2000, p.
A1; and Alberto Vourvoulias-Bush, “The Wages of Fear: A Plague of Kidnappings Hits Latin
America and its Middle Class,” Time International, September 17, 2001, p. 64.
4
The phrase is taken from Cesar Chelala, Violence in the Americas: The Social Pandemic of the
20th Century (Washington, D.C.: Pan American Health Organization, 1997).

4

Crime, Democracy, and Development in Latin America

Table 1. Latin America’s Homicide Epidemic: Murders per 100,000 Citizens,
1990s
City

No. of murders

Escuintlá, Guatemala
San Salvador
Diadema, Brazil
Izabál, Guatemala
Medellín, Colombia
Cali, Colombia
São Paulo, Brazil
Santa Rosa, Guatemala
Guatemala City
Embú, Brazil
Caracas, Venezuela
Vitória, Brazil
Rio de Janeiro
Oaxaca, Mexico
Detroit, Michigan
Washington, D.C.
New York, N.Y.
Paris, France
Tokyo, Japan

165
150
140
127
124
114
103
111
101
93
76
64
63
54
43
36
9
7
2

Sources: InterAmerican Development Bank, United Nations.

Framing the Scope of Crime and Violence in Latin America
Any effort to understand the costs and implications of crime and violence in Latin
America requires three methodological caveats. First, data on crime is notoriously
poor. By its very nature, crime is clandestine and inherently difficult to measure;
apparent shifts in crime rates may simply reflect better information-gathering
techniques. 5 Moreover, more than half of all crimes in the region go unreported,
either because citizens are unaware of their due process rights, suspect that police
officials are the perpetrators, or fear reprisals. 6 Even when crimes are reported,
corruption and poor recordkeeping mean that many cases are “lost” during
processing; the fact that governments classify crimes differently complicates
5

Some crimes—homicides, for example—are easier to measure than crimes against property, if
only because it is more difficult to conceal the physical evidence. For a discussion of the
difficulties inherent is assessing rates of crime and violence, see Mayra Buvinic and Andrew
Morrison, “How Is Violence Measured?” Technical Note 2 (Washington, D.C.: InterAmerican
Development Bank, 1999).
6
Country-specific data generally confirm this estimate. The rates of unreported crimes reach 70
percent in Argentina, 75 percent in El Salvador, 67 percent in Chile, 74 percent in Colombia, and
83 percent in Mexico. See Mauricio Rubio, “Los costos de la violencia en América Latina” (paper
presented at the Foro sobre convivencia y seguridad ciudadana en el itsmo Centramericano, Haiti,
y República Dominicana [unpublished manuscript, 1998]).
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efforts to make cross-national comparisons. 7 Some government agencies routinely
underreport crime data to show “progress” on the crime front, reassure nervous
investors, and continue the flow of donor assistance; police skew homicide data
simply because policemen are the culprits in a significant percentage of cases. 8 In
short, we can assemble baskets of data to develop an understanding of the basic
scope, trends, and contours of the problem, but the specific numbers are
imprecise.
Second, the terms “crime” and “violence” are frequently used
interchangeably, both in academic literature and in this report, whe n in fact they
are distinct concepts; not all crime is violent and not all violence is criminal.
Some crimes—corruption, for example—are not violent in the strictest sense. 9
Conversely, domestic violence in Latin America is widespread—as many as 40
percent of women in Latin America have suffered physical violence inside the
home—but such actions do not constitute a crime in many countries. 10 As Paulo
Sergio Pinheiro argues, on balance there is sufficient overlap between criminal
and violent acts in Latin America that the two serve as rough proxies for the
other—if only because crime in the region is becoming more violent and because
we lack reliable, cross-country data. 11

7

Statistical discrepancies are not unique to Latin America. Even in the United States, with some of
the most advanced data collection systems in the world, different federal agencies employ
different methodologies for measuring homicide rates. Ho micide rates published by the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and the Federal Bureau of Investigation vary considerably because the
two agencies differ over how to classify deaths resulting from application of the death penalty and
fatalities resulting from confrontation with state and local law enforcement officers. See Rodrigo
Guerrero Velazco, “El control de la violencia a nivel municipal” (Washington, D.C.: Banco
Interamericano de Desarrollo, 1999): 2.
8
Alejandro Gavíria and Carmen Pages, “Patterns of Crime Victimization in Latin America” (paper
presented at the International Conference on Crime and Violence, May 5, 2000, Bogotá,
Colombia); and Hernán Cappiello, “Los porteños, resignados a la insegúridad,” La Nación, July 2,
2002, p. A19.
9
Some international development agencies blur the distinction between “crime” and “violence” by
positing that all crimes constitute some form of violence, such as “violence against assets,”
“violence against property,” and “violence against the environment,” although this approach
seems excessively elastic.
10
Even in cases where domestic abuse is a crime, underreporting appears to be substantial
problem. Available data indicate that only 5 percent of women report the crime. See Elizabeth
Shrader, Methodologies to Measure the Gender Dimensions of Crime and Violence (Washington,
D.C.: World Bank, 2000), p. 3. Brazil illustrates how lethal violence is sometimes legal. Until the
late 1980s, Brazilian law allowed a husband to kill his spouse if he could credibly cite centuriesold “defense of honor” laws. Brazil’s Supreme Court invalidated the law in the early 1990s, but
state-level courts continue to assert that a husband who catches his spouse committing an act of
infidelity may commit homicide to defend his family’s honor. See Laura Sue Nelson, “The
Defense of Honor: Is It Still Honored in Brazil?” Wisconsin Journal of International Law 11
(Spring 1993): 531–56.
11
Paulo Sergio Pinheiro, “Reflection on Urban Violence,” Urban Age 1 (1993): 3–4; and Irma
Arriagada, “Latin America Violence and Citizen Security” (paper presented at the 2001 meeting of
the Latin American Studies Association, September 6– 8, 2001). Arriagada notes that some
governments simply make no effort to record data on nonviolent crimes, meaning that homicide
rates serve as a de facto proxy for all crimes.
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Third, there are multiple types of violence—focus groups in Latin America
have identified as many as 70 different types of violent behavior—but this study
focuses on economic and social violence, where the goal is usually material gain,
rather than political violence, where the goal is policy or regime change. 12 Even
this distinction is sometimes blurry, though. In Colombia, the country’s leading
insurgent group claims it seeks political change but sustains itself with ordinary
criminal behavior such as narcotics trafficking, and opinion is divided whether the
group is motivated by political aspirations or greed alone. 13 The line between
ordinary street crime and state-sponsored violence can be equally vague, as
military officers in El Salvador and Guatemala or off-duty policemen in
Argentina and Brazil use their formal positions and access to weapons and
sensitive information to support and conceal their involvement in criminal
activity. 14

Crime, Development, and Democracy
The rampant growth of violent crime in Latin America is taking a significant toll
on the region’s development in at least three ways: slowing economic
development; undermining the strength and credibility of democracy and key
democratic institutions; and eroding social capital—a core ingredient for
economic and democratic development. Each aspect merits brief consideration.

Economic Development
A wide body of literature has established that crime drains economic activity
through loss of life and destruction of property, but researchers have recently
begun to identify a broader set of direct and indirect costs, as well:

12

§

Foregone foreign investment, as business executives calculate that the
costs of crime make expanding operations in the region prohibitively
expensive. A series of World Bank and InterAmerican Development
Bank–funded surveys of private-sector managers found that 67 percent of
respondents doing business in Latin America cite crime as an obstacle to
operations there—more than three times the response rate of counterparts
doing business in OECD countries. 15

§

Reduced tourism, particularly in Central American and Caribbean
countries that rely on a pristine international image as their major

Robert L. Ayres, Crime and Violence as Development Issues in Latin America and the
Caribbean (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998).
13
Paul Collier, “Rebellion as a Quasi-criminal Activity,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 44
(December 2000): 839–53.
14
Ana Araña, “The New Battle for Central America,” Foreign Affairs 80 (November-December
2001): 88–101; and Martha Huggins, “Urban Violence and Police Privatization in Brazil: Blended
Invisibility,” Social Justice 27 (Summer 2000): 113–134.
15
Alejandro Gaviria, Assessing the Effects of Corruption and Crime on Firm Performance:
Evidence from Latin America (Bogotá: Fedesarrollo, 2002), p. 10. The impact of crime on foreign
investment in Argentina is detailed in Alfredo Sainz, “La inseguridad, triste atractivo de
inversiones,” La Nación, September 13, 2000, p. A3.
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comparative advantage. 16 In recent years, the governments of Italy and
Japan have begun urging their citizens not to visit various countries in
Latin America, warning that traveling there wo uld increase their risk of
being a victim of violent crime. 17
§

Reduced worker productivity through increased absenteeism and labor
incapacity. Studies in Chile and Nicaragua found that battered women
earn only 39 to 57 percent as much as nonbattered women, according to
InterAmerican Development Bank estimates. 18

§

Increased insurance costs for firms operating in the region that leads the
world in kidnappings- for-ransom cases. 19 In 1999, Brazilian firms spent
more than $20 billion on theft insurance and health insurance for
employees. 20 In 2000, the Sony Corporation threatened to close operations
in Mexico because crime was costing the company millions of dollars in
soaring insurance costs and stolen cargo. 21

§

Reduced commercial transactions limited to certain neighborhoods or
regions known to be safe. In Guatemala, foreign firms have closed
operations in some rural parts of the country and halted nighttime
operations for fear of violence. 22

Perhaps most significantly, mounting crime has forced the private sector
throughout Latin America to turn to private security firms to protect physical
property and business executives, diverting resources from productive endeavors
such as worker training or capital investments. The Brazilian private sector spends
$3 billion annually on private guards, bullet-proof cars, and electronic alarm
systems, while the Guatemalan private sector spends more than $200 million
annually—an amount equal to 10 percent of the government’s national budget and
16

See, for example, Anthony Bryan, Caribbean Tourism: Igniting the Engines of Sustainable
Growth (Miami, Fla.: North-South Center, 2001); and Shelley Emling, “Crime wave plagues
Guatemala City, Threatens Tourism Safety,” Los Angeles Times, 8 March 1992, p. A12.
17
See Danillo Valladares, “Corrupción y crímenes son noticia en el japón,” Siglo Veintiuno,
October 21, 2001, p. 4; and “Italia aconseja a los turistas no viajar a la Argentina,” La Nación,
August 2, 2002, p. 4.
18
Mayra Buvinic and Andrew Morrison, “Violence as an Obstacle to Development,” Technical
Note 4 (Washington, D.C.: InterAmerican Development Bank, 2001), p. 4; and María Loreto
Biehl, Violencia doméstica contra la mujer (Washington, D.C.: Banco Interamericano de
Desarrollo, 2001), p. 6.
19
Even countries that historically have had low kidnapping rates have recently begun reporting
record-level abductions of businessmen as economic conditions have soured. See “Rècord de
secuestros en Buenos Aires,” La Nación, February 10, 2003, p. 11.
20
Carline Piva, “Combate á violência levou R$40 bilhões no ano passado,” Gazeta Mercantil, July
9, 2000, p. A6.
21
Elisabeth Malkin, “Sounding the Alarm in Mexico,” Business Week, June 26, 2000, p. 74; “Cost
of Crime Worries Companies that Invest in Mexico,” Orange County Register, May 10, 2000, p.
C3; and “Investors Rail About Crime and Corruption,” Business Mexico 10 (June 2000): 14.
22
Chris Barnet, “Highway Robbery Rampant in Guatemala.” Journal of Commerce, May 6, 1999,
p. A6; and Andrew Morrison, Mayra Buvinic, and Michael Shifter, Violence in Latin America and
the Caribbean: A Framework for Action (Washington, D.C.: InterAmerican Development Bank,
2000), p. 7.
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more than the national government spends on public security—on private security
companies. 23 In Chile, private outlays for security reached $238 million dollars in
1997, while private firms in Venezuela spend a staggering $154 million monthly
on private security guards and surveillance equipment. 24
Coupled with other direct and indirect costs, the economic impact is
considerable. Economists with the World Bank estimate that Latin America’s
average per capita income would be 25 percent higher if it had a crime rate
similar to the rest of the world. 25 Researchers with the InterAmerican
Development Bank conclude that the costs of violence in Latin America in 1997
amounted to 14.2 percent of the region’s gross domestic product, reaching 5.1
percent of GDP in Peru, 10 percent in Brazil, 11.8 percent in Vene zuela, 12.3
percent in Mexico, and 25 percent in Colombia and El Salvador. 26 Using data
from the early 1990s, Daniel Lederman judged that homicides alone in Argentina
cost the economy an estimated $28 billion in 1997, an amount equal to 8 percent
of GDP. 27 The fact that homicide rates have doubled in Argentina since the early
1990s suggests that the economic costs are even higher today. 28

Democratization
Less noticed but equally pernicious is the effect that crime is having on
democratic consolidation. The impact is especially corrosive in three ways: the
delegitimization of state institutions; the public’s growing willingness to turn to
heavy- handed or antidemocratic “solutions”; and the degenerative effects on civil
society.
Region-wide polling data confirm that high crime rates undercut public faith
in democratic institutions. To be sure, a variety of factors account for the low
confidence in democratic institutions, but the level of distrust and cynicism in
Latin America is high by global standards, and those institutions responsible for

23

Piva, “Combate á violencia levou R$40 bilhões no ano passado”; and Inforpress
Centroamericana, “Guatemala: Nation Earns Notoriety Abroad for Crime Rate,” August 6, 1999.
24
Desarrollo humano en Chile, 1998 (Santiago: Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el
Desarrollo, 1998); and Serge Kovaleski, “Violence Heightens Despair in Venezuela; Crime, Storm
Damage Erode Leaders’ Polls,” Washington Post, February 17, 2000, p. 25.
25
Javed S. Burki and Guillermo Perry, Beyond the Washington Consensus: Institutions Matter
(Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998), p. 23.
26
Juan Luis Londoño and Rodrigo Guerrero, Violencia en America Latina: Epidemiología y
Costos (Washington, D.C.: Banco InterAmericano de Desarrollo, 1999), pp. 3–9. Estimates on the
cost of violence in Colombia vary considerably because of differences over whether to include
war-related violence along with street crime. One study that includes homicides related to the
armed conflict concludes that GDP in Colombia would be 32 percent higher today if homicide
rates were at their 1970 level. See Mauricio Rubio, “Crimen y crecimiento en Colombia,” in Hacia
un enfoque integrado del desarrollo: ética, violencia, y seguridad ciudadana, encuentro de
reflexion [no ed.] (Washington, D.C.: Banco InterAmericano de Desarrollo, 1996), p. 94.
27
Daniel Lederman, Crime in Argentina: A Preliminary Assessment (Washington, D.C.: World
Bank, 1999), p. 2.
28
“Hay casi el doble de asesinatos por día que en la última década en la provincia,” La Nación,
October 14, 2002, p. A12.
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deterring crime and administering justice are particularly discredited. 29
Confidence in the police and courts nears the single digits in Argentina, Brazil,
Ecuador, and Guatemala; more than half of respondents in Brazil and Mexico say
they do not even bother reporting crimes to police because such efforts would be
“pointless” or a “waste of time.”30 Citizens who have been victims of crime are
especially disillusioned: crime victims in Latin America are 13 times less likely to
have confidence in the courts and 5 times more likely than nonvictims to be
dissatisfied with the performance of democracy. 31 This crisis of confidence cuts to
the heart of regime legitimacy in Latin America, because Latin Americans
generally hold a more statist view of democracy than do citizens in consolidated
democracies. 32 According to analysis of region-wide polling results, Latin
Americans define a government as “democratic” primarily on the basis of its
ability to deliver substantive benefits, not because it protects certain processes,
rights, and liberties. In this mindset, a state that cannot deliver basic services—
such as public security—is not only inefficient; it also risks being viewed as
illegitimate.
The lack of confidence in the courts and police has prompted a growing
number of Latin Americans to support quick- fix “solutions” that short circuit or
undercut democratic norms. The clearest manifestation of this trend has been the
growing support for law-and-order populists who pledge a “heavy hand” against
criminals and delinquents to compensate for the alleged failings of the criminal
justice system. Throughout the region, candidates score points by promising to
institute get-tough policies such as public beatings, hangings, televised
executions, and limiting due process rights for accused criminals. 33 Strong
anticrime platforms were crucial to the electoral success of retired military
officers such as Hugo Banzer in Bolivia, Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, Efraín Rio
29

Marta Lagos, “Between Stability and Crisis in Latin America,” Journal of Democracy 12
(2000): 137–145.
30
Ronald Soria, “Deshonestidad: 54,4% de ciudadanos no cree en nadie,” El Universo, July 30,
2002, p. A3; and Javier Girado, “Corrupted Justice and the Schizophrenic State in Colombia,”
Social Justice 26 (Winter 1999): 31–54.
31
Mary Fran. T. Malone, “Determinants of Public Support for the Judiciary in Latin America”
(paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association,
Washington, D.C., August 31–September 3, 2000).
32
Mary Fran T. Malone and Siddhartha Baviskar, “What ‘Satisfaction with Democracy’ Means
and Measures—and Why It Matters” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American
Political Science Association, Boston, Mass., August 28–September 1, 2002).
33
See, for example, Pablo Morosi, “La mano dura triunfa en Buenos Aires.” La Nación, August
11, 2002, p. A10; Mauro Silveira, Valter Goncalves, and Valdir Suzin, “A Bancada Dos Xerifes,”
Machete, December 9, 1995: 62–65; Fanian Debesa, “La mano dura se hace sentir en Buenos
Aires,” Clarín, May 27, 2000, p. A2; Dinorah Azpuru, “Voting in the Strongmen in Guatemala”
(paper presented at the Latin American Studies Association, 2001); and Amber Seligson and
Joshua Tucker, “Feeding the Hand that Bit You: Voting for Ex-Authoritarian Rulers in Russia and
Bolivia” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association,
Boston, Mass., August 28–September 1, 2002). In Venezuela, President Chavez signed a decree in
1999 mandating a 10-minute time limit on criminal trials, claiming that if the accused could not
prove his innocence within 10 minutes he probably is guilty anyway. The move was widely
popular, despite complaints from human rights groups that the procedures denied basic due
process rights guaranteed under domestic and international law.
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Montt in Guatemala, and quasi-authoritarian civilians such as Alberto Fujimori in
Peru and José Portillo in Guatemala; indeed, one factor enhancing Portillo’s
electoral prospects during his 1999 presidential campaign was the fact that he had
served prison time in Mexico for murder—a fact Portillo proudly highlighted on
the campaign trail. 34 Anticrime platforms frequently have included a larger
domestic security role for the armed forces, an especially worrisome development
given the fact that democratic reformers spent much of the 1980s trying to reduce
the military’s role in internal affairs. In recent years, presidents in Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and Paraguay have called on
the military to perform anticrime police work, occasionally declaring states of
siege, authorizing the armed forces to gather domestic intelligence, and
empowering them to enter homes without search warrants. 35
Crime also is hampering democratization by eroding state authority and
blurring the lines between the state and civil society. Setting aside the question of
whether and under what circumstances the armed forces could legitimately
perform domestic anticrime functions, observers generally accept the classic
definition of a modern state as one in which the government has a legitimate
monopoly on the use of force. Citizens understand that certain government
bureaucracies are legitimately and uniquely empowered to enforce agreed-upon
notions of law. Rampant crime in Latin America is undermining that notion in
several ways. The rise of private security firms and private police forces has led to
“the privatization of justice,” erasing the boundaries and functions of the state and
the private sector. 36 In Colombia, private security agents now exceed in number
the size of the armed forces, while in Guatemala, the ranks of private security
forces outnumber the entire national police force. 37 In São Paulo, businesses
employ the services of a 400,000-man private security force—more than three
times the size of the state’s civilian police force. 38 Because many of the security
firms are staffed by off-duty police officers still in uniform, and a majority of the
34

Serge Kovaleski, “A Killer, and Perhaps a President: Candidate with Violent Past Leads in Polls
for Today’s Guatemalan Vote,” Washington Post, November 7, 1999, p. A 29.
35
Central America Report, “El Salvador: Politicians Respond to Crime,” June 18, 1998, at
http://inforpressca.com/CAR/magazi/2523-6.html; Catherine Elton, “Honduras Eyes Crackdown
on Crime,” Washington Times, July 9, 2002, p. A12; and Richard Morin and Claudia Deane, “In
Honduras, Borrowing a Giuliani Idea,” Washington Post, July 2, 2002, p. A17. Military officers
who commit human rights abuses while engaged in anticrime operations are tried in military rather
than civilian courts, further undercutting governmental accountability and the credibility of
civilian institutions. See Anthony Pereira and Diane E. Davis, “Introduction: New Patterns of
Militarized Violence and Coercion in the Americas,” Latin American Perspectives 27 (March
2000): 3–7; and Anthony Pereira, Virtual Legality: The Use and Reform of Military Justice in
Brazil, the Southern Cone, and Mexico, Working Paper Number 99/00-2 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University’s David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies, 1999).
36
The term is taken from James Holston and Teresa P. R. Caldeira, “Democracy, Law, and
Citizenship: Disjunctions of Brazilian Citizenship,” in Fault Lines of Democracy in PostTransition Latin America, eds. Felipe Aguero and Jeffrey Stark (Miami, Fla.: North-South Center
Press, 2000), pp. 263–98.
37
Rachel Van Dongen, “Lacking Faith in Police, Colombians Turn to Bodyguards,” Christian
Science Monitor, October 21, 2002, p. A7.
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Francisco Neves, “It’s War,” Brazzil (October 1999), at http://www.brazzil.com/cvroct99.htm.
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companies are not even licensed to carry firearms, this trend virtually eliminates
the boundaries between official and unofficial law enforcement.
This “privatization of justice” applies to civil society, as well. Citizens
throughout Latin America, apparently convinced that courts and police will not
punish criminals, have begun to take the law into their own hands, arming
themselves at record levels and committing abuses that were once the preserve of
the most authoritarian governments. 39
§

In 1999, Caracas began experiencing one lynching every three days as
crime-weary citizens began forming mobs to execute suspected
criminals. 40 State and local officials have begun calling for public
hangings and executions to serve as a warning to future criminals. 41

§

Public lynchings—of accused criminals and sometimes even judges
viewed as “soft on crime”—have become commonplace in Guatemala.
One poll found that approximately 75 percent of respondents supported
mob justice, while another found that 70 percent of respondents endorsed
vigilante groups that engage in public hangings. 42

§

A similar phenomenon has emerged in Ecuador, where lynchings have
become so commonplace that public executions no longer shock the
average citizen. In Colombia, the public voices increasing support for
extermination groups that target criminal gangs, street children, drug
abusers, and urban poor suspected of shoplifting and other petty crimes. 43

Impact on Social Capital
Crime also has a significant and negative impact on social capital, which scholars
increasingly recognize as a vital component of social, political, and economic
development. The term “social capital” is imprecise, but a broad definition is the
accumulated result of social networks, norms, contacts, associations, and
memberships in private organizations. 44 According to Robert Putnam,
39

See, for example, “El 11,4% de los porteños está armado,” La Nación, July 30, 2002, p. A12.
“Mob law,” The Economist, September 18, 1999, p. 50.
41
Asked whether he would instruct law enforcement officials to intervene and halt the lynchings,
the governor of Lara state dismissed the reporter’s question, claiming “The police will not
intervene to protect any crook, rapist, assailant, or murderer. I have to look after honest and decent
people. I have to set priorities. I’m too busy to be protecting criminals.” See “Venezuelan
Governor Says He Won’t Stop Lynchings,” August 16, 1999, Reuters Wire Service dispatch.
42
Vince Beiser, “Frustrated Guatemalans Turning to Vigilante Justice,” St. Petersburg Times,
February 9, 2000, p. A24; and David Clark Scott, “Public De mands Lead to Reforms in
Guatemala,” Christian Science Monitor, March 16, 1994, p. 4.
43
Human Rights Watch, Generation Under Fire: Children and Violence in Colombia (New York:
Human Rights Watch, 1994); Tim Johnson, “Mob Justice Revives Death Penalty Debate,” Miami
Herald, November 16, 1996, p. A1; and William C. Prillaman, The Judiciary and Democratic
Decay in Latin America (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2000), chapter 6.
44
There is broad agreement over the basic concept of social capital, even though experts have
debated Robert Putnam’s judgment that social capital is declining in the United States. Others
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but these caveats do not alter the basic judgment that, on the whole, social interactions contribute
positively to a community’s development.
40
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policymakers in disciplines ranging from health care to education to crime
reduction have found that policies are more likely to succeed in communities with
high levels of civic engagement. 45 Studies of social capital in Latin America have
generally supported these views, finding that countries with higher levels of social
capital—measured through community involvement—tend to have higher levels
of political awareness and interpersonal trust. 46
Persistent violence undermines social capital, community networks, and
development of human potential. In Argentina, 70 percent of residents in Buenos
Aires province say that fear of crime has forced them to spend more time at
home. 47 One-quarter of Venezuelans and one-third of Mexicans say they limit
their working hours and social activities because of fear of violence, suggesting
that they may curtail other activities, as well. 48 Focus groups with Guatemalan
and Colombian women found that fear of crime and violence made them less
willing to participate in community organizations and activities, while 30 percent
of young women in Jamaica say they are afraid to go to school for fear of
violence. 49 This erosion of traditional social networks also appears to create a
“perverse social capital” in which alienated youth seek membership in violent
gangs as a form of social interaction. Researchers have found that youths in
Colombia and Nicaragua join gangs primarily for the sense of community rather
than for the material benefits, viewing the gangs as a source of order, stability,
and community. 50 Gang membership is, ironically, both a cause and a result of
declining social capital.

45
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cada vez más,” La Nación, August 24, 2002, p. 4; and Jon Jeter, “As Crime Soars, Argentines
Alter Outgoing Ways,” Washington Post, January 27, 2003, p. A11.
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D.C.: World Bank, 1999), p. 43.
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and Violence in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Literature Review (Washington, D.C.: World
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Brazil: The Costs and Politics of Privatizing Security
Brazil is the clearest example of crime taking a direct toll on a country’s economic,
political, and social development. By the late 1990s, crime rates had soared to all-time
highs; homicide rates in São Paulo, Espírito Santo, and Rio de Janeiro exceeded levels
51
experienced by El Salvador during the height of its civil war in the 1980s.
Alarmed by soaring crime, middle class and wealthy Brazilians increasingly moved
into so-called fortress communities, gated communities, and private estates, walled-off
properties in which affluent Brazilians physically and socially segregate themselves from
52
society. The number of Brazilians living in these walled communities has doubled to
more than 1 million in the past five years. São Paulo alone has 300 such communities,
53
resulting in an economic elite that is retreating to a hyper-insulated lifestyle. Research
of the urban poor in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas has found that crime has also made lowincome Brazilians less likely to interact with their neighbors, blocking formation of already
54
low social capital.
The responses of government, the private sector, and civil society have been
alarming. The administrations of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995–2003) and Luis
Inacio “Lula” da Silva (2003–present) have responded to police ineffectiveness by
stepping up reliance on the armed forces for basic internal security functions, ranging
55
from street patrols to crowd control and riot control. Polls showed than more than 70
percent of the public approved of army sweeps through shantytowns in Rio de Janeiro
during the late 1990s, even as respected nongovernmental organizations detailed a
56
steady stream of human rights violations committed during those operations. Private
firms and wealthy citizens increasingly have turned to private security firms, locally known
as “rent-a-cops.” By the late 1990s, Brazil hosted some 400,000 registered “rent-a-cops”
and an estimated 600,000 unregistered ones; many of them are off-duty policemen and
use police resources, vehicles, and weapons to support their private security operations.
A random sampling of data in late 1999 found that nearly two-thirds of all police
homicides in São Paulo were actually committed by state police working off duty for

51
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Washington Post, June 1, 2002, p. A1. Faiola found that wealthy Brazilians increasingly rely on
private helicopter pads to move from one part of town to another. He found that Rio de Janeiro has
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54
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in Rio de Janeiro, 1969–2002” (unpublished manuscript). Perlman’s update of her 1979 study
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55
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March 4, 2003, p. 7.
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private security firms, further blurring the lines between public and private law
57
enforcement.
Soaring crime rates, coupled with the inability of the criminal justice system to deter
crime and the widespread belief that the judges will only return criminals to the streets,
58
have fostered an increasing tolerance for human rights abuses and vigilante justice.
Indeed, a 2002 survey asking residents of Rio de Janeiro to identify their preferred
anticrime strategies revealed that 47 percent of respondents believe police should kill
59
murderers and thieves, and 28 percent endorses lynchings. A series of incidents
throughout the past decade reflect this hardening of public attitudes and the tendency to
60
fight violence with more violence.
§ In 2001 and 2002, angry mobs in southern and northeastern Brazil engaged in a
series of grisly lynchings that included dismembering criminals and forced entries
61
into jails to drag the criminals into the streets for public beatings.
§ When a policeman in Rio de Janeiro was unwittingly filmed shooting an unarmed
teenager in 1995, polls found that 60 percent of city residents supported the
policeman’s actions—a position later echoed by the state governor, himself a
62
former human rights advocate.
§ State authorities in Rio de Janeiro had to disconnect a police hot line following a
police massacre of eight street children in 1993 because the line was flooded
with callers voicing support for the off-duty officers. Residents claimed that the
actions were justifiable because the street children committed petty crimes that
63
scared off tourists.
§ When São Paulo police executed 110 inmates in a 1992 prison uprising, 60
percent of the public supported the actions. A subsequent poll found that 56
percent of respondents agreed that human rights should not be extended to
64
criminals.
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The Growing Crime Epidemic: A Grim Look into the Future
Three factors suggest that Latin America’s crime epidemic will get considerably
worse before it gets better:
§

The self-perpetuating nature of crime waves;

§

The multidimensional causes of crime—particularly income inequality—
that cannot be realistically improved in the short term; and

§

The staggering lack of political will to tackle the problem with anything
beyond standard law-and-order solutions.

First, the nature of crime and crime waves suggest that the current crisis will
persist or even deepen in the years ahead. World Bank researchers have
demonstrated the existence of a “criminal inertia,” in which high rates of
criminality endure long after the latent socioeconomic causes have disappeared or
been addressed through policy interventions. 65 The reasons range from high
recidivism rates—particularly worrisome given anecdotal evidence that an
increasing number of crimes in Latin America are committed by juve niles—to
criminal perceptions that overburdened police are incapable of catching
perpetrators and punishing illegal behavior. 66 Persistent violence also erodes
traditional inhibitions and accustoms citizens to viewing violence as a legitimate
way to resolve conflict. 67 Crime erodes social capital in the future, and low social
capital, in turn, breeds crime. 68 In short, crime spirals are easy to start—but
infinitely harder to break.
Second, a series of domestic, regional, and global trends will encourage the
spread of crime in Latin America during the years ahead. Scholars have linked
criminal behavior to factors ranging from income level to employment status,
family background, marital status, education level, national ethnic fragmentation,
and credibility of deterrent institutions, but recent research has convincingly
demonstrated that income inequality is the strongest determinant of violent
65

Pablo Fajnzylber, Daniel Lederman, and Norman Loayza, “What Causes Violent Crime?”
(Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998), pp. 3–7.
66
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67
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America and the World (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998); and Arriagada, “Latin America
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inertia, as a climate of criminality removes social inhibitions against deviant behavior. The classic
statement of this argument is James Q. Wilson and George Kelling, “Broken Windows,” Atlantic
Monthly 211 (March 1982): 29– 37. Even critics who disagree with the controversial policy
recommendations of Wilson and Kelling nonetheless generally agree that the appearance of chaos
and disorder within a community can encourage crime.
68
Daniel Lederman, Norman Loayza, and Ana María Menendez, “Violent Crime: Does Social
Capital Matter?” Economic Development and Cultural Change 3 (April 2002): 509–539; Richard
Rosenfeld, Steven F. Messner, and Eric P. Baumer, Social Capital and Homicide (Saint Louis:
University of Missouri Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 1999).
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crime. 69 This finding bodes ill for crime-reduction efforts in the short term for
several reasons. At the most basic level, income inequality in Latin America has
worsened in the past two decades, leaving the region with the worst income
inequality on the world. 70 Worse yet, the experience of the past two decades
suggests that pro-growth policies that reduce relative poverty may increase
income inequality in the short term—particularly in societies that already
demonstrate high levels of income inequality. 71 In other words, addressing one
determinant of crime may inadvertently worsen another.
Other domestic trends will worsen patterns of crime and violence. There is a
strong correlation worldwide between population “youth bulges” and high urban
crime rates, and households in cities with rapidly expanding populations are more
likely to be victimized than households in cities with stable population levels. 72
Latin America’s percentage of the total world population is expected to remain
stable in the decades ahead because of successful family planning policies in
Brazil and Mexico, a fact that has prompted some observers to play down the
importance of changing demographics in Latin America. But the region’s average
population growth masks ominous trends in several countries. According to U.S.
Census Bureau projections, between 2000 and 2020 populations will increase by
more than 60 percent in Guatemala and Paraguay, 50 percent in Bolivia, and 40
percent in Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, suggesting that those
countries will experience a surge in crime as growing numbers of youths enter the
stagnant job market. 73 The fact that crime tends to be an urban phenomenon—and
Latin America leads the world in the number and size of urban “megacities”—
indicates that the combination of population density, accelerated rates of
urbanization, and persistent income inequality will fuel more violence in the years
ahead. 74
69
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The explosive growth of international crime groups—particularly those that
engage in narcotics trafficking—will add to the incidence of violent crime in the
region. To be sure, organized crime groups do not automatically resort to violence
to further their aims; some maintain low profiles to avoid drawing attention to
their activities, and others actually enjoy a level of popular support because they
bring “peace” and material benefits to impoverished communities, thereby
denying police the pretext to move in. 75 These instances appear to be the
exception rather than the rule, however, particularly as crime cartels fragment and
fight for control of turf, neighborhoods, distribution networks, and even
government agencies. 76 Organized crime groups from Russia, Asia, and Japan are
establishing operations from Central America to the Southern Cone, and Latin
American drug traffickers are establishing footholds in new areas—rural
Argentina, northern Chile, southern Brazil—a development that portends further
corruption of civil society, state institutions, and even legitimate private-sector
activity. Finally, some countries in Latin America—traditionally a source and
transshipment point for narcotics—are beginning to experience a domestic drug
addiction crisis. If worldwide patterns hold true in Latin America, then the trend
portends a subsequent increase in drug-related crimes and violence in countries as
diverse as Brazil, Chile, and Mexico. 77 At a minimum, the trend suggests that
Washington’s counternarcotics policies, traditionally focused on eradication and
interdiction in Latin America, will need to significantly increase the attention and
resources devoted to demand-reduction efforts in the region.
A third and final factor that heralds a worsening of crime and violence is the
absence of political will to fashion credible anticrime strategies. The lack of focus
is confounding given the scope and magnitude of the problem, but several factors
appear to be driving the policy drift.
§

At the most basic level, crime is only one of several competing policy
concerns vying for attention from publics and political elite. Indeed, asked
to name their top concern, respondents region wide consistently cite other

but these incidents appear small in scale and are not sufficient to offset urban migration. See
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of the fighting between Colombia’s two insurgent groups, the paramilitaries, and the armed forces
occurs in rural areas.
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77
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factors—unemployment, job security, poverty, lack of health care—as
more immediate priorities. 78

78

§

The hardening of public attitudes described earlier apparently has
convinced large portions of the population that law-and-order measures
are a sufficient policy response; that pursuing long-term, comprehensive
solutions reflect “soft-on-crime” attitudes or are simply impractical in the
short term; and that the victims of crime and violence are, by and large,
members of the social underclass who brought their condition onto
themselves. 79

§

The transnatio nalization of crime described above also brings with it the
possibility of “state capture”—the opportunity for criminal groups to
influence or undercut law enforcement and criminal justice systems. The
ability of drug cartels to influence government policy in Bolivia,
Colombia, and Peru has been well documented, but transnational crime
groups also have penetrated law enforcement agencies, the courts,
legislators, and regulatory agencies from Mexico to Argentina, Brazil, and
the Caribbean, enabling these groups to undermine or thwart anticrime
policies at the working level. 80

§

Nationalistic sensitivities make even some of the most crime-ridden
countries reluctant to tackle crime and violence through multilateral
approaches. The government of Canada proposed an ambitious “human
security” agenda for the hemisphere-wide Summit of the Americas in
2000 but had to scale back the initiative in the face of diplomatic
complaints that the agenda would cast a pall on the region’s international
image. 81 When local officials in Venezuela announced in 2001 that they
had hired a former New York City police chief as an anticrime consultant,
President Chavez quickly overrode their decision, announcing that foreign
anticrime assistance represented “outside interference in [Venezuela’s]
internal affairs.”82
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Identifying Opportunities—and Pitfalls—for Anticrime
Efforts
Where, then, does this bleak outlook leave policymakers, international
development agencies, and donors looking to help reduce crime rates and boost
political and economic development in Latin America? The conundrum is
obvious. There is alarmingly much that we do not know about crime in Latin
America—what patterns of policing are most effective, how different crimes
respond to different deterrents, and even the role of political culture in
determining whether some societies have different thresholds for tolerating
violence—and these gaps undoubtedly include vital information that could help
fashion successful anticrime strategies. But calls for “more research” are
impractic al and platitudinous for governments already facing some of the world’s
highest crime rates and under growing pressure to “do something” now. The
inability to fundamentally alter income inequality in the short term (and the lack
of political consensus on how to remedy it) suggests that reformers stand their
best chance of progress in devising institutional and social reforms that target atrisk communities, strengthen deterrent institutions, and alter the incentive
structures for would-be criminals. 83 None of these approaches are “solutions” in
and of themselves, but for those governments that appear genuinely willing to
address the growing crime crisis, the successful experiences of some national and
local governments—worldwide and locally—suggest certain lessons that could
help governments take modest steps forward. Several important lessons stand out,
both from successful reforms and failed ones.
First, it is clear that the international donor community needs to move
strategies for crime reduction and preve ntion to center stage. Of the $4.4 billion in
development assistance the World Bank devoted to Latin America and the
Caribbean in 2001, less than 1 percent was allocated for rule of law programs.
The majority of that amount was directed at civil courts rather than the criminal
justice system, because World Bank internal guidelines require that bank
activities have a clear and direct impact of economic activity, and bank officials
maintain the position that criminal justice reform has no clear economic impact. 84
If IDB estimates of crime’s impact on economic development are even close to
accurate, then clearly crime has a strong and direct impact on economic activity,
and the World Bank is justified in elevating crime-prevention efforts and
criminal-justice reform to the status it currently affords issues such as
environmental-resource management, gender- inclusion programs, and electronicprocurement programs for government ministries. 85
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Second, in searching for effective anticrime strategies, the donor community
and Latin American governments should not allow the elusive quest for the
complete and comprehensive strategy to become an excuse for immobilism.
Policymakers and development agencies repeatedly—and correctly—stress that
any durable, lasting approach to crime reduction should be holistic and
comprehensive, targeting the multiple causes of crime, addressing prevention, and
incorporating policy tools ranging from medical to educational and judicial
remedies. 86 The guidance is true enough, but it runs the risk of being impractical,
given that most governments lack the resources for major anticrime reforms, most
“root causes” of crime cannot be solved in the short term, and governments are
under pressure to produce results immediately. 87 Even though there are no silver
bullets to solve the region’s crime epidemic, there are in fact some simple,
affordable, and practical steps that have successfully strengthened deterrent
institutions or reduced crime in Latin America. Many of these initiatives are
modest or targeted enough that they do not rely on broader macroeconomic trends
and generally involve modest outlays or reallocating existing resources. For
example:

86

§

Aid officials report that successful crime-prevention programs throughout
the region have included diverse preemptive measures ranging from
curriculum changes in public schools to regular visits by healthcare
providers to at-risk homes, controls on alcohol and firearms sales, and
curfews. 88

§

Community policing programs that have sought greater public input and
replaced feckless, random police patrolling with targeted saturation of atrisk communities have reduced crime rates in parts of El Salvador and
Brazil, while police hotlines enabling citizens to anonymously report
crimes without fear of retribution have seen explosive growth in
Argentine, Chile, El Salvador, and Uruguay. 89

§

Alternative dispute resolution has decongested court dockets in Chile,
strengthening the deterrent capabilities of the courts, while alternative
sentencing in Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, and Belize has
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reduced prison overcrowding and enabled officials in the criminal justice
systems there to embark on modest rehabilitation efforts. 90
The international community is well positioned to help Latin America
strengthen its deterrent institutions in ways that increase the state’s ability to
prosecute crimes while protecting civil liberties of the accused. For example,
currently more than 20 countries in the region are reforming their criminal justice
systems by adopting aspects of U.S.-style oral, adversarial proceedings, moving
away from the plodding, inquisitorial systems inherited from the colonial era. 91
International donors can lend vital expertise to ease the rocky transition as local
law enforcement and judicial officers struggle to learn, operationalize, and
routinize new roles. Washington does need to shoulder the load on these reforms,
however—and probably should not, given its own lack of familiarity with Roman
law systems and poor track record “exporting” U.S.-style legal codes—and an
international division of labor may yield more dividends. Observers note that
Latin America’s “hybrid” legal systems have more in common with legal systems
of France, Italy, Portugal, and Spain than with the United States, suggesting that
some European Union donors may be more logical candidates to provide training
and expertise. 92
Third, the dramatic region-wide crime spike masks the fact that promising
models for reducing crime and violence can be found at the local and grassroots
level, a surprising development given the fact that most municipal and subnational
governments face resources constraints even more austere than national
governments.

90

§

Some municipalities in Colombia dramatically reduced homicide rates
through a mix of curfews, limits on sales of alcohol, access to justice
programs, educational curriculum reform, gun buyback programs, and
changes in police oversight during the 1990s. 93

§

In Argentina, following a series of ineffective federal government
initiatives in 2000–2001, residents from 30 different neighborhoods in and
around Buenos Aires joined together to design strategies for sharing
information about roving criminal gangs, constructing maps of crime
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patterns, and identifying priority areas for better lighting and police
patrolling. 94
§

Local police officials in another neighborhood of Buenos Aires introduced
incentive structures modeled after reforms in Madrid, Spain, in which new
pay and promotion systems were based on factors such as how quickly
police responded to requests for backup support, processed paperwork
associated with an arrest, or responded to emergency calls from distressed
residents. Local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) gave the program
high marks in its early phases. 95

Fourth, the quest for innovative government solutio ns also should recognize
that some of the most promising anticrime strategies involve an active role for the
private sector and civil society organization, either individually or though publicprivate partnerships. Indeed, a worldwide review of development projects has
found that government partnerships with local nongovernmental organizations,
think tanks, and university research centers helps broaden the community of
stakeholders, achieves economies of scale in projects with limited financial
resources, fine-tunes programs through trial and error, and facilitates the handoff
to local actors once the donor community withdraws. 96 The Chamber of
Commerce in Caracas funded some of the city’s crime- mapping efforts in 2001,
while El Salvador’s leading private-sector organization financed communitypolicing programs in rural El Salvador that helped reduce homicides by 67
percent and carjackings by 42 percent in less than two years. 97 Alarmed by
spiraling crime and increasing insurance costs, leading business groups in
Argentina and Honduras organized a series of anticrime marches demanding
congressional action on several long-stalled criminal justice reforms. 98
Fifth, national and local governments also can work with the private sector to
incorporate anticrime features into urban planning through public bidding and
contracting processes, zoning regulations, building codes, and tax incentives.
94
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Experience in large and mid-sized cities in Australia, Europe, Japan, and the
United States has demonstrated that urban design can contribute significantly to
crime reduction through a series of simple measures, many of which can be
retrofitted to existing infrastructure such as public housing projects and planned
communities. These measures include requiring contractors to install reinforced
door locks, shatterproof windows, and closed-circuit television or surveillance
cameras; placing windows along high- traffic corridors; limiting the points of entry
to encourage facial recognition among residents while reducing transient
pedestrian traffic; installing more evenly distributed lighting; introducing
landscape designs that create wide spaces easily viewed by residents, neighbors,
and bystanders; and introducing the use of magnetic identification cards. 99 The
fact that these relatively simple and cost-effective innovations have contributed to
reduced crime rates in urban settings on three different continents suggests that
they would have some application in Latin America, as well.
Sixth, governments can take concrete steps to reduce the supply of handguns
that are used in an increasing share of violent crimes in most of Latin America. 100
The World Bank and United Nations have noted that the growing use of firearms
in the commission of crimes in Mexico and Central America account for the
increasing lethality of crime there, and São Paulo police have found that handguns
are used in nearly 90 percent of all homicides—and that illegally imported U.S.
handguns are used in more than half of those cases. 101 Despite widespread
cynicism, gun amnesties in New York City in the mid-1990s led to the surrender
of more than 10,000 firearms in one week, narrowing the range and types of guns
on the street and facilitating ballistics testing. 102 Gun amnesties and buyback
programs have also been surprisingly successful in crime-plagued districts in
Argentina and Guatemala, and Nicaraguan officials encouraged thousands of rural
peasants to trade in firearms for vocational training and agricultural credits. 103 At
99
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a minimum, governments in the region—particularly the United States and Brazil,
homes to thriving small arms industries—can reduce the flow of black- market
guns by fully implementing and enforcing the InterAmerican Convention Against
the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, a measure that would
help reduce arms trafficking by implementing a standardized system for marking
weapons at the point of manufacture and point of import. 104
Reform- minded officials and the international donors who fund these
anticrime efforts must bear in mind several cautionary points, because failed
crime-reduction efforts offer important lessons, as well. At the most basic level,
more is not necessarily better. Faced with calls for immediate action, governments
typically opt for a standard package of policies—more police, more judges, and
more resources for law enforcement agencies. The approach is understandable
enough given what we know about the region’s overburdened criminal justice
institutions and the fact that such steps represent an easily quantifiable metric. But
there is considerable reason to doubt the wisdom of such an approach. Research
from other regions of the world has repeatedly shown no clear correlation
between crime rates and numbers of police, particularly when there have been no
corresponding efforts to correct the underlying conditions that led to criminal
activity in the first place. 105 Anecdotal evidence suggests a similar pattern in Latin
American. Mexico has the highest number of police officers per person in Latin
America, but also one of the highest crime rates, while increases in the number of
police officers in Argentina and pay raises for police in São Paulo, Brazil, have
had no impact on crime rates there. 106 Similarly, many Latin American
governments already have more judges per citizen and spend a higher percentage
of their national budgets on the judiciary than the United States, Spain, or
Japan. 107 Without first developing a coherent plan for allocating and deploying
additional resources, funding increases alone may be duplicative,
counterproductive, and amount to throwing good money after bad. 108
In designing future crime-reduction strategies, donors need to be acutely
aware of the fact that the sequencing of institutional reform matters significantly.
If Latin American governments opt for policies that increase the number of
104
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police, it is imperative that they first establish mechanisms for enhancing
accountability and transparency, particularly given the fact that police forces
account for a disproportionate share of homicides in some countries. 109 Past police
and judicial reform efforts region wide have consistently demonstrated that those
agencies targeted for reform are the most resistant to change. 110 The experience of
New York City is instructive. While the city’s “zero tolerance” policies received
the lion’s share of media attention in the 1990s, a crucial factor in the success of
the anticrime program was the introduction of greater internal accountability: new
metrics to measure success and failure; precinct commanders empowered with
greater disciplinary tools; and standardized complaint forms to reduce the
discretionary and potentially abusive powers of frontline officers. 111 In Latin
America, some of the most promising mechanisms for ensuring accountability
include the impressive growth of “ombudsman” offices to investigate public
complaints against government agencies in Guatemala, Honduras, and Peru;
civilian review boards composed of members of the bar association, private
sector, judiciary, and public prosecutor’s office in Argentina; and an Office for
the Defense of Human Rights in El Salvador. 112 In short, more resources first
require more efficiency and more accountability, and these factors must be
addressed alongside or prior to any funding increases.
Latin American governments and the international donor community also
should rethink their current fascination with state-of-the-art anticrime
technologies as solutions to the region’s crime woes. To be sure, sophisticated
crime- mapping programs in the United States have successfully identified certain
neighborhoods and buildings that account for a statistically disproportionate share
109
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of all reported crimes, enabling law enforcement authorities to focus resources on
troubled locations. 113 Computerized crime- mapping technologies were a key
ingredient in helping New York City anticipate crime waves and preemptively
target at-risk communities. Deployment of similar technologies in Caracas helped
reduce crime rates there in the late 1990s. 114 Such technologies also can help
determine whether government policies are actually reducing crime or merely
displacing it to different communities, a familiar pattern in Latin America. 115 New
technologies can also strengthen the institutional capacities of the criminal justice
system, and have been shown to streamline basic recordkeeping operations in
Guatemala, reducing opportunities for corruption. 116
But there are practical limits that ought to dampen the international
community’s enthusiasm.

113

§

Criminal cases involving DNA sampling, fingerprint matching, and
biometric identification, for example, currently account for less than 5
percent of police caseload in Latin America, and studies worldwide
demonstrate that the key to crime-solving efforts usually is whether the
public—victims or witnesses—provide police with information that helps
identify the suspect. 117 These findings raise the possibility that more basic
training and skills building—and efforts to enhance police credibility and
trust with the public—would be a more cost-effective way of building
institutional capacity.

§

Studies of the U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID’s)
previous judicial reform efforts in Latin America also have found an
overreliance on technology and administrative automation as a source of
change, only to find that unaccountable bureaucrats have misused or
abandoned the technology once the foreign donors depart the local
scene. 118
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§

Finally, better technology in the hands of police is hardly a solution if
police and judicial agents are unaccountable or part of the criminal
structure. These patterns suggest that donors should rethink where such
technology procurement efforts fit into a broader list of priorities and
when they should be introduced into the reform effort.

Three final points stand out, none of which is encouraging. First, reformers
need to anticipate the likelihood that incremental reforms—even well-designed
and thoroughly democratic ones—face a dauntingly uphill battle. In the best case,
they will invariably bring with them potential trade-offs and unintended
consequences that governments, civil society, and international development
agencies may consider unacceptable because they undercut or contradict other
developmental goals. 119

119

§

For example, proponents of community policing correctly stress the
importance of frequent community-police interactions, but opponents
question whether it is desirable—particularly given Latin America’s weak
democratic traditions—to institutionalize a process in which most of the
best intelligence police receive comes from residents reporting on their
neighbors. 120 Community policing rightly invites greater public input into
selecting target neighborhoods, but these same efforts tend to invite
reprisals from criminals by making it easier to identify perceived
“informants.”121

§

Brazilian researchers have identified a strong and positive correlation
between crime and youths with idle time on their hands and have found
that lowering working-age requirement laws has contributed to reducing
at-risk behavior—but at the potential cost of backsliding on internationally
accepted child labor standards. 122 Similarly, researchers have found that
increasing the income of young males through minimum-wage hikes
significantly reduces the likelihood that they will commit violent crimes—
but increases by a similar percentage the likelihood that they will become
a victim of crime during the same period. 123
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§

Laudable efforts to reduce judicial delays by adopting more efficient,
transparent oral proceedings—a move away from plodding and secretive
written proceedings of Roman law systems—initially caused trial delays
to more than double in Argentina and Uruguay as judges and prosecutors
struggled to learn new procedures, clogging court dockets and causing
prison populations to swell. 124 Conversely, Venezuela enacted a criminal
code that eased the much-abused practice of pretrial detentions, but the
measure inadvertently returned more than 2,000 repeat offenders to the
streets and caused urban crime rates to skyrocket in a matter of weeks. 125

Second, the scope of the crime crisis is so severe that even comprehensive,
holistic programs, implemented by well- intentioned and accountable, democratic
governments, can do all the right things and still simply fail. World Bank
researchers have detailed programs targeting at-risk communities in Central
America that have involved close collaboration with NGOs, subsidized credits for
at-risks youths, job-skills training, and financial aid, only to find the program
failed because the crime-plagued communities lacked the requisite social capital
to make the efforts succeed. 126 Seemingly comprehensive reforms of the criminal
justice system in Buenos Aires and Cordoba Provinces enacted in the 1990s were
followed by a dramatic increase in crime rates because of the onset of the worst
economic crisis in 50 years. 127
Finally, and perhaps most distressingly, the sad reality is that some
governments in the region will simply not want to support significant crimereduction programs, even as they pay lip service to such efforts and accept
financial support from international donors. Current debates on crime-reduction
strategies—prevention versus deterrence, narcotics demand reduction versus
supply reduction, and so forth—all assume that Latin American governments are
committed to effective anticrime strategies and that the chief obstacles to success
are financial, bureaucratic, and technical. That assumption clearly merits closer
scrutiny. Organized crime groups have been credibly linked to senior officials in
successive Colorado Party governments in Paraguay, the Guatemalan Republican
Front Party in Guatemala, factions of the Liberal Party in Colombia, and various
local governments in Brazil, Central America, and Mexico, among others. 128
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While no government in the region actively promotes street crime as a matter of
policy, there are compelling indications that some governments are involved in
(or deliberately indifferent to) the same narcotics-related activities that fuel
ordinary street crime downstream. What appears to be a “crime problem” may in
fact reflect a “regime problem.” No amount of international assistance can remedy
that shortcoming, and donors may be forced to think of ways to work creatively
around rather than with corrupt regimes. 129 Clearly, none of the policy options is
easy. But unless and until Latin American governments are ready to begin making
the hard choices, crime and violence will only grow, with the fate of Latin
America’s fragile democratic and economic development hanging in the balance.

Threat,” Los Angeles Times, December 31, 2000, p. A3; and “Investigan mafia rusa en C.A.,”
Prensa Gráfica, May 9, 2000, p. A1.
129
Jordan, Drug Politics: Dirty Money and Democracy, chapter one.

30 Crime, Democracy, and Development in Latin America

About the Author
Dr. William C. Prillaman is a Federal Executive Fellow at the Brookings
Institution in Washington, D.C. He is the author of The Judiciary and Democratic
Decay in Latin America (Praeger, 2000) and a contributor to Legal Systems of the
World: A Political, Social, and Cultural Encyclopedia (ABC-CLIO, 2002). His
work has also appeared in publications such as the Washington Times, Christian
Science Monitor, National Review, Proceedings, and Intelligence and National
Security. The views expressed here are his own and do not necessarily reflect
those of the United States government.

