
League of Women Voters of Montgomery County, MD, Inc.                  Fact Sheet, September 2021 

 

1 
 

US IMMIGRATION AND ONGOING TURBULENCE IN THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Northern Triangle of Central America (NTC) includes Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador, so-called 
because they cluster in a triangle in the middle of the Central American isthmus. Recently, these three 
countries have become increasingly unstable due to government corruption, homicides, drug trafficking and 
gang violence. The area is also struggling economically; in 2019 it ranked lowest for gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita among all Latin American and Caribbean countries.  
 
In 2014 the US Border Patrol apprehended 70,000 migrant children at the US Southern border who were 
traveling alone and mostly from the NTC. This sent shock waves through the American public but in fact, this 
was only symptomatic of a growing trend. Since the turn of the century, the number of migrants from these 
three countries has burgeoned. In recent years on average about 311,000 people annually have left the NTC 
and most have headed for the US.  
 
The up to 2,500-mile trek from the NTC to the Texas-Mexico border across the Mexican desert has always 
been dangerous but now it has become even more so. Migrants, many of them women and children, must 
travel through cartel-controlled states of Mexico where they are exposed to unprecedented acts of violence, 
including kidnapping, rape and sex trafficking. For these migrants, most of whom are seeking asylum in the US, 
the greatest risk is that they will be expelled back into Mexico and forced to make a perilous return to their 
home countries for lack of an alternative. (Please see Glossary below for definitions of refugees and asylum 
seekers.)      
 
Today US policy makers and the public continue to struggle with how to respond to this continuing wave of 
migrants. Should we build a wall? Provide more aid? Retool our immigration system? Human rights activists 
and non-government organizations doing humanitarian work underscore our responsibility to treat arrivals in a 
humane manner.  
 
This Fact Sheet will discuss the history of the NTC, US involvement there, the factors contributing to NTC 
migration today, and how our immigration system and foreign policy are responding to the crisis, as well as 
how they might respond in the future.  

 
A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE  
 
Colonization and independence.  Almost three hundred years (approximately 1550-1820) of predominantly 
Spanish rule were characterized by the exploitation, forced labor and murder of the indigenous people, which 
the natives fiercely resisted; violence was endemic. In 1821 Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, led by a 
liberal contingent hoping to foster democracy, free trade and liberation from the Catholic Church’s hold on 
society, rebelled against the Spanish and united with Costa Rica and Nicaragua to form the Federal Republic of 
Central America. From its inception, the Federal Republic was plagued by bickering as the liberals fought for 
power against the conservatives, who espoused closed trade, preferred a monarchy and were ardent 
Catholics. After years of political infighting, pitched battles and several secessions, the Federation dissolved 
into civil war in 1840.  
 
 
ORGANIZATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS ARE INVITED TO DUPLICATE THIS FACT SHEET WITH ATTRIBUTION GIVEN TO LWVMC. BEFORE 
REPRODUCING, PLEASE CONTACT THE LEAGUE OFFICE AT 301-984-9585 OR LWVMC@EROLS.COM FOR CORRECTIONS OR 
UPDATED INFORMATION, OR CHECK OUR WEBSITE, LWVMOCOMD.ORG, FOR THE MOST UP-TO-DATE VERSION. 
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The five nations that emerged from the failed Federation in the mid-1800s had little experience as separate 
political entities. A small, often localized elite controlled almost all the resources, a fact that would continue to 
characterize Central America and the NTC.  
 
Politics.  In this environment democracy was slow to take hold. Independence shifted control from Spanish 
officials to residents of European descent; the indigenous people and mixed-race peasants had almost no voice 
in public life. Periods of liberal rule (in El Salvador from 1871-1900, Honduras from 1840-1900 and Guatemala 
from 1944-1955) emphasized enlightenment ideals and brought relative peace but did not significantly 
improve the lives of the peasants or indigenous people or extend their rights. The ruling classes, often in the 
guise of conservativism, virulently blocked any genuine democratic reforms and elections were often rigged. 
Once in power, strongmen would rule until civilian frustration erupted into violence. As a result, the states 
became highly militarized with the armed forces functioning as security forces for the elite and eventually as 
participants in political decisions. Well into the twentieth century, the transfer of power by military coups or 
military rule was as common as free elections.  
 
Economy.  Following independence, elite interests continued to shape the economies of the NTC. Investments 
in mining and lumber gave way to the development of plantation enterprises requiring large tracts of land, 
which were appropriated from the peasants and indigenous population. Mostly subsistence farmers, this 
population was forced to work the land in feudal style, with only small plots for their own food production. 
Laborers were also imported from other areas, displacing large populations. In addition, workers in the cities 
had to comply with draconian labor practices and labor unions were slow to develop.  
 
One-crop economies, which benefited the elite, became the rule: bananas in Guatemala and Honduras, cotton 
and then coffee in El Salvador. Healthy domestic economies were slow to grow in these closed systems 
because foreign investors or local elites who depended on foreigners for capital markets controlled key export 
crops. North American investors who built the major productive enterprises had immense control over the 
economies. In Honduras and Guatemala, for example, the US corporation United Fruit Company had a virtual 
monopoly on bananas grown for export until the early 20th century. By WWI much of the Northern Triangle’s 
trade was dependent on the US.  

 
Culture and society.  Lack of economic diversity limited opportunities for social mobility and a middle class was 
slow to develop. The local culture continued to embrace the values of the Spanish settlers and local elites. 
Long after independence, the region continued to enshrine the Criollo, a person of Spanish descent, and the 
mestizo, a person of mixed European and American Indian ancestry, as the typical citizen; this excluded the 
indigenous people and the blacks who had arrived from Africa as slaves. In spite of laws endorsing universal 
education, a large segment of the population did not have access to learning and so remained illiterate. 

 
US INTERVENTION IN THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE AND 20th CENTURY CIVIL WARS   
Since the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914, Washington has intervened numerous times in Central 
America to protect US economic and political interests. In the early twentieth century the US undermined or 
deposed governments it deemed hostile to the US and supported right wing regimes with questionable 
democratic credentials, which further entrenched the local elites. Rural revolts by peasants and indigenous 
people were common and US-backed security forces harshly repressed them.  
 
By the 1950s people in the working class and the expanding middle class, increasingly aware of their rights and 
of the high hurdles to better income and opportunities, began to challenge the political and economic elites. 
Some looked to Cuba and Nicaragua as models for revolution. Fearing the spread of communism in the area, 
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the US increasingly saw the Northern Triangle and Central America as a battleground in the Cold War. While 
repression, poverty and inequality were important drivers of the civil wars in Guatemala, which lasted 36 
years, and in El Salvador, which lasted 12 years, the US also played a significant role in these conflicts.  
   
In Guatemala in 1954 the CIA backed the overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz, a democratically elected leader whose 
proposed land and labor reforms were equally unwelcome to the United Fruit Company and local business 
interests. After Arbenz was ultimately replaced by a rightwing hard-liner, Guatemalan politics degenerated into 
a series of coups and counter-coups, some backed by the US, and included brutal repression of the people. The 
war began in earnest in 1960 when rebel irregulars supported by Mayan peasants began attacking the better 
armed right-wing government troops. Death squads, state violence, extra-judicial murders and torture 
characterized the lengthy on-again off-again conflict. Of the more than 200,000 killed, 83% were ethnic Mayan. 
A million more were driven from their homes.  
 
Like Guatemala, El Salvador’s civil war began with a coup; in 1980 the military ousted Jose Duarte, a liberal 
leader elected in 1975 on a platform including broad tax and land reforms. The junta now controlling the 
government did not deliver on its promise of an improved economy, and its repression led to increased social 
unrest that culminated in a conflict between a coalition of left-wing groups known as the Frente Farabundo 
Martí de Liberación Nacional (FMLN) and the right-wing Salvadoran government. The FMLN had support from 
both Nicaragua and Cuba, and as some US and local leaders alleged, from the Soviet Union itself. US leaders 
backed the military government with billions in military aide, weapons and training. More than 75,000 
Salvadorans, were killed; 50,000 of them were civilians in addition to thousands who disappeared.  
 
Although Honduras escaped the widespread guerilla warfare of Guatemala and El Salvador, the country 
nevertheless became involved in the regional conflicts, welcoming the deployment of US forces there and 
covertly assisting the right-wing regimes of Guatemala and El Salvador. A US-trained military intelligence unit 
carried out a campaign of torture against opponents of the government. Honduras also became an active front 
in the Contra War, a US-backed covert operation supporting right wing paramilitary contras against the left-
wing Sandinistas of Nicaragua. Thousands fleeing conflicts in Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua migrated 
to Honduras, the poorest of the three countries, and it saw greatly increased immigration in the 1980s and 
1990s.  

 
POST CIVIL WARS IN THE NTC AND INCREASED MIGRATION  
Civil wars decimated NTC societies and economies and not surprisingly, immigration to the US tripled in the 
following years. The fragile NTC governments faced other challenges as well, giving their citizens even more 
cause to flee their homes for refuge in the US. From 2010-2019 the number of people from the NTC living in 
the US increased by 78%.  
 
Increased poverty and inequality.  The civil wars exacerbated already pervasive poverty in the NTC and did not 
result in a more equitable distribution of resources. Years of fighting had destroyed infrastructure and left 
public services weakened. By the end of the 1980s in Guatemala alone 90% of its people lived in poverty. For 
many, jobs in the informal economy were all that was available. The NTC governments renewed efforts in the 
1980s and 1990s to become more market-oriented, which facilitated changes at the macro-economic level but 
did not improve living conditions for laborers or farmers. In fact, in recent years the steady stream of 
remittances from relatives living in the US has been a principal lifeline for families left in the NTC, estimated to 
account for between 15% and 18% of GDP.  
 
Expansion of international criminal groups and armed gangs.  US efforts in the war on drugs succeeded in 
slowing the movement of narcotics through the Caribbean, which meant Central America became the primary 
transit corridor for illegal substances from South America bound for US consumers. As the US began deporting 
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thousands of mostly El Salvadoran gang members back to their home countries, these groups built powerful 
local branches of US-based organizations, such as MS-13 and Barrio 18, and joined the already existing cartels. 
By the early 2000s gangs had spread and taken over entire neighborhoods in El Salvador, Guatemala and 
Honduras. Homicide rates rose rapidly as the cartels clashed with each other over trafficking routes and gangs 
fought armed battles in the streets to maintain their territories. With few available jobs and crumbling 
education systems, the fast-growing youth population (about 30% in all three NT countries) has been drawn to 
gang culture; many have also been forced into this life by violence or by the extortion or terrorization of their 
family members. In fact, any citizen, including public figures, who the gangs perceived as a threat to their 
dominance could be subject to kidnapping, murder or torture.  
 
Decline in the rule of law.  Government corruption has caused a sharp decline in the rule of law as politicians 
have cooperated with criminal enterprises in exchange for their economic support or other favors. For 
example, Salvadoran leaders have been accused of collusion with gangs to help win the 2014 presidential 
elections and Juan Orlando Hernandez, president of Honduras, has been implicated in crimes involving his 
brother, who was sentenced to life in prison in the US for running a drug trafficking ring. Part of the problem is 
that prosecutors lack the funds to pursue criminal cases and the judiciary lacks the independence to resolve 
them impartially and transparently. Police forces are also notoriously underpaid, poorly trained and often 
“outgunned” by gang and cartel members. According to the Congressional Research Service, the GDP of all 
three Northern Triangle countries combined loses 3% to corruption every year, which diverts funds away from 
repairs to damaged education, housing and health care systems.  
 
Many citizens report feeling that their governments cannot provide adequate security for them to maintain 
day-to-day life and they have little trust in the police or the courts. When asked in a 2017 poll “who runs the 
country?” about 42% of Salvadorans answered “gangs.” Efforts to address impunity and renew trust in the 
governments have been only partially successful. The current leaders of Guatemala and Honduras have 
actively tried to impede the UN-backed International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala and the 
Mission to Support the Fight against Corruption and Impunity in Honduras.  
 
Natural disasters and climate change.  While natural disasters have long been a fact of life in the Central 
American isthmus, scientists argue that climate change is accelerating severe weather events and drought. A 
large portion of this region lies along the “dry corridor,” which is currently home to approximately ten million 
people, half of whom are subsistence farmers. In 2015 the strongest El Niño in recorded history (El Niño is a 
weather event that leads to excessive rainfall along the Caribbean coasts while the Pacific coasts go dry) 
caused hundreds of thousands of farmers to lose all or part of their crops; El Salvador alone saw over $100,000 
million in damage to crops. Warming oceans are thought to contribute to the intensity of hurricanes, such as 
the 2020 back-to-back hurricanes Eta and Iota in Honduras, which displaced some 100,000 people and 
disrupted the lives of at least four million.  
 
The result of the drought has been rampant unemployment in the dry corridor:  in El Salvador it is 52%, in 
Guatemala 54% and in Honduras 68%. In Guatemala, the recent drought caused a food shortage that left three 
million people struggling to feed themselves. By the end of June 2016, the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs estimated that 3.5 million people required humanitarian assistance across El Salvador, 
Guatemala and Honduras, and the situation promises to get worse. According to USAID, climate researchers 
predict that the NTC will see decreased rainfall and prolonged drought with floods increasing in Guatemala and 
a large portion of El Salvador’s coastline disappearing.  
 
The pandemic.  When COVID-19 struck in March 2020, the resulting shutdowns and economic contraction 
added to the burden of the struggling NTC governments and taxed their fragile health care systems, which 
increased the number of people attempting to leave for the US. A log of migrant encounters from the US 
Border Patrol at the US-Mexican border documents that from October 2020 to April 2021 they increased by 
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249%. Of the 724,000 encounters 302,000 were with migrants from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador. (For 
updates on the US border situation see  https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-
encounters-by-component) 

 
THE ROLE OF US FOREIGN AID 
Each year the US spends millions of dollars in foreign aid to help with disaster relief for events such as the 
hurricanes, drought and COVID-19 pandemic that the NTC have recently experienced.  Development aid is a 
little different; it includes dollars and expertise provided by the US to help make a country's economy and 
governments more sustainable. In the NTC US aid sustains urban and rural development, helps with agriculture 
and food security, and works to curtail crime and narcotics trafficking.  It also supports justice, human rights, 
law enforcement, youth development and community assistance. In 2010 the total amount of aid was $257 
million, which increased to $500 million in 2016 in the wake of hurricanes and drought before dropping to 
$315 million in 2019. The former US president’s administration threatened to curtail aid in 2017 in response to 
the number of people attempting to immigrate to the US in caravans. The 2021 budget restores some of the 
earlier aid but estimates for 2020 and 2021 are still only partial.  

 
FEDERAL AND LOCAL RESPONSES TO RECENT NTC IMMIGRATION 
 
Reaction to recent NTC immigration.  The US response to the rise in migration from the NTC have been largely 
reactive. After the 2014 crisis the US administration partnered with NTC governments on anti-smuggling 
operations and information campaigns intended to deter would-be migrants. It also cracked down on 
undocumented immigrants inside the US and court-mandated removals totaled between three and five million 
people. The subsequent administration prioritized stemming the flow of Central American migrants to the US 
by tightening the asylum regime and ramping up border security. It also attempted to do away with Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and with Temporary Protected Status (TPS) but was unsuccessful. 
Currently, the fate of the DACA and the TPS programs is uncertain. (For further information on these two 
programs please see the Glossary below.) Since COVID-19 most of these migrants, with the exception of 
unaccompanied minors and some families, were and continue to be quickly expelled and left to survive in 
Mexico or return to their homes of origin. 
 
Biden Administration response to immigration.  With the election of President Biden, there is renewed 
interest in immigration reform, which includes the many NTC immigrants. In January 2021 the White House 
submitted a list of legislative goals entitled Fact Sheet on Immigration Bill: US Citizenship Act of 2021. Its 
proposals include providing an eight-year pathway to citizenship for temporary permit holders, keeping 
families together, embracing diversity, promoting refugee integration, growing the economy, and protecting 
workers’ rights. The act also would enhance border enforcement with technology and crack down on criminal 
organizations while pausing the wall construction on the southern border and protecting border communities. 
It would address the root causes of migration by increasing aid to Northern Triangle countries, supporting 
asylum seekers and other vulnerable populations, and improving immigration courts to protect vulnerable 
individuals. 
 
The Biden Administration also has reversed many of the previous president’s decisions. Changes include 
boosting refugee admissions, preserving deportation relief, not enforcing the “public charge” rule that denies 
green cards to users of Medicaid, lifting restrictions on the number of visas issued to immigrants and 
approving more green card holder requests for legal permanent residency. In the future the Administration 
hopes to create a pathway for unauthorized immigrants currently in the US, update the existing family-based 
system, revise employment-based visa rules, increase the number of diversity visas (the so-called visa lottery), 
and increase the number of H-1B visas for high-skilled workers. Among the unauthorized immigrants affected 
would be those designated as DACA and TPS. 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters-by-component
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters-by-component
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NTC residents in the metro area.  Family re-unification is a major motivator for people migrating from the 
Northern Triangle to the US where many already have family members living in established communities. 
Approximately 312,000 immigrants from the NTC live in the DC region: 208,000 from El Salvador, 47,700 from 
Honduras and 57,200 from Guatemala. A demographic study of Montgomery County in April 2021 puts the 
number of immigrants from the NTC at almost 20% of its population. Males outnumber females, their median 
age is 35 and on average they have lived in the US for twelve to fifteen years. Over 90% are employed, 
primarily in service and construction, and almost a third own their own homes. However, over 70% are non-
proficient in English and 50% have no high school diploma. A 2019 study by the Montgomery County Council 
found that these residents experience worse outcomes than white residents in school and in the workplace; 
they often lack a high school degree which can lead to more overall poverty and they have more encounters 
with the law. (For more information see the Montgomery County Study here:  
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/OLO/Resources/Files/2019%20Reports/OLO2019-7-6_20_19.pdf) 

 
CONCLUSION    
As of the date of this Fact Sheet, a record number of migrants are reportedly flooding the US southern border, 
a substantial number of whom are from the NTC. The continued threat of COVID-19 has only increased the 
challenges to the US immigration system as a whole and its capacity to handle the growing numbers of 
migrants in a humanitarian way. A better understanding of the history of the NTC and US involvement there 
should help inform any discussion about US immigration policy, our ongoing foreign policy priorities and the 
role of foreign aid in mitigating migration from this region.  

 
GLOSSARY       
 
Asylum seekers and refugees:   According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), people who flee 
their own country and seek sanctuary in another country may apply for asylum, which is the right to be 
recognized as a refugee and receive legal protection and material assistance. An asylum seeker must 
demonstrate fear of persecution in his or her home country in accordance with the UNHCR definition: 
individuals outside their country of residence with a well-founded fear of persecution within their own country 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group. War and 
ethnic, tribal and religious violence are leading causes for people to flee their countries and seek asylum.  
 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA):  a US program begun in 2012 that has protected from 
deportation nearly 800,000 undocumented young adults who arrived in the US as children. Individuals must 
apply for this status and meet certain requirements.  
 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS):  a designation the director of US Homeland Security gives to countries 
experiencing ongoing armed conflict such as civil war, an epidemic, an environmental disaster such as an 
earthquake or hurricane, or other extraordinary and temporary conditions. Individuals living in the US may 
apply for this status if their country is a designated country and they cannot be detained by the Department of 
Homeland Security on the basis of their US immigration status. Applications for TPS status must be renewed 
periodically and the list of countries designated as TPS countries can change. Neither TPS nor DACA 
designations currently include a pathway to legal permanent residence status or eventual citizenship. 

LWVUS IMMIGRATION POSITION 
The League of Women Voters of the US position on Immigration Reform (2008) supports: Criteria for legal 
admission to the US, including reunification of families, meeting US labor needs and responding to those facing 
persecution or humanitarian crises. At the same time, we support policies to improve economies, education, 
job opportunities and living conditions in nations with large emigrating populations. Finally, the LWVUS 

https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/OLO/Resources/Files/2019%20Reports/OLO2019-7-6_20_19.pdf
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supports provisions for those undocumented in the US to earn legal status and assistance to impacted 
communities with large immigrant populations. If a bill comes up for consideration by Congress, the League 
has a strong position for immigration reform. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS    

1. What is your personal experience with Montgomery County residents from these countries? Are there 
differences among people from different countries? 
 

2. What do you think of the US role in development assistance? Are there other remedies that might help 
migrants from the NTC remain safely in their own countries? 
 

3. How do you think climate change is affecting migration from the NTC to the US? What other factors do 
you think are affecting migration? 
 

4. There are limitations on the number of people who are allowed into the US legally, how long they can 
remain, and who can go on to become a legal permanent resident and eventually a citizen. What 
criteria do you think should be used when deciding who should be given the opportunity to enter the 
US and be considered for permanent residence and/or citizenship? Highly skilled workers? Family 
reunifications? Those escaping violence?  
 

5. What can we/you do to support immigration reform for those from the Northern Triangle and other 
countries?  

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
For additional information about current immigration processes and Biden administration efforts to alter 
them, see https://immigrationjustice.us 
 
For additional information on Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, see: 

1)  https://www.loc.gov/collections/country-studies/  
2) Kettman, Steve. “El Salvador’s Endless Ordeal,” The New York Times, November 15, 2019. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/15/opinion/el-salvador-violence.html  
3) Woodward, Ralph Lee, Jr. A Short History of Guatemala, Oxford University Press, Inc, 2008. 

 
For additional information on the political and social roots driving millions to migrate from Latin America to the 
US see: 

Gonzalez, Juan. Harvest of Empire; a History of Latinos in America, Penguin Books, 2011, and the 
documentary Harvest of Empire: The Untold Story of Latinos in America on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5gW84cAN2Pw) 
 

For additional information about Montgomery County resources for immigrants residing here, including for 
school-age children, see a list of services here: 
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/partnerships/Resources/Files/Immigrant_Rts%26Resources_7_11_1
9_ENG.pdf        
 

This Fact Sheet was prepared by members of the International Relations Committee:  Judy Whiton (chair), 
Elaine Apter, Carol Blackburn, Nancy Bliss, Marcia Bond, Mary Burnet, Judy Cochran, Chris Hager, Diane Hibino, 
Elissa Kramer and Linda Yangas.   

https://immigrationjustice.us/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/country-studies/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/15/opinion/el-salvador-violence.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5gW84cAN2Pw
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/partnerships/Resources/Files/Immigrant_Rts%26Resources_7_11_19_ENG.pdf
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/partnerships/Resources/Files/Immigrant_Rts%26Resources_7_11_19_ENG.pdf
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