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Introduction

In Latin America and the Caribbean, widespread popular
discontent stems from chronic problems that impact the
daily lives of the population, who expect urgent solutions
that democratically elected leaders consistently fail to
deliver. This persistent failure of democracies to address
issues ranging from corruption to inequality and insecurity
has created a fertile environment for populist and
authoritarian leaders to justify public policies that violate
human rights and undermine the fundamental principles of
the rule of law.

Few issues highlight this as clearly as the problem of
insecurity, which is a central concern for all governments

in Latin America and the Caribbean today. In a region
embroiled in constant electoral cycles, leaders—both during
campaigns and in office—tend to rely on attractive, simple,
and vote-winning responses.

Faced with legitimate demands for urgent and effective
solutions, mano dura approaches have often prevailed.
In its most crude form, there is the case of El Salvador,
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where the government has gained immense popularity after
effectively reducing homicide and extortion rates, despite
the high cost to democracy of the measures adopted.
However, despite evidence of the excesses committed
during implementation, no other widely recognized model
has shown comparable effectiveness. When in fear,
citizens are often willing to sacrifice guarantees.

To counter the prevailing narrative in the region that
suggests that improving security necessarily comes at the
cost of individual rights and democracy, it is essential to
work on a democratic security agenda. The deterioration
of the region’s democracies calls for more democracy, not
less.

Any security policy grounded in the rule of law and moving
in this direction must take the following four key points into
consideration.


https://www.thedialogue.org/

1. Measures that combine an effective criminal enforcement policy with the due process of law, to
investigate and prosecute those who commit crimes, alongside a social prevention policy aimed at
controlling the conditions that drive many people, especially the youth, into delinquency.

2. This combined approach must transcend the traditional ideology-based polarization of public policies
in Latin America by articulating punitive policies—typically promoted by center-right or right-wing
governments—and social policies—usually proposed by left-wing or center-left governments.

3. Given the complexity of addressing the structural causes of crime, it is necessary to craft long-lasting
security policies, which essentially requires some level of consensus among various political players,
regardless of who is (or will be) in power and who is (or will be) in opposition.

4. Due to the transnational reach of organized crime, regional coordination and cooperation are also
essential to address these problems.

That said, a public policy that includes all the aforementioned elements is of little use if it cannot be
effectively communicated to the population. Without this, there can be no citizen buy-in or interest in the
issue, nor will there be incentives for politicians, who seek votes to gain and maintain power, to appropriate
this agenda as their own—and then implement it. A strategic communication policy is paramount for the
success of any security policy and to begin changing the prevailing narrative across the region.

This paper explores potential guidelines for an alternative public policy that addresses insecurity both
democratically and effectively. It does not seek to settle the debate, but rather to contribute to an urgently
needed discussion to further develop guidelines to strengthen democracy in the region. The conclusions
are based on our research and a series of closed workshops conducted by the Peter D. Bell Rule of Law
Program of the Inter-American Dialogue in the region, in collaboration with local counterparts. These
workshops bring together diverse stakeholders who offer different and complementary perspectives.

In the workshops, participants analyze the problem of insecurity in each country, review the lessons learned
from security policies implemented to date, examine the criteria for a security policy grounded in the rule

of law, and develop recommendations for its strategic communication to decision-makers and the general
public.



Insecurity and Democracy
In Latin America

Despite the absence of significant war threats, Latin
America and the Caribbean is still the world’s most

violent region. According to 2021 statistics from the

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 34%
of the world’s homicide victims in 2021 were from the
Americas—where the rates in the United States and Canada
are very low—and 8 of the 10 countries with the highest
homicide rates are in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Central America, in particular, has the highest and most
volatile homicide rate (UNODC, 2023). According to UNODC
(2023) data, around half of the murders in Latin America
were caused by score-settling and conflicts between
criminal groups. Additionally, according to the 2023
Latinobarémetro, over 30% of Latin Americans were victims
of crime over the past twelve months (Latinobarémetro,
2023).

The high levels of violence are primarily attributed to
organized crime and drug-trafficking, which are not new
problems but are evolving challenges linked to illegal
markets, structural issues such as a weak rule of law,
inequality, and unemployment. Factors like record levels
of drug and firearms production have contributed to

about half of the homicides in the region (UNODC, 2023).
Countries such as Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Jamaica,
and Uruguay, in particular, show an exponential increase in
violence closely linked to the rise in organized crime and
drug-trafficking (InSight Crime, 2024). Even in Uruguay, a
country with stronger democratic institutions, the homicide
rate reached 11.2 per 100,000 inhabitants, up from 7.6 per
100,000 in 2013, reflecting an approximate 47% increase
(Inter-American Dialogue & Agora, 2024).

Despite persistently high levels of violence and the
worrying rise in organized crime and drug trafficking,
overall violence in the region has decreased over the

past decade (UNODC, 2023). However, the perception of
insecurity has grown in the same period. According to
Latinobarédmetro (2023), citizen insecurity is the third most
concerning issue for Latin Americans (13.2%), following
unemployment (13.4%) and the economy (15.2%). The
sense of insecurity among Latin Americans is directly
correlated with their lack of trust in police forces, the
judicial system, public institutions, and the political system.
In 2018, 44% of Latin Americans believed the police were
involved in criminal activity (Muggah & Aguirre Tobdn,
2018), and in 2023, 60.4% and 44.6% reported having little
or no trust in the police and armed forces, respectively.
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Furthermore, 68.7% also have little or no confidence in the
judicial institutions (Latinobarémetro, 2023), and those
who feel unsafe trust political institutions 3% less than
those who perceive less crime (Muggah & Aguirre Tobon,
2018), with 70.2% of citizens in the region having little or
no trust in their governments (Latinobarémetro, 2023).
Additionally, criminal violence has an economic cost,

with the estimated total financial burden ranging between
$114.5 billion and $170.4 billion per year, or $300 per
capita (Muggah & Aguirre Tobdn, 2018). The increase in
the perception of insecurity may also be due to the rise

in violent crimes—where the proliferation of firearms and
drug-trafficking have escalated armed violence (Solmirano,
2023; Sanjurjo, 2020)—and their public visibility, partly
through the widespread dissemination of images and
information by mass media, including social media.

The trend towards “mano dura”
policies has increased support

for non-democratic governments

that promise to solve security

problems.

The tendency to address this problem through mano dura
policies has directly impacted democracy in the region.

Not only do governments resort to mano dura policies
when they cannot show short- or medium-term results to
the security problem through mechanisms within the realm
of the rule of law, but Latin Americans are also willing to
support them as long as they restore public order. The
percentage of people willing to accept a non-democratic
government if it resolves their problems has increased from
46.5% in 2016 to 51% in 2023 (Latinobarémetro, 2023).

According to the latest report from The Economist (2024),
Latin America and the Caribbean experienced their eighth
consecutive decline in democratic standards in 2023, with
the regional average dropping to 5.68, down from 5.79 in
2022. Only just over 1% of the region’s population lives in a
full democracy.
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DIALOGUE

This trend of increasing democratic disaffection and
emerging authoritarian tendencies is having harmful
effects on human rights and civil liberties, prompting
statements from organizations such as the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR) and the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
(2023). In a joint statement, they emphasized that
repressive solutions that undermine human rights in favor
of security are unsustainable in the long term, as they lead
to the weakening of institutions, checks and balances,
judicial independence, and democracy. The Inter-American
Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) has stated that the use

of armed forces to combat citizen insecurity should be
limited, since “they are trained to fight against enemies

and not to protect and control civilians,” (...) (2007); if they
must engage in such tasks, it should be done exceptionally,
subordinately, complementarily, and under strict regulation
and supervision (IACHR, 2007; IACHR, 2023), ensuring their
actions do not result in human rights violations.

Meanwhile, the United Nations Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres’ New Agenda for Peace suggests that overly
securitized responses can be counterproductive, as they
tend to reinforce the very dynamics they seek to eliminate.
The long-term repercussions of these responses, such as
human rights violations, increased gender inequalities, and
the distortion of local economies, can become significant
factors driving recruitment into terrorist or armed groups
(UN, 2023). Furthermore, citizen security initiatives are
rarely evaluated—only about 7% of documented ones are
(Muggah & Aguirre Tobdn, 2018)—limiting the evidence
available to resolve security issues within the framework of
the rule of law and democracy.

Punitive policies weaken

democracy and human rights,

and can perpetuate insecurity.

4

The Salvadoran Model

For decades, Salvadorans have suffered atrocious violence
committed by gangs. Successive governments have

been unable or unwilling to ensure citizens’ day-to-day
security. Against this backdrop, the popularity of President

Nayib Bukele comes at no surprise, given the significant
reduction in homicide and extortion rates obtained by his
administration. However, neither Bukele nor his supporters,
at home or abroad, are willing to seriously debate the cost
of these policies, their long-term sustainability, or the
consequences of dismantling democratic institutions in the
country.

On March 27, 2022, the Salvadoran government adopted

a state of emergency, initially for 30 days, to address a
surge in gang violence. The state of emergency has been
extended several times and remains in effect. Under this
emergency regime, 79,211 people had been detained as of
April 2024, according to official figures (Cristosal, 2024).

The measures adopted by the government have
successfully reduced extortion and homicide rates, directly
impacting the quality of life for citizens, who can now
move more freely in parks, beaches, and run businesses
without fear of extortion by criminal gangs. Homicides,
which had been progressively decreasing since 2015,
have further declined, reaching a rate of 2.4 homicides per
100,000 inhabitants in 2023, according to official figures
(EI Salvador National Civil Police, 2024). While changes

in the methods of recording homicides hinder an exact
determination of the true extent of the decline, there is
little doubt that the homicide rate in EI Salvador—formerly
among the highest globally—has significantly decreased.

However, the security policies adopted by Bukele's
government have resulted in widespread human rights
violations. Many Salvadorans with no gang ties have been
arbitrarily detained, especially in low-income communities.
According to human rights organizations, some detainees
have been tortured, at least 265 have died in custody

under circumstances that were not properly investigated,
and thousands have been subjected to abusive criminal
proceedings without due process and have remained
incommunicado (Cristosal, 2024). Authorities have inflicted
immense suffering by refusing to provide information
about the detainees’ whereabouts to their families, in what
amount to enforced disappearances under international law
(Cristosal & Human Rights Watch, 2022).

Bukele has advanced this agenda due to two central
factors. First, he swiftly dismantled democratic institutions
upon taking office in 2019, including the co-opting of

the Supreme Court and the replacement of the Attorney
General with an ally. This concentration of power has
allowed him to commit all sorts of abuses without any
internal checks. In fact, at the 2023 UN General Assembly,
Bukele claimed that he could not have implemented these
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security policies with the previous court and attorney
general (CNN en Espafiol, 2023).

The second factor has been his immense popularity.
According to a 2024 AS/COA report, Bukele is the most
popular president in Latin America, with an 88% approval
rating (Harrison & Vilcarino, 2024).

Data from the AmericasBarometer indicates that
satisfaction with democracy in El Salvador has increased
under Bukele's administration, rising from 58.6% in 2018/19
(Zechmeister & Lupu, 2019) to 67% in 2023 (Lupu et al.,
2023). His popularity is due to both the security results and
the massive investment in strategic communication that
has allowed him to sell a model highlighting achievements
and obscuring the adverse impacts these measures have
had on human rights, the rule of law, and democracy in the
country
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With this popularity and control over the judiciary,

Bukele was able to run for reelection, despite several
constitutional clauses prohibiting it. There were serious
questions about measures taken before the elections that
facilitated the incumbent party’s legislative victory in 2024,
as well as criticisms of how the results were announced.
Nevertheless, Bukele was reelected by a wide margin.

He won 84.6% of the vote, with a difference of more

than 78 points over the other candidates, and his party,
Nuevas Ideas, secured 54 of the 60 available seats in the
Legislative Assembly.

El Salvador’'s model has reduced violence but at a high cost to the rule

of law and democracy.
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A PUBLIC SECURITY POLICY
WITH A DUAL APPROACH

In all the workshops conducted by the Inter-American Dialogue to date, and in interviews with subject matter
experts, there has been a consensus on the need for a dual approach to public security combining effective
investigation and criminal punishment measures, ensuring due process, with social policies aimed at
preventing crime and promoting social inclusion. These latter measures include crime prevention programs,
access to education, job opportunities, and community development, with a focus on vulnerable areas and
populations, to address the structural causes of crime. Such policies require effective coordination among
various public offices, which should be prioritized by the government, and benefit from the support of the
citizenry and key sectors of society, such as the business community.

The following analysis examines three examples where this combination of factors successfully reduced
insecurity levels providing an overview of the policies implemented at the national level in Guatemala, and
the subnational levels in Sdo Paulo and Bogota.* While no model is flawless or applicable across the board,
these examples illustrate that enhancing security conditions does not require the sacrifice of democratic
guarantees, and present measures that potentially be explored for other jurisdictions.

GUATEMALA

Guatemala was once considered among the region's most violent countries due to high homicide rates in the
late 1990s and early 2000s, though its violence levels have been relatively lower than those of El Salvador
and Honduras. Guatemala hit its highest homicide rates in the early 2010s, but since then, there has been a
progressive reduction in lethal violence. In 2022 and 2023, homicide rates hit historic lows of 17.30 and 16.70
per 100,000 inhabitants, respectively. The AmericasBarometer survey also showed a slight reduction in the
perception of insecurity in 2023, with 41.3% of people feeling “somewhat unsafe” or “very unsafe,” compared
to 44% in 2021 (Lupu et al., 2023).

While there were improvements in reducing lethal violence, issues such as violence against women,
disappearances, extortion, drug-trafficking in border areas and regions with weak state presence, and
organized crime remain. There is a general consensus on the key factors driving the reduction in homicide
rates:

» Institutional Strengthening: Increased training, equipment, and use of technology in judicial and law-
enforcement institutions.

* The Guatemala section is based on work conducted by the Inter-American Dialogue and Cristosal, with conclusions presented in a publication by both organizations, cited in the bibliography. Sources
for the Séo Paulo and Bogota cases are listed in the bibliography section at the end of this document.



» Strategic Criminal Prosecution (2009-2018): The traditional case-by-case approach was replaced with
investigations targeting criminal phenomena and structures. This was complemented by the transfer of
some capabilities from the International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) to the Public
Prosecutor’s Office and the strengthening of criminal investigation police.

» Social Policy Initiatives: Programs like “Open Schools” had a positive and lasting impact.

On issues such as homicides, both the Public Prosecutor’s Office and the National Civil Police of Guatemala
have maintained strategic investigation practices, remaining largely unaffected by the country’s political
divide, despite the weakening of capacities in other areas, such as the dismantling of the Special Prosecutor's
Office against Impunity (FECI) and the persecution of justice operators who investigated sensitive crimes,
many of whom have now been criminally prosecuted or forced into exile. While technical cooperation has
supported the investigations, it is crucial to further develop and transfer capabilities to national authorities
through international cooperation and technical assistance frameworks. Additionally, it is worth looking into
the feasibility of applying this approach to the investigation of other violent crimes affecting Guatemalan
society.

The following section describes the impacts of reforms and social programs:

» The National Commission for Police Reform (2009-2011) and the improvements in police personnel
training, increased budget, and the purging of “social cleansing” squads were fundamental in restoring
trust and improving the performance of the National Civil Police.

» Another good practice consisted in the implementation of an organized leadership structure such as
the one envisioned by the Charter Law of the National Security System, under the orbit of the Ministry of
the Interior and with civil society participation. This structure has enabled effective coordination among
all law-enforcement institutions and improved their strategic analysis capabilities regarding the security
context.

» The “Open Schools” Program, established during Alvaro Colom’s administration (2008-2012), aimed to
provide a safe and nurturing space for the overall development of children, youth, and adults from at-
risk communities on weekends. It extended the use of school facilities for free extracurricular activities,
such as arts, sports, and personal development, increasing student retention in the educational system.
This program was implemented in 220 schools and benefited approximately 100,000 people. It positively
impacted the youth and communities, preventing the youth from being recruited into gangs and engaging
into other illegal activities.

Among the challenges and limitations, it is important to note that Guatemala has repeatedly implemented
states of emergency since the Peace Accords of 1996, partly to address security conditions. Unlike strategic
criminal prosecution, the police reforms or the “Open Schools” program, these measures only had a short-
term effect on crime and resulted in consequences such as abuses of power and human rights violations
(Inter-American Dialogue & Cristosal, 2024).



SAO PAULO

The case of Sdo Paulo showcases a remarkable reduction in homicide rates since the early 2000s. After
reaching a peak of 52.2 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2000, the rate dropped to 6.1 in 2018. This
decrease has been sustained over time. According to the Brazilian Public Security Forum (2024), between
2022 and 2023, both the number of victims and the number of criminal acts resulting in homicide in Sdo Paulo
decreased by 10.4%. Most public policy changes to improve security and reduce homicides were introduced
during Covas' administration (1995-2001). However, they were further strengthened by Alckmin's government
(2001-2005), another member of the Brazilian Social Democracy Party, like Covas.

There is a general consensus on the key factors that have contributed to the reduction in homicide rates:

» The essential role of the Homicide and Individual Protection Department (DHPP): This department is
part of the civil police and is responsible for investigating homicides where the perpetrator is unknown.
In 2001, a plan was introduced to investigate homicides that included significant investment in promoting
and facilitating the identification and incarceration of repeat offenders. As a result, the number of
incarcerated murderers increased by 700%, and case resolution rates reached 65% in 2005, while the unit
responsible for mass murders and multiple homicides achieved a 95% resolution rate in 2003.

» Investments in Information Systems: These systems were implemented to georeference and track
the incidence of crimes and homicides in different areas of the State. This has enabled a more efficient
allocation of resources and personnel, sending more officers to high-crime areas and identifying targeted
responses to specific crimes in each location.

In turn, social and community programs, still in effect today, were implemented to help vulnerable youth stay
away from crime:

» “Young Apprentice” Program: Launched in 2000, this program provides theoretical training for
adolescents aged 14 to 17 from vulnerable backgrounds to prepare them for entry into the labor market.
Subsequently, they are assigned a paid job where they can apply the knowledge acquired during the first
stage of the program.

» “Young Worker”/“Young Citizen” Program: For those over 17 years old, this program provides
scholarships and guidance for entering the labor market.

» Community policing model: Introduced in 1997, this model sought not only to improve police services to
reduce crime but also to transform the police into an organization dedicated to protecting citizens' rights
and dignity. Based on the experience of countries like the United States, Canada, England, and Japan's
KOBAN program, officers were tasked with partnering with community groups and non-governmental
organizations to diagnose and address security-related problems. The model was based on the book
Community Policing: How to Get Started by Trojanowicz and Bucqueroux, which was translated in Rio de
Janeiro by the State's military police.



Finally, between 1999 and 2004, several measures were adopted to confiscate a large number of firearms,
which marked a milestone in Sdo Paulo’s history, coinciding with the initial drop in homicide rates.
Approximately 67% of homicides in Sdo Paulo were committed with firearms. Several hurdles and laws were
established to restrict civilians” access to firearms, and voluntary weapon surrender programs were organized
for their destruction. These regulations included:

» Law 9.437 (1997) by which illegal possession of firearms was classified as a crime, previously
considered a minor offense, making it harder to obtain firearms.

» The Disarmament Statute (2003), by which illegal firearm possession became a non-bailable crime.

Simultaneously, efforts were made to increase the efficiency of the military police in locating illegal firearms
among residents of high-violence neighborhoods, increasing the risk of imprisonment for carrying firearms on
the streets. As a result, young people from the outskirts were discouraged from doing so.

Several of these measures continue to be applied due to their positive results, although their continuity is in
doubt with the recent change in state government. The recent increase in deaths committed by the military
police and internal conflicts within the First Command of the Capital (PCC), an organized crime group, could
lead to a significant increase in violence, requiring effective measures to address this new scenario.

BOGOTA

Bogota’s approach to combating homicides has gained recognition both nationally and internationally for
having reduced its homicide rate by 65%. The United Nations, for example, has promoted Bogota's model to
neighboring countries and those in Central America. The successes of these security reforms have not been
short-lived: in 2022, the city achieved its lowest homicide rate since 1984. However, in 2023, these numbers
increased by 5.3% compared to 2022, reaching 13.4 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants.

The significant drop in homicides in Bogota can be attributed to policies and programs focused on
civic culture, the recovery of degraded areas and public spaces, and the institutionalization of security
management.

This section evaluates the period from 1995 to 2003, during which the model known as the “Mockus and
Peiialosa” model (named after the former mayors) was introduced.

» Focus on civic culture: Disarmament and alcohol consumption awareness programs were introduced, as
in Séo Paulo, since most murders were committed with firearms and in contexts where one of the parties
was under the influence.

» Continuity and strengthening: Despite their affiliation to different political parties, Enrique Pefalosa
continued and strengthened the public policies implemented by Mockus.



Key measures implemented include, among others:
» Firearm control:

Prohibition of carrying firearms in public spaces on weekends.

Restriction on retail alcohol sales in public establishments.

Campaigns in universities and high schools on the importance of self-moderation.
» Recovery of degraded areas:

Broken windows theory: Based on the idea that spaces with visible signs of neglect or abandonment
can incite criminal behavior, under the logic that “if a broken window is left unrepaired, all windows
will soon be broken” (Eskibel, 2017).

Projects to control public spaces in the city center and recover the Cartucho and San Victorino areas.
» Social assistance for displaced populations and young people with problematic drug use.

» Creation of Permanent Justice Units, which were temporary detention centers where offenders were
held for 48 hours while officials initiated formal proceedings against them. These units effectively served
as a deterrent by holding underage offenders, intoxicated individuals, and other offenders for 48 hours.

As to the institutional reforms, the Security Councils were consolidated, and police conduct was monitored
and evaluated through the Unified Information System on Violence and Crime, inspired by the New York
system. Significant resources were allocated to renew police transportation and communication equipment.
During this period, the total number of people arrested for various crimes increased by 324%, from 14,473 in
1994 t0 61,436 in 2002.



Strategic Communication

In a context of constant electoral cycles, the public

debate often centers on results. The narrative of mano
dura security policies has gained popular recognition,
particularly due to the strategic communication investment
by the Salvadoran government, which promotes its security
model as effective and exportable. Although this may not
be actually the case, it is hard to find a democratic security
narrative as widely accepted by the public throughout the
region.

In addition to being well-designed and implemented,

any potential security policy needs to be underpinned

by an effective communication strategy to influence
public debate and build social awareness and support.
Despite the existence of alternative models, particularly
at the subnational level, a rhetoric persists that promotes
harsher penalties or even drastic measures such as the
death penalty. To prevent this narrative from prevailing
and undermining confidence in effective and democratic
security policies, governments committed to solving
societal issues democratically should adopt measures such
as:

» Implementing a strategic communication policy:
With adequate funding, this policy should include
monitoring and tracking of surveys, media, and social
media to understand and provide a timely response
to the population’s main concerns. This includes not
only monitoring the impact of campaigns already
implemented but also diagnosing social concerns
and perceptions in advance. In this regard, timely
communication plays a key role in shifting public
debate—alternatively, the narrative is shaped by
whoever acts first (in this case, the mano dura
approach).

» Innovating in information dissemination: Use new
technologies and social media to spread information
more widely and reach diverse audiences, especially
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young people. This requires new formats, content,
platforms, and language different from traditional
ones, recognizing the potential of new platforms

and the risks associated to the protection of other
rights. Campaigns in this area should be bidirectional,
involving citizens actively; in other words, the public
should not merely receive information. This can be
achieved through specific activities and messages
appealing to emotions rather than the mere use of
hard data.

Demonstrating the effectiveness of security policies:
The narrative should emphasize the effectiveness

of security policies over rhetoric. Effective
communication must go beyond selling promises or
ideas about what a security policy under the rule of
law might look like; it should showcase the results of
specific policies. Highlighting evidence of successful,
healthier, and more effective alternative models

is essential, especially when aligned with societal
priorities. For example, if there is widespread public
support for an education-related policy, this can serve
as an effective entry point to spotlight how such
policies have positively impacted public security.

Narrating individual impact stories: Presenting
statistics alone is insufficient; it is crucial to share
stories of individuals who have benefited from
democratic alternatives that effectively combat
insecurity.

Raising awareness about the harm caused by mano
dura policies and corruption: Increase awareness

of the risks of abuse and lack of recourse within a
corrupt system. This includes educating those who
believe that mano dura policies benefit them, to foster
active participation in preventing and reporting abuses
and corruption. The message should convey that while
supporting policies that seem beneficial when one is
part of the majority enjoying security, such policies
can be detrimental when one becomes part of the
minority suffering abuses and lacking support.

Effectively communicating security policies is key for building public

support and countering the mano dura narrative.
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CONCLUSION

Adopting effective public security measures within the framework of the rule of law serves two fundamental
purposes. First, it addresses a primary concern of the public: our right to security and the state’s obligation
to guarantee it. Second, operating within the rule of law strengthens democratic institutions—currently under
threat—and helps counter the democratic decline in the region.

This underscores that effective public security models do not rely on mano dura or rights-violating policies.
Rather, these models can inform the development of effective, democratic public security proposals,
provided they are customized to address specific security challenges, adapted to local conditions, and
supported by a robust strategic communication plan.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights & Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights. (2023). Joint Declaration
for Security with Human Rights and Judicial Guarantees
in the Americas. Retrieved from_https://www.oas.
org/en/iachr/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/media_center/
preleases/2023/267.asp

Americas Quarterly, & Bullock, N. (21 March 2023). Countering El
Salvador’s Democratic Backsliding. Americas Quarterly.
Retrieved from https://americasquarterly.org/article/
countering-el-salvadors-democratic-backsliding/

CNN en Espafiol. (19 September 2023). Full Speech by Nayib Bukele at
the UN: El Salvador is the “Safest Country in Latin America.”
[Video file]. YouTube. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Y_BxX_kHM1M

Consejo de Bogota. (21 February 2024). New Shootout and Hitman
Case in Bogotd. Retrieved from https://concejodebogota.
gov.co/nueva-balacera-y-caso-de-sicariato-en-bogota/
chogota/2024-02-21/173702.php

Inter-American Court of Human Rights. (2007). Zambrano Vélez et

al v. Ecuador. Retrieved from https://www.corteidh.or.cr/
ver_ficha_tecnica.cfm?nld_Ficha=249&lang=es

Inter-American Court of Human Rights. (2007). Alvarado Espinoza et
al v. Mexico. Retrieved from https://www.corteidh.or.cr/
ver_ficha_tecnica.cfm?nld_Ficha=249&lang=es

Cristosal. (2024). Silence is Not an Option: Investigation into Torture,
Death, and Failed Justice in the State of Emergency

(Full report only available in Spanish). Retrieved from
https:/cristosal.org/ES/el-silencio-no-es-opcion-informe-

completo/

Cristosal & Human Right Watch. (7 December 2022). “We Can Arrest
Anyone We Want." Retrieved from_https://www.hrw.org/
report/2022/12/07/we-can-arrest-anyone-we-want/
widespread-human-rights-violations-under-el

Didlogo Interamericano & Agora. (2024). Uruguay: Insecurity and
Organized Crime. Retrieved from https://www.thedialogue.
org/analysis/uruguay-insecurity-and-organized-crime/

Didlogo Interamericano & Cristosal. (2024). Guatemala: Violence and
Insecurity. Retrieved from https:/www.thedialogue.org/

analysis/guatemala-violence-and-insecurity/

Dupuy, P. C., & Cepero, P. G. (2011). Security Policies and Homicide
Reduction in Bogotd: Myth and Reality.

Eskibel, D. (2017). How the Most Dangerous Municipality in Brazil

Tackled Insecurity. Retrieved from https://quebrachodigital.
blogspot.com/2013/10/como-hizo-el-municipio-mas-

eligroso-de.html

Férum Brasileiro de Seguranga Pdblica. (2024). 18th Brazilian
Yearbook of Public Security. Retrieved from_
https:/publicacoes.forumseguranca.org.br/
handle/123456789/253

AUGUST 2024

Freeman, W. (2024, February 8). The Drop in Crime in El Salvador Is
Stunning, but It Has a Dark Side. The New York Times.
Retrieved from_https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/08/
opinion/el-salvador-bukele-election.html|?smid=nytcore-ios-

share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-ch

Goertzel, T., & Kahn, T. (2009). The Great Sdo Paulo Homicide
Drop. Homicide Studies, 13, 398-410._https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/1088767909348711

Harrison, C., & Vilcarino, J. (2024). Chart: How Popular Are Latin
America’s Presidents in 2024? AS/COA. Retrieved from_
https://www.as-coa.org/articles/chart-how-popular-are-
latin-americas-presidents-2024

InSight Crime. (2024). InSight Crime’s 2023 Homicide Report.
Retrieved from_https:/insightcrime.org/wp-content/
uploads/2023/08/Balance-de-InSight-Crime-de-los-
homicidios-en-2023-Feb-2024-2.pdf

Interlira Reports. (2024). New Public Security Policy of Sdo Paulo and
the PCC Crisis. Interlira Reports. Retrieved from_https://
interlira-reports.com/es/security/sao-paulo-new-public-
security-policy-and-pcc-crisis/06/06/2024/

Lupu, N., Rodriguez, M., Wilson, C. J., & Zechmeister, E. J. (2023).
Pulse of Democracy. LAPOP. Retrieved from https://www.
vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2023/AB2023-Pulse-of-Democracy-

final-20240604.pdf

Latinobarémetro. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.latinobarometro.

org/latContents.jsp

Llorente, M. V., Escobedo, R., Echandia, C., & Rubio, M. (2001).
Homicide Violence in Bogota: More than Intolerance. CEDE
Document, Universidad de los Andes, Faculty of Economics
Webpage.

Meléndez-Sénchez, M., & Vergara, A. (2024). The Bukele Model: Will
It Spread? Journal of Democracy, 35(3), 84-98. https://doi.
org/10.1353/jod.2024.a930429

Muggah, R., & Aguirre Tobdn, K. (2018). Citizen Security in Latin
America: The Hard Facts. Igarapé Institute. Retrieved
from https://igarape.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/
Citizen-Security-in-Latin-America-Facts-and-Figures.pdf

Muggah, R., & Giannini, R. (2019, March 25). Brazil Is Tackling High
Murder Rates with a New Wave of Criminal Programs.
Apolitical. Retrieved from https://apolitical.co/solution-
articles/es/brasil-esta-abordando-las-altas-tasas-de-
asesinatos-con-una-nueva-ola-de-programas-criminales

Muggah, R., & Szabo de Carvalho, I. (2018, March 13). How Did a
90% Reduction in Homicide Rates Occur in One of Latin
America’s Most Violent Cities? World Economic Forum.
(Available only in Spanish) Retrieved from_https://
es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-
reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-
ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/

Insecurity and Democracy: Keys to Promoting Effective and Democratic Security Policies I 13


https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/contestando-al-retroceso-democratico-de-el-salvador/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/contestando-al-retroceso-democratico-de-el-salvador/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/contestando-al-retroceso-democratico-de-el-salvador/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_BxX_kHM1M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_BxX_kHM1M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_BxX_kHM1M
https://concejodebogota.gov.co/nueva-balacera-y-caso-de-sicariato-en-bogota/cbogota/2024-02-21/173702.php
https://concejodebogota.gov.co/nueva-balacera-y-caso-de-sicariato-en-bogota/cbogota/2024-02-21/173702.php
https://concejodebogota.gov.co/nueva-balacera-y-caso-de-sicariato-en-bogota/cbogota/2024-02-21/173702.php
https://concejodebogota.gov.co/nueva-balacera-y-caso-de-sicariato-en-bogota/cbogota/2024-02-21/173702.php
https://www.corteidh.or.cr/ver_ficha_tecnica.cfm?nId_Ficha=249&lang=es
https://www.corteidh.or.cr/ver_ficha_tecnica.cfm?nId_Ficha=249&lang=es
https://cristosal.org/ES/el-silencio-no-es-opcion-informe-completo/
https://cristosal.org/ES/el-silencio-no-es-opcion-informe-completo/
https://cristosal.org/ES/el-silencio-no-es-opcion-informe-completo/
https://www.hrw.org/es/report/2022/12/07/podemos-detener-quien-queramos/violaciones-generalizadas-de-derechos-humanos
https://www.thedialogue.org/analysis/guatemala-violencia-e-inseguridad/?lang=es
https://quebrachodigital.blogspot.com/2013/10/como-hizo-el-municipio-mas-peligroso-de.html
https://quebrachodigital.blogspot.com/2013/10/como-hizo-el-municipio-mas-peligroso-de.html
https://quebrachodigital.blogspot.com/2013/10/como-hizo-el-municipio-mas-peligroso-de.html
https://quebrachodigital.blogspot.com/2013/10/como-hizo-el-municipio-mas-peligroso-de.html
https://publicacoes.forumseguranca.org.br/handle/123456789/253
https://publicacoes.forumseguranca.org.br/handle/123456789/253
https://publicacoes.forumseguranca.org.br/handle/123456789/253
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/08/opinion/el-salvador-bukele-election.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/08/opinion/el-salvador-bukele-election.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/08/opinion/el-salvador-bukele-election.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/08/opinion/el-salvador-bukele-election.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088767909348711
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088767909348711
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088767909348711
https://www.as-coa.org/articles/chart-how-popular-are-latin-americas-presidents-2024
https://www.as-coa.org/articles/chart-how-popular-are-latin-americas-presidents-2024
https://www.as-coa.org/articles/chart-how-popular-are-latin-americas-presidents-2024
https://insightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Balance-de-InSight-Crime-de-los-homicidios-en-2023-Feb-2024-2.pdf
https://insightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Balance-de-InSight-Crime-de-los-homicidios-en-2023-Feb-2024-2.pdf
https://insightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Balance-de-InSight-Crime-de-los-homicidios-en-2023-Feb-2024-2.pdf
https://insightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Balance-de-InSight-Crime-de-los-homicidios-en-2023-Feb-2024-2.pdf
https://interlira-reports.com/es/security/sao-paulo-new-public-security-policy-and-pcc-crisis/06/06/2024/
https://interlira-reports.com/es/security/sao-paulo-new-public-security-policy-and-pcc-crisis/06/06/2024/
https://interlira-reports.com/es/security/sao-paulo-new-public-security-policy-and-pcc-crisis/06/06/2024/
https://interlira-reports.com/es/security/sao-paulo-new-public-security-policy-and-pcc-crisis/06/06/2024/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2023/AB2023-Pulse-of-Democracy-final-20240604.pdf
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2023/AB2023-Pulse-of-Democracy-final-20240604.pdf
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2023/AB2023-Pulse-of-Democracy-final-20240604.pdf
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2023/AB2023-Pulse-of-Democracy-final-20240604.pdf
https://www.latinobarometro.org/latContents.jsp
https://www.latinobarometro.org/latContents.jsp
https://www.latinobarometro.org/latContents.jsp
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2024.a930429
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2024.a930429
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2024.a930429
https://igarape.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Citizen-Security-in-Latin-America-Facts-and-Figures.pdf
https://igarape.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Citizen-Security-in-Latin-America-Facts-and-Figures.pdf
https://igarape.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Citizen-Security-in-Latin-America-Facts-and-Figures.pdf
https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/es/brasil-esta-abordando-las-altas-tasas-de-asesinatos-con-una-nueva-ola-de-programas-criminales
https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/es/brasil-esta-abordando-las-altas-tasas-de-asesinatos-con-una-nueva-ola-de-programas-criminales
https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/es/brasil-esta-abordando-las-altas-tasas-de-asesinatos-con-una-nueva-ola-de-programas-criminales
https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/es/brasil-esta-abordando-las-altas-tasas-de-asesinatos-con-una-nueva-ola-de-programas-criminales
https://es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/
https://es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/
https://es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/
https://es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/
https://es.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/como-se-logro-una-reduccion-del-90-en-la-tasa-de-homicidios-en-una-de-las-ciudades-mas-violentas-de-america-latina/

1

14

DIALOGUE

Neto, P. de M. (n.d.). Community Policing in Sdo Paulo:
Implementation and Consolidation Issues.

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC]. (2023). Global
Study on Homicide 2023. Retrieved from https:/www.
unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/

G icide 2023 {

United Nations [UN]. (2023, July). A New Agenda For Peace. Retrieved
from hnps,ﬂwwm,un&m&llﬁ&ﬁmmm

-brief-new-

Peres, M. F. T., Aimeida, J. F. de, Vicentin, D., Cerda, M., Cardia, N., &
Adorno, S. (2011). Decline in Homicides in Sdo Paulo City:
An Exploratory Analysis of Possible Determinants. Revista
Brasileira de Epidemiologia, 14, 709-721. https://doi.

0rg/10.1590/S1415-790X2011000400017

Policia Nacional Civil de El Salvador. (2024). 2023 Was the Safest
Year in El Salvador’s History. Retrieved from https:/www.

Ricardo, C., & De Carvalho, L. (2022). Mechanisms for Controlling the
Use of Force and Lethality Implemented by the Military
Police of Sao Paulo State 2020/2021. Instituto SoudaPaz.
(Available only in Portuguese). Retrieved from https:/
soudapaz.org/o-que-fazemos/conhecer/pesquisas/
policia/uso-da-forca/?show=documentos#6374-2

Risso, M. I. (2014). Intentional Homicides in S&o Paulo City: A
New Perspective. Studies, 3(1), Article 1._https:/doi.
0rg/10.5334/sta.do

Sénchez Torres, F. J., Espinosa, S., & Rivas Gamboa, A. (2003).
Garrote or Carrot? Factors Associated with the Decrease
in Homicide Violence and Crime in Bogota, 1993-2002.

Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/1992/853

Sanjurjo, D. (2020). Violencia armada y proliferacion de armas en
América Latina. Didlogo Politico. https://dialogopolitico.
org/edicion-especial-2020-seguridad/violencia-armada-y-
proliferacion-de-armas-en-america-latina/

Selicani, V. (2024, January 26). Estado de SP fecha 2023 com a menor
taxa de homicidios da histéria. Governo Do Estado De

Sdo Paulo. hnp;lﬂmm&m&iwnmw

Itimas-n -de-homicidi

-f h—22— m-a-menor-taxa-da-histori

Solmirano, C. (2023, May 15). Behind a Rise in Latin America’s Violent
Crime, A Deadly FIow of lllegal Guns. Amerlcas Quarterly

The Economist. (2024). Democracy Index 2023. https://www.eiu.
com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/

Zechmeister, E. J., & Lupu, N. (2019). Pulse of Democracy. LAPOP.

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2018/2018-19
AmericasBarometer_Regional_Report_10.13.19.pdf

Infobae. (2023, January 2). Bogota terminé el 2022 con la menor
cantidad de homicidios desde 1962: estas son las

cifras. Infobae. https://www.infobae.com/america/

lombia/2023/01/02 -termino-el-2022-con-la-
menor-cantidad-de-homicidios-desde-1962-estas-son-las-
cifras/

I Insecurity and Democracy: Keys to Promoting Effective and Democratic Security Policies


https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/Global_study_on_homicide_2023_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/Global_study_on_homicide_2023_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/Global_study_on_homicide_2023_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/Global_study_on_homicide_2023_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/our-common-agenda-policy-brief-new-agenda-for-peace-en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1415-790X2011000400017
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1415-790X2011000400017
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1415-790X2011000400017
https://www.pnc.gob.sv/el-2023-fue-el-ano-mas-seguro-en-la-historia-del-el-salvador/
https://www.pnc.gob.sv/el-2023-fue-el-ano-mas-seguro-en-la-historia-del-el-salvador/
https://www.pnc.gob.sv/el-2023-fue-el-ano-mas-seguro-en-la-historia-del-el-salvador/
https://www.pnc.gob.sv/el-2023-fue-el-ano-mas-seguro-en-la-historia-del-el-salvador/
https://soudapaz.org/o-que-fazemos/conhecer/pesquisas/policia/uso-da-forca/?show=documentos
https://soudapaz.org/o-que-fazemos/conhecer/pesquisas/policia/uso-da-forca/?show=documentos
https://soudapaz.org/o-que-fazemos/conhecer/pesquisas/policia/uso-da-forca/?show=documentos
https://soudapaz.org/o-que-fazemos/conhecer/pesquisas/policia/uso-da-forca/?show=documentos
https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.do
https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.do
https://doi.org/10.5334/sta.do
http://hdl.handle.net/1992/853
http://hdl.handle.net/1992/853
https://dialogopolitico.org/edicion-especial-2020-seguridad/violencia-armada-y-proliferacion-de-armas-en-america-latina/
https://dialogopolitico.org/edicion-especial-2020-seguridad/violencia-armada-y-proliferacion-de-armas-en-america-latina/
https://dialogopolitico.org/edicion-especial-2020-seguridad/violencia-armada-y-proliferacion-de-armas-en-america-latina/
https://www.saopaulo.sp.gov.br/spnoticias/ultimas-noticias/estado-tem-queda-recorde-de-homicidios-e-fecha-2023-com-a-menor-taxa-da-historia/
https://www.saopaulo.sp.gov.br/spnoticias/ultimas-noticias/estado-tem-queda-recorde-de-homicidios-e-fecha-2023-com-a-menor-taxa-da-historia/
https://www.saopaulo.sp.gov.br/spnoticias/ultimas-noticias/estado-tem-queda-recorde-de-homicidios-e-fecha-2023-com-a-menor-taxa-da-historia/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/behind-a-rise-in-latin-americas-violent-crime-a-deadly-flow-of-illegal-guns/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/behind-a-rise-in-latin-americas-violent-crime-a-deadly-flow-of-illegal-guns/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2018/2018-19_AmericasBarometer_Regional_Report_10.13.19.pdf
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2018/2018-19_AmericasBarometer_Regional_Report_10.13.19.pdf
https://www.infobae.com/america/colombia/2023/01/02/bogota-termino-el-2022-con-la-menor-cantidad-de-homicidios-desde-1962-estas-son-las-cifras/
https://www.infobae.com/america/colombia/2023/01/02/bogota-termino-el-2022-con-la-menor-cantidad-de-homicidios-desde-1962-estas-son-las-cifras/
https://www.infobae.com/america/colombia/2023/01/02/bogota-termino-el-2022-con-la-menor-cantidad-de-homicidios-desde-1962-estas-son-las-cifras/
https://www.infobae.com/america/colombia/2023/01/02/bogota-termino-el-2022-con-la-menor-cantidad-de-homicidios-desde-1962-estas-son-las-cifras/

Acknowledgments

This document was written by Tamara Taraciuk Broner, Director of the Rule of Law Program at the Inter-American Dialogue,
with'research and drafting.support from Senior Associate, Daniel Caballero, and Program interns, Guzman'Pérez and.Sofia
Lopes. Some sections include material developed by the Program as part of our public security project in theregion.

The Rule of Law Program expresses its gratitude to the JL Foundation, the Ford Foundation, Luminate, and the Rockefeller
Brothers Fund.for their support of our work in this area.

This report is a product of the Inter-American Dialogue. The views and recommendations contained herein are solely

the opinions of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the consensus views of the board, staff and membersof the
Inter-American Dialogue or any of its partners, donors, and/or supporting institutions. The Inter-American Dialogue is a
nonpartisan organization deeply committed to intellectual independence, transparency, and accountability. While donors
are encouraged to participate in Dialogue activities, they do not influence our work in any way. Financial supporters have no
control over the writing, methodology, analysis or findings of the Dialogue’s research efforts.



@THEDIALOGUE

Leadership for the Americas

www.thedialogue.org

Inter-American Dialogue
1155 15th Street NW, Suite 800
Washington, DC 20005
Tel:+1 202-822-9002


https://www.thedialogue.org/programs/programs/pdbrol/
http://www.thedialogue.org

