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IV. Security spending and violent organized crime in 
Central America 

CARINA SOLMIRANO 

Central America—from Mexico to Panama—has had some of the lowest 
levels of military expenditure as a share of gross domestic product (GDP) in 
the world.1 Following the end of the region’s civil wars in the 1990s and in 
the absence of any external military threats, defence spending in most 
Central American countries was constant or falling until at least the mid-
2000s. However, in more recent years this trend has reversed, as some of 
the region’s militaries have become involved in the fight against drug 
cartels and organized crime groups, alongside internal security forces. This 
section examines the trends in both military and internal security spending 
in the context of these developments, which has seen the boundary 
between ‘military’ and ‘internal’ security increasingly blurred.2 

Government responses to organized crime and drug-related violence  

Most Central American countries have experienced high levels of violence 
associated with drug trafficking, organized crime and gang activities.3 In 
Mexico, over 47 000 people were killed due to drug-related violence 
between the declaration by President Felipe Calderón of a war on organ-
ized crime in 2006 and September 2011.4 Most of these dead were members 
of drug trafficking organizations or their associated youth gangs.5 Mexico’s 
murder rate in 2010 was 18.1 per 100 000 inhabitants, while in the ‘north-
ern triangle’ of Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador (see figure 3.5), rates 
were even higher: 41.4 per 100 000 in Guatemala, 66.0 per 100 000 in El 
Salvador and 82.1 per 100 000—the world’s highest murder rate—in Hon-
duras.6 According to one estimate, the cost of crime and violence in Costa 
Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua in 2006—including 

 
1 Central America is defined here to include Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Hon-

duras, Mexico, Nicaragua and Panama. Other definitions of Central America often exclude Mexico. 
2 Central American governments often refer to internal security as ‘public security’. 
3 For examples of non-state conflicts and acts of one-sided violence in Central America in 2002–11 

see chapter 1, section III, in this volume. 
4 Mexican Attorney General’s Office, ‘Estadística’ [Statistics], <http://www.pgr.gob.mx/temas 

relevantes/estadistica/estadisticas.asp>; and ‘Mexico drug war deaths over five years now total 
47,515’, BBC News, 12 Jan. 2012, <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-latin-america-16518267>. 

5 Felbab-Brown, V., Peña Nieto’s Piñata: The Promise and Pitfalls of Mexico’s New Security Policy 
against Organized Crime (Brookings: Washington, DC, Feb. 2013), p. 3. 

6 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2011 Global Study on Homicide: Trends, 
Contexts, Data (UNODC: Vienna, 2011), Methodological annex, p. 8.  
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health, institutional, private security and material costs—averaged 7.7 per 
cent of GDP.7 

The response of states in the region to this violence has become 
increasingly militarized. This trend started in 2009, when the Government 
of El Salvador gave internal security tasks to the military.8 In November 
2011 the Honduran National Congress also gave its military a greater role to 
‘“participate permanently in the fight against drug trafficking, arms 
trafficking and organised crime” at the request of the authorities’.9 In Janu-
ary 2012 Guatemalan President Otto Pérez Molina announced his intention 
of giving the military a greater role in fighting organized crime; his pre-
decessor, President Álvaro Colom, had laid the foundation for this in July 
2011 when he announced the repeal of a 2004 decision to limit Guatemala’s 
defence budget to 0.33 per cent of GDP, to allow the military to acquire new 
equipment.10 After his election as Mexican President in July 2012, Enrique 
Peña Nieto pledged ‘to continue the fight against organized crime and said 

 
7 Acevedo, C., ‘Los costos económicos de la violencia en Centroamérica’ [The economic costs of 

violence in Central America] (Consejo Nacional de Seguridad: San Salvador, 2008); and Serrano-
Berthet, R. and Lopez, H., Crime and Violence in Central America: A Development Challenge (World 
Bank: Washington, DC, 2011), p. 6. This average does not include the possible loss of GDP resulting 
from slower growth due to the violence. 

8 López, A., ‘Militarización de la seguridad publica en Centroamérica’ [Militarization of public 
security in Central America], Infodefensa.com, 14 Dec. 2011, <http://www.infodefensa.com/? 
opinion=militarizacion-de-la-segur>. 

9 ‘Honduras: with a new legal shield, Lobo keeps army in policing role’, Latin American Security & 
Strategic Review, Dec. 2011, p. 17 

10 Contreras, G., ‘Presidente Colom derogara acuerdo que limita presupuesto del Ejercito’ [Presi-
dent Colom abolishes agreement limiting army budget], Prensa Libre (Guatemala City), 1 July 2011; 
and ‘Perez Molina wastes no time’, LatinNews Daily Report, 16 Jan. 2012. 

 
Figure 3.5. Map of Central America and neighbouring states 
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that maintaining some form of military involvement in antidrug operations 
will be necessary’.11 He intends to increase the size of federal police forces, 
create a national gendarmerie (under civilian control) comprised of some 
of the military forces currently fighting organized crime and establish uni-
fied police forces in each of Mexico’s 31 states and Mexico City. This trend 
could have an impact on civil–military relations in Central America, which 
had been moving towards stronger civilian control of the military following 
the end of the civil wars in El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua in the 
1990s. 

In line with this trend, there have been rapid increases in both military 
and internal security spending in recent years in Central America. Total 
military expenditure in the region in 2012 was $8.5 billion (in current 
prices), a real-terms increase of 8.6 per cent since 2011 and of 56 per cent 
since 2006 (see table 3.6). The largest annual increases in 2012 were in 
Mexico (10 per cent) and Nicaragua (27 per cent). In contrast, Belize, El 
Salvador and Honduras cut expenditure. Mexico, the largest spender in the 
region, increased its spending by 60 per cent in real terms between 2006 
and 2012, Honduras’s military expenditure increased by 81 per cent 
between 2006 and 2012, while Guatemala’s spending has been increasing 
steadily since 2009. Nonetheless, military spending in the region remains 
low as a share of GDP: only Honduras spent more than 1 per cent of its GDP 
on the military in 2012 (see table 3.13 in section VII below). 

The increase in Mexico’s spending occurred mostly after President 
Calderón made the war on organized crime a top priority of his 2006–12 

 
11 Seelke, C. R., Mexico: Issues for Congress, Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report for 

Congress RL32724 (US Congress, CRS: Washington, DC, 24 Sep. 2012), p. 6. 

Table 3.6. Military spending in Central America, 2006–12 
Figures are in US $m. at constant (2011) prices and exchange rates. 
 

        Change, 
 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2006–12 (%) 
 

Belize 13.0 14.2 18.2 17.0 15.0 15.7 [14.6] 12 
Costa Rica – – – – – – – – 
El Salvador 222 229 225 229 237 256 [233]  5.0 
Guatemala 172 170 182 170 187 197 205 19 
Honduras 106 126 156 175 182 201 192 81 
Mexico 4 440 5 013 5 019 5 689 6 203 6 472 7 103 60 
Nicaragua 46.0 46.0 43.6 43.1 45.6 51.5 65.4 42 
Panama – – – – – – – – 

Total 4 999 5 598 5 644 6 323 6 870 7 193 7 813 56 
 

– = nil or a negligible value; [ ] = SIPRI estimate.  

Source: Table 3.11. 
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administration and put the military at the forefront of the efforts.12 The 
increase of the past decade does indeed seem to be due to the efforts by the 
Mexican military to tackle drug trafficking.13 However, these efforts have 
been hindered by corruption and weak police and law enforcement institu-
tions; although these have been prevalent features of the Mexican system, 
drug trafficking has exacerbated them.14 

The problem of drug trafficking is not limited to Mexico, but is a regional 
problem. Drugs leaving Colombia on their way to the United State via 
Mexico pass along the Central American corridor. In order to improve the 
protection of their airspace and ‘better combat the air supply of drug traf-
fickers’, some governments in the region have announced their intention to 
modernize or upgrade some of their aircraft.15 For example, in 2012 the 
Guatemalan Government sought a line of credit of $140 million to acquire 
six trainer/combat aircraft and to upgrade its old trainer fleet.16  

Internal security spending 

As military expenditure has increased in Central America, so has spending 
on internal security, but at a much higher rate. It is not a straightforward 
matter to define government spending on non-military ‘security’; while the 
definition should certainly include spending on police, gendarmeries, 
intelligence agencies, and border and coastal security, as well as the minis-
tries that run them, grey areas include the justice sector and the prison 
system. For the present purposes, limited data availability means that the 
only definition of internal security spending that can be applied is total 
spending on central government ministries (or secretariats) of internal 
security. However, some of the functions of these ministries (such as 
issuing passports) are not necessarily security related. Furthermore, in 
some countries, such ministries are a recent creation and so comparisons 
over time need to take into account past spending on security by other 
ministries. For example, prior to the creation of the Panamanian Ministry 
of Public Security in 2010, internal security functions were the responsi-

 
12 Stålenheim, P., Perdomo, C. and Sköns, E., ‘Military expenditure’, SIPRI Yearbook 2008, p. 202. 
13 Sparrow, T., ‘Los ejércitos de Centroamérica vuelven a salir de compras’ [The armies of Central 

America go arms shopping again], BBC Mundo, 5 Oct. 2011, <http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/noticias/ 
2011/10/111003_america_central_armamento_tsb.shtml>. 

14 See e.g. Freeman, L., State of Siege: Drug-Related Violence and Corruption in Mexico—
Unintended Consequences of the War on Drugs, Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) Special 
Report (WOLA: Washington, DC, June 2006), p. 5. 

15 Sparrow (note 13) (author’s translation).  
16 López, A., ‘El Gobierno de Guatemala gestiona préstamo para adquisición de aviones Super 

Tucano y radares españoles’ [The Guatemalan Government seeks credit for acquisition of Super 
Tucano aircraft and Spanish radars], Infodefensa.com, 28 Aug. 2012, <http://www.infodefensa.com/? 
noticia=el-gobierno-de-guatemala-gestiona-prestamo-para-adquisicion-de-aviones-super-tucano-y-
radares-espanoles>. 
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bility of the Ministry of Government and Justice. The data presented here 
takes into consideration such changes.  

Between 2006 and 2012, internal security spending in Central America 
increased by 131 per cent in real terms (see table 3.7). The largest increase 
was in Mexico, where expenditure by the Ministry of Security more than 
tripled. There are indications that the Mexican administration of President 
Peña Nieto will continue to increase internal security spending, although 
with a shift of approach from punishment to prevention. ‘Pacto por Mexico’ 
(Pact for Mexico), the security plan announced early in his presidency, 
emphasizes crime prevention and seeks to reorganize Mexico’s security 
and law enforcement agencies.17 It is not clear what this shift of focus 

 
17 ‘México: Peña Nieto propone “auténtica política” contra crimen tras sexenio violento’ [Mexico: 

Peña Nieto proposes ‘proper policy’ against violent crime after six years], Infolatam, 17 Dec. 2012, 
<http://www.infolatam.com/2012/12/17/mexico-pena-nieto-anuncia-politica-de-seguridad-con-
enfoque-regional-y-gendarmeria/> 

Table 3.7. Internal security spending in Central America, 2006–12 
Figures are in US $m. at constant (2011) prices and exchange rates. 
 

        Change, 
 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2006–12 (%) 
 

Belizea . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Costa Rica 148 168 170 205 234 281 331 124 
El Salvador 265 237 337 299 345 336 328 24 
Guatemala 346 377 372 464 447 421 490 42 
Honduras 144 164 164 182 162 195 202 40 
Mexico 925 1 311 1 799 2 854 2 700 2 859 3 133 239 
Nicaragua 74.2 80.5 81.6 75.4 78.5 79.6 80.5 8.5 
Panama 301 315 335 419 550 490 518 72 

Totala  2 203 2 653 3 259 4 498 4 517 4 662 5 083 131 
 

a No consistent data is available for Belize. The total excludes Belize. 

Sources: Costa Rican Ministry of Finance, ‘Leyes de Presupuestos’ [Budget laws], <https://
www.hacienda.go.cr/Msib21/Espanol/Direccion+General+de+Presupuesto+Nacional/leypres
upuesto.htm>; Salvadorean Ministry of Finance, ‘Informe de Gestión Financiera del Estado’ 
[State financial report], <http://www.transparenciafiscal.gob.sv/portal/page/portal/PTF/Pre
supuestos_Publicos/Presupuestos_ejecutados>; Guatemalan Ministry of Public Finance, ‘Pre-
supuestos Aprobados’ [Approved budgets], <http://www.minfin.gob.gt/presupaprobado/pre
supaprobados.html>; Honduran Secretariat of Finances, ‘Informes de Ejecución Pre-
supuestaria de la Administración Central’, [Budget execution reports for the central adminis-
tration], <http://www.sefin.gob.hn/?page_id=8246>; Mexican Secretariat of Finance and
Public Credit, ‘Presupuesto de Egresos de la Federación’ [Federal expenditure budget],
<http://www.shcp.gob.mx/EGRESOS/PEF/Paginas/PresupuestodeEgresos.aspx>; Nicaraguan
Ministry of Finance and Public Credit, ‘Informes de Ejecución Presupuestaria’ [Budget execu-
tion reports], <http://www.hacienda.gob.ni/documentos/presupuesto/informes>; and Pana-
manian Ministry of Economy and Finance, ‘Presupuesto General del Estado’ [State budget],
<http://www.mef.gob.pa/es/direcciones/presupuestoNacion/Paginas/presupuestos.aspx>. 
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would mean in practice. As a report by the Brookings Institution, a US 
think tank, highlights, Peña Nieto ‘has been rather vague about how he 
actually plans to reduce violence, particularly homicides, kidnappings, and 
extortion’.18 

After Mexico, the countries that increased their internal security spend-
ing the most are Costa Rica, Panama, Guatemala and Honduras. The high 
increases in Costa Rica and Panama can be partially explained by the fact 
that these two countries have no regular armed forces, so that internal 
security forces are their only means of response to violent crime.  

The largest portion of internal security spending goes to current 
expenses, with a minor portion allocated to capital investment.19 In most 
Central American countries, increased internal security spending has been 
used to expand police forces and improve the salary of police officers. For 
example, in an effort to reduce dependence on the military to combat drug 
trafficking, Mexico is reported to have raised the number of federal police 
from 6500 agents in 2006 to 35 500 in 2010.20 However, even after this 
increase it still lacked ‘the technical capability, infrastructure, and numbers 
to provide a permanent nation-wide presence’.21  

To support the costs of the current military and internal security efforts, 
some governments have created special ‘security taxes’. For example, in 
December 2011 the Costa Rican Legislative Assembly approved a tax of 
$300 on each company. The tax is expected to raise $70 million a year to 
help purchase new equipment for the security forces.22 In June 2011 the 
Honduran National Congress also established a new tax on mining, tele-
phone and other industries that should collect about $79 million per year 
over a five-year period for equipment and other improvements for the 
police and the military.23 As a consequence of resistance to the new tax 
from some businesses, which argued that it would discourage investment, 
the government cut the tax on mining export from 5 to 2 per cent and 

 
18 Felbab-Brown (note 5), p. 4.  
19 Red de Seguridad y Defensa de America Latina (RESDAL, Latin America Security and Defence 

Network), Indice de Seguridad Publica y Ciudadana en America Latina: El Salvador, Guatemala y Hon-
duras [Index of public and citizen security in Latin America: El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras] 
(RESDAL: Buenos Aires, 2011), p. 87. 

20 Guevara Moyano, I., Adapting, Transforming, and Modernizing Under Fire: The Mexican Military 
2006–11 (US Army War College, Strategic Studies Institute: Carlisle, PA, Sep. 2011), p. 15. See also 
Roig-Franzia, M., ‘Mexico plan adds police to take on drug cartels’, Washington Post, 11 July 2008. 

21 Guevara Moyano (note 20), p. 15. 
22 Williams, A., ‘Costa Rica hopes security tax, new prison construction will aid in anti-crime 

fight’, Diálogo, 13 Feb. 2012, <http://www.dialogo-americas.com/en_GB/articles/rmisa/features/ 
regional_news/2012/02/13/aa-costa-rica-security>; and López, A., ‘Costa Rica aprueba un impuesto 
para financiar la seguridad del país’ [Costa Rica approves tax to finance security], Infodefensa.com,  
4 Jan. 2012, <http://www.infodefensa.com/?noticia=costa-rica-aprueba-un-impuesto-para-financiar- 
la-seguridad-del-pais>. 

23 ‘Aprueban impuesto temporal para la seguridad de Honduras’ [New temporary tax for the 
security of Honduras is approved], La Prensa (Managua), 23 June 2011. 
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eliminated a 3 per cent tax on bank withdrawals.24 Proposals to create 
similar taxes in El Salvador and Guatemala have not succeeded.25 Salva-
dorean President Mauricio Funes sought to apply a tax aimed at collecting 
$120 million a year but could not find support among business leaders.26  

The role of the United States 

The USA is the main destination for Central America’s drug trade. Accord-
ing to the US Department of State, ‘Approximately 95 percent of the esti-
mated cocaine flow toward the United States transits the Mexico–Central 
America corridor from its origins in South America’.27 The USA thus makes 
substantial security-related aid available to the governments in the region 
to supplement the domestic financial resources available to combat drug-
related violence and organized crime. 

In 2007 Mexico and the USA agreed a security assistance package—the 
Mérida Initiative (Iniciativa Mérida)—aimed at tackling criminal violence 
in Central America.28 The initiative has provided (a) non-intrusive inspec-
tion equipment, ion scanners and canine units for use in Central America to 
intercept trafficked drugs, arms, cash and persons, (b) technology to 
improve and secure communication systems that collect criminal infor-
mation in Mexico, (c) technical advice and training for prosecutors, 
defenders and investigators to strengthen justice sector institutions,  
(d) helicopters and surveillance aircraft to support interdiction activities 
and rapid response by law-enforcement agencies in Mexico, and (e) equip-
ment, training, and community action programmes in Central American 
countries to implement anti-gang measures.29 The Mérida Initiative has 

 
24 ‘Honduras cuts security tax after angering businesses’, Reuters, 14 Sep. 2011. 
25 Bailey, J., ‘¿Un impuesto de seguridad?’ [A security tax?], El Universal (Mexico City), 6 Oct. 

2012. 
26 López, A., ‘El Salvador aplicará un impuesto a los grandes capitales para financiar la Seguridad’ 

[El Salvador applies a tax on big businesses to fund security], Infodefensa.com, 24 May 2011, <http:// 
www.infodefensa.com/?noticia=el-salvador-aplicara-un-impuesto-a-los-grandes-capitales-para-
financiar-la-seguridad>; and ‘Continua El Salvador sin acuerdo sobre impuesto de seguridad [El Sal-
vador continues without agreement about security tax], Notimex, 31 Aug. 2011, <http://es-us.noticias. 
yahoo.com/continúa-salvador-acuerdo-impuesto-seguridad-185200295.html>. 

27 US Department of State, Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, 
International Narcotics Control Strategy Report, vol. 1, Drug and Chemical Control (US Department of 
State: Washington, DC, Mar. 2011), p. 383. 

28 Seelke, C. R., Mérida Initiative for Mexico and Central America: Funding and Policy Issues, Con-
gressional Research Service (CRS) Report for Congress R40135 (US Congress, CRS: Washington, DC, 
21 Aug. 2009), p. 2. 

29 US Department of State, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, ‘The 
Merida Initiative’, Fact Sheet, 23 June 2009, <http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/fs/122397.htm>; and US 
Department of State, Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, ‘The Merida Initiative: expanding the 
U.S./Mexico partnership’, 29 Mar. 2012, <http://www.state.gov/p/wha/rls/fs/2012/187119.htm>. 
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been criticized for focusing on hardware and not on the root causes of drug 
trafficking, violence and corruption in Central America.30  

The majority of the money for the Mérida Initiative has gone to Mexico. 
Between financial years (FYs) 2008 and 2012 the US Congress appropriated 
more than $1.9 billion for counternarcotics and anti-crime assistance for 
Mexico as part of this initiative.31 In 2010 the US Government ‘relaunched’ 
the non-Mexican portion of the initiative as the Central America Regional 
Security Initiative (CARSI). Between FYs 2008 and 2012, the US Congress 
appropriated $466.5 million for Central America (excluding Mexico) 
through the Mérida Initiative and CARSI.32 While Mérida mostly focuses 
on infrastructure, ‘CARSI not only provides equipment, training, and tech-
nical assistance to support immediate law enforcement and interdiction 
operations, but also seeks to strengthen the capacities of governmental 
institutions to address security challenges and the underlying conditions 
that contribute to them.’33  

The impact of security expenditure 

These increases in financial resources—domestic and from the USA—for 
Central America’s military and internal security forces have not been 
followed by noticeable decreases in levels of armed violence. There have 
been some notable achievements: 25 of Mexico’s 37 most wanted drug lords 
were captured or killed between 2009 and 2012, and many drug routes have 
been blocked.34 Yet in 2008 and 2009 some analyses suggested that Mexico 
was on the verge of becoming a failed state, as violence escalated to 
unprecedented levels.35 The militarized response to drug trafficking has 

 
30 E.g. Pérez Rocha, M., ‘The failed war on drugs in Mexico’, Transnational Institute, 1 Apr. 2009, 

<http://www.tni.org/article/failed-war-drugs-mexico>; and Abbot, P., ‘The Merida Initiative: a 
flawed counterdrug policy?’, Small Wars Journal, 6 Jan. 2011, p. 8. 

31 Seelke (note 11), p. 13. Although SIPRI includes foreign military aid in the total military 
expenditure of the recipient state, most of the US aid under the Mérida Initiative comes under the 
State Department’s account for International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement, rather than 
the military aid categories of Foreign Military Finance and International Military Equipment and 
Training, and so is not counted as military spending by SIPRI. 

32 Meyer, P. J. and Seelke, C. R., Central America Regional Security Initiative: Background and 
Policy Issues for Congress, Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report for Congress R41731 (US 
Congress, CRS: Washington, DC, 21 Feb. 2012), p. 1. 

33 Meyer and Seelke (note 32), p. 2.  
34 Castillo, E. E. and Weissenstein, M., ‘Mexico’s security policy failing, says incoming official 

Miguel Angel Osorio Chong’, Huffington Post, 17 Dec. 2012, <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/ 
12/17/mexicos-security-policy-failing-miguel-angel-osorio-chong_n_2319102.html>; and ‘Kingpin 
bowling’, The Economist, 20 Oct. 2012.  

35 E.g. Friedman, G., ‘Mexico: on the road to a failed state?’, Stratfor Global Intelligence, 13 May 
2008, <http://www.stratfor.com/weekly/mexico_road_failed_state>; and Debusmann, B., ‘Among top 
U.S. fears: a failed Mexican state’, New York Times, 9 Jan. 2009. 
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also caused the 7 large cartels to transform into approximately 80 smaller 
and more violent ones.36  

Meanwhile, the involvement of the military in internal security functions 
has brought accusations of human rights abuses, while failing to bring 
down levels of violence. For example, Human Rights Watch has reported 
cases of torture, rape and murder committed by the Mexican military, and 
that in the first half of 2010 the Mexican National Human Rights Com-
mission received more than 1100 complaints of human rights violations.37 
Increased participation of the armed forces in internal security in El 
Salvador and Guatemala also raises concerns, given the history of human 
rights abuses during the civil wars in both countries. This has led to calls 
‘for an end to military involvement in the fight against drug cartels and an 
end to the drug war that has brought repression, militarization, violation of 
human rights by security forces, and a huge increase in bloodshed’.38  

The paradox of increased violence and increased security spending is 
certainly worrisome and requires novel ways to address the challenges that 
drug trafficking and other organized crime activities pose to the govern-
ments of Central America. More efforts on prevention and more commit-
ments to eliminate corruption and abuses in the security forces should be 
on their security agendas in the coming years.  

 

 
36 Jones, N. P., ‘Mexico drug policy and security review 2012’, Small Wars Journal, 11 Jan. 2013.  
37 Human Rights Watch (HRW), World Report 2011 (HRW: New York, 2011), pp. 256–62. 
38 Carlsen, L., ‘Phase 2 of the drug war’, Americas Program, 30 Apr. 2010, <http://www.cip 

americas.org/archives/2068>. 
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