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General Introduction and Methodological Aspects  
 
Armed violence seems to be a phenomenon of important dimensions in some Latin America and 

Caribbean countries.   It is a phenomenon that requires the design of public policies for reduction and 

prevention1. While the results presented in this summary only represent a preliminary approach to the 

problem, and the results are not proposed, in any way, as conclusive, they do provide an initial overview 

of regional data and analysis that could be of interest to the LAC states, and merit further and more 

careful analysis. These initial findings are presented in the document herein in summary form.  
However, the detailed national reports produced by SEHLAC group investigators on the twelve member 

countries in the region, can be directly reviewed through their authors.2. 

 

The national reports made by the SEHLAC Group are divided into different sections, aimed at 

approaching the problem of armed violence in the region and exploring the different existing 

mechanisms for its registration and measurement. It is important to highlight that the documents 
elaborated by the SEHLAC Investigators focus on the existing instruments for measuring and monitoring 

the armed violence issue in the region. Thus, the national reports do not claim to be a thorough 

diagnosis of the phenomenon or an in depth analysis of its causes, typical dynamics or impact. 

 

An effort is made in the first section of the national reports to gather some of the most important 

indicators in development matters for each studied country, as to provide the reader with a clearer idea 
of each country's social and economic characteristics. The second section shows a general description 

of the situations of violence affecting the different countries and their apparent causes. The third, fourth 

                                                             
1 It is important to highlight that the SEHLAC Group uses a wide definition of the "armed violence" concept. This means that 
the concept includes typical dynamics from internal armed conflicts; forms of violence generated by common crime and 
organized crime; and other ways of aggression between common citizens.  Armed violence can be exercised through the 
use of small and light weapons; or through other weapons such as penknives, machetes, knives, etc. It also includes violent 
attacks between individuals or groups; and finally other greater systems, typical from armed conflicts.   
2 The studied countries are Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Colombia, Guatemala, El Salvador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Dominican 
Republic, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay and Venezuela.  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and fifth sections explore the tools available for measuring armed violence. The final sections aim to 

investigate the existing mechanisms for exchanging information on violence and the use of this 

information in each country. It is worth noting that the national reports explore both official information 

sources on violence, as well as other existing sources. These include databases and studies produced 

by Civil Society Organizations, Academic Investigation Centres and International Organizations, among 

others.  
 

In building national reports, SEHLAC investigators began through interviews made to representatives of 

State agencies responsible for controlling or reducing violence; people linked to Civil Society 

Organizations working on the violence issue; and independent investigators experienced on the matter. 

In addition, web pages of relevant agencies and organizations were consulted, and secondary 

bibliography such as press articles and academic texts was used.  
 

General Context  
 

In general terms, and collecting the results of the SEHLAC national reports, it could be stated that 

armed violence in Latin America and the Caribbean is mainly associated, currently, with the existence of 

interpersonal conflicts and forms of common crime. This means that although there is a long-standing 
tradition of political violence in the region, today’s violence is mainly rooted in the deep social and 

economic problems faced by the countries, and is expressed through ordinary crime and everyday 

interpersonal conflicts. Likewise, although there is a history of internal armed conflict of different varying 

intensity, the violent and systematic armed confrontation does seem to have reached an end3.  

 

In addition to common crime and interpersonal conflicts, some countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean seem to suffer from important levels of violence associated to the existence of organized 

crime. Some SEHLAC Group reports make reference to the creation and consolidation of this type of 

organizations. Specially, those dedicated to trafficking weapons and drugs. This is the case of national 

reports from Guatemala, Trinidad and Tobago, Dominican Republic and Mexico, among others4. In the 

case of Mexico, for example, it is said that organized crime seems to have escalated in such a way that 

it has generated one of the bloodiest sources of violence in recent years5. The findings of the SEHLAC 
Group suggest that, although the intensity of organized crime is different in some of the region's 

countries, it generates suitable conditions for the reproduction of armed violence and negatively impacts 

safety indexes.  

 

                                                             
3 Colombia could be considered as the sole example of an ongoing internal armed conflict still present in the region.  
4 See report on armed violence in Guatemala, page 1; Dominican Republic, page 1; Trinidad and Tobago, pages  3 and 4; 
México, pages 2 and 7; and Colombia, page 5.  
5 See report on armed violence in Mexico, page 2.   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It is important to mention that there may be links between the different forms of violence evidenced in 

the region. However, the existence of these bonds would require a more detailed and in-depth study, 

which is not the objective of this document.  

 

Exploring the Causes of Violence 
 
As mentioned above in this document, the causes of armed violence in Latin America and the 

Caribbean seem to relate with the difficult social and economic conditions faced by some countries or 

population groups. These can be understood as historical issues of poverty, inequality, social exclusion, 

low education, high unemployment levels, etc. At least four of the national SEHLAC reports explicitly 

reference the marginalization situation of some sectors and the low levels of human development as 

factors that influence the generation of violence and insecurity. This is the case of reports from the 
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Brazil and Chile6. Even in the case of Chile, a country that has made 

significant progress in improving its poverty indexes, the inequality in the distribution of resources 

seems to be a barrier for the generation of conditions that allow the full development of all citizens7.  

 

Other problems that could foster the execution of crimes and worsen the culture of violence seem to 

add to the social problems. The SEHLAC reports frequently mention the proliferation of weapons in the 
region's countries and the weakness of justice systems as examples of elements that promote armed 

violence. On one hand, national reports such as those from the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, 

Argentina, Uruguay and Guatemala mention the use of firearms as one of the most common means for 

committing homicides8. Reports from Guatemala, Mexico and Venezuela even indicate the existence of 

an important number of illegal weapons in circulation9. On the other hand, reports from Guatemala and 

Venezuela suggest the existence of high impunity levels; a fact that may discourage citizens from 
reporting and that may foster the committing of a greater number of crimes10. However, it is worth 

mentioning that the importance of these factors may vary from one country to another.   

 

                                                             
6 See report on armed violence in Dominican Republic, page 2; Guatemala, page 2; Brazil, page 2; and Chile, pages 1 and 2.  
7 See SEHLAC Group reports on Armed Violence in Chile, pages 1 and 2.  
8 See report on Armed Violence in Dominican Republic, page 1, quoting data from the "Firearms and Development" report, 
published by the Caribbean Institute for the Rule of Law in June, 20009. See report on Armed Violence in El Salvador, page 
2, quoting data from the Legal Medicine Institute published by the La Prensa Gráfica newspaper on February 8th, 2010. See 
report on Armed Violence in Argentina, page 2, quoting data from the Ministry of Health. See report on Armed Violence in 
Uruguay, page 6, quoting Rafael Paternain in Overview of Violence, Criminality and Insecurity in Uruguay (2008). See report 
on Armed Violence in Guatemala, page 4, quoting data provided by the Attorney General's Office in 2009.  
9 See report on armed violence in Guatemala, page 3 quoting data provided from expert Carmen Rosa de Leon in an 
interview published by the Telediario newspaper, on February 3rd, 2010. See report on Armed Violence in Mexico, page 6. 
See report on Armed Violence in Venezuela, page 2, quoting information published in the Diario Noticias 24 newspaper on 
September 30th, 2009.  
10 See report on armed violence in Guatemala, page 3, quoting expert Sandino Asturias in an interview carried out on 
February 12th, 2010. See report on Armed Violence in Venezuela, page 3. 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Registering Violent Behaviours   
 

According to SEHLAC Group investigations, within the behaviours most frequently recorded in Latin 

America and the Caribbean are violent deaths and, especially, firearm-related homicide.  Most national 

reports show an increase in homicide rates as of the decade of the 1990s, reaching high levels in 

comparison to other regions of the world11. It is surprising, however, that a large percentage of these 
events are not associated to the occurrence of other crimes. Violent deaths, on the contrary, seem to be 

the result of interpersonal conflicts and the availability of firearms amongst regular citizens. The 

proliferation of weapons appears to be, as stated above in this document, one of the factors that 

enhances violence and drives its reproduction.  

 

Other forms of violence associated with common crime also appear in the SEHLAC reports as one of 
the important phenomena in the case of Latin America and the Caribbean. In several countries in the 

region, according to the data found by SEHLAC investigators, crimes against people have increased 

significantly during the last few years or have maintained historically high levels. Due to its dimensions, 

criminal violence has inspired the design of new tools for its measurement and analysis in some 

countries. These tools, although intended to offer a clearer idea of the nature, behaviour and 

characteristics of certain crimes, are not applied in all countries, and are not employed periodically and 
systematically in all cases.  

 

In addition to the above, most reports prepared by the SEHLAC group suggest the existence of forms of 

youth violence in the region of Latin America and the Caribbean. In the case of Mexico, for example, it is 

mentioned that most victims of violence are between the ages of 15 and 1912; the report on Venezuela 

states that most violent deaths occur in youngsters between 12 and 24 years of age13; in the case of El 
Salvador, it is explained that 1 out of 10 homicides is committed by a minor14; and the report on Chile, 

shows the concern of citizens due to the reduction of the age of legal responsibility for children and 

youngsters15. This type of violence, however, does not appear to have been studied in depth in several 

countries of the region. This means that, although the SEHLAC Group senses the presence of forms of 

juvenile violence due to the number of victims and offenders in this population group, it does not seem 

to find specialized studies on this phenomenon in a regular and systematic way. 
                                                             
11 The report on Armed Violence in Guatemala reveals a rate of 48 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2008 (see report, 
page 4, taking data published by the General Attorney's Office); the report on Armed Violence in Dominican Republic shows 
a rate of 25.43 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2008 (see report, page 3, using data from the General Attorney's 
Office); the report on Armed Violence in Colombia reports a rate of 33 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2008 (see report, 
page 7, quoting data from the National Police's Criminality Magazine).     
12 See report on Armed Violence in Mexico, page 4, quoting data from the National System on Health Information for 2007.  
13 See report on Armed Violence in Venezuela, page 2, quoting data from Amnesty International. 
14 See report on armed violence in El Salvador, page 5, quoting data provided by the National Police and published by the La 
Prensa Gráfica newspaper on October 2nd, 2009.  
15 Ver informe sobre Violencia Armada en Chile, page 3.  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Finally, the SEHLAC group’s reports make reference to multiple forms of violence against women (in the 

framework of domestic violence or outside of the family) and to the existence of frequent cases of 

domestic violence in Latin America and the Caribbean. It should be noted, however, that there is very 

little information available on these behaviours, impeding its analysis and comprehension.  

 
Mechanisms for Measuring the Phenomenon of Armed Violence  
 
According to findings from the SEHLAC Group, despite the different forms of violence that affect the 

region, there are still problems for measuring and analyzing this phenomenon in most studied countries. 

In general terms, the SEHLAC reports suggest that the registration of information on armed violence is 

still very basic in some countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, while an important number of 

these still face problems associated to the analysis of the existing information. It is worth noting, 
however, that the capacity for measuring the problem varies among the different countries of the region. 

Ahead are three main categories in which the countries could be classified, according to the instruments 

available for measuring armed violence.  

 
According to SEHLAC reports, some countries have basic systems for registering information on armed 

violence. Therefore, information is scarce, making the development of subsequent in-depth analysis for 
a thorough documentation of the different expressions of violence occurring in these countries difficult. 

In these cases, there is a single source of information (generally police bodies), which produces 

statistics on the crimes of highest impact and reports the most interesting data to other State agencies, 

academic centres, or civil society organizations that request it. However, the existing information does 

not seem to circulate fluently between the different actors dedicated to studying and monitoring 

violence. This means that the exchange of information appears to be based on specific requirements of 
the different actors, instead of as a response to permanent agreements or inter-institutional protocols for 

managing information.  

 

According to SEHLAC reports, some countries do not have other sources of comparison that allow 

accounting for several phenomena in their real dimension. This is the case of victimization surveys, for 

example, which allow a more in-depth exploration of the occurrence of certain crimes, and identifying an 
important number of events that are not reported by the citizens to the authorities. The lack of sources 

of comparison could limit the possibilities of producing specialized studies that use robust and reliable 

sources, and that allow identifying populations at risk or violence patterns against specific groups 

(ethnic groups, age groups, etc). The absence of this type of instruments could also make it difficult to 

research citizen perception on the subject of violence, or the levels of trust in the authorities responsible 

for preventing and reducing Armed Violence.  
 



 

6 
 

Finally, and also regarding the findings of the SEHLAC Group, there seems to be a lack of specialized 

staff dedicated to analyzing the existing information on armed violence. It also appears that there are 

not enough financial resources allocated to the development of methodological instruments for a better 

measurement and analysis of armed violence.  

 

According to the findings of the SEHLAC Group, other countries of the region seem to have a good 
capacity for registering violence events but a limited capacity for analyzing the existing information. The 

countries of this group seem to make big efforts for registering the relevant information in a precise and 

systematic way, through the registration systems of different State entities. Therefore, in addition to the 

registration of violent events carried out by the police, there is data produced by entities affiliated to the 

health sector and the justice system, among others. This allows for a more precise calculation of the 

phenomenon of violence dimension, since it is possible to compare the information produced by the 
different registration sources.  

 

In these cases, although there are sources for comparison such as Security Surveys, Victimization 

Surveys and other similar instruments, these tools don't seem to be applied in a periodic and systematic 

way. This fact could be explained by the logistic difficulties or the lack of financial resources. As an 

alternative, the countries of the second group seem to be making an effort mainly for generating 
consolidated and purged numbers of crimes with greater social impact; and to make them available for 

the authorities and citizenship through bulleting or periodic publications. In these cases, and just as in 

the aforementioned group, there seem to be problems in analyzing the existing information and, 

generating in-depth studies that can produce a thorough explanation of the main violence patterns. The 

lack of in-depth studies could limit the comprehension of the violence phenomenon; the understanding 

of its main causes and risk factors; or the victimization of specific groups.  
 

According to SEHLAC's findings, there seems to be a last group of countries that has a good 

registration capacity and a greater capacity for analyzing violent and criminal events. In these cases, the 

registration and analysis tools seem to have become more sophisticated with time; therefore, these 

countries seem to have a better comprehension of the types of violence affecting them. In matters of 

registration, sources of information have diversified and new and better methodologies, which seem to 
schematize the collection process and make the resulting statistics more reliable, have been introduced. 

The countries in this group seem to have achieved the consolidation of registration systems nurtured by 

different sources, producing periodic reports with criminal statistics at national and other levels. The 

information produced seems to be permanently available to the public and used for developing 

specialized studies that are of interest for State institutions, investigation centres, and civil society 

organizations. 
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In addition, these countries apparently have sources of comparison applied in a periodic and systematic 

manner, allowing to monitor the under-registration levels of common crimes or crimes with a greater 

impact. Likewise, these countries seem to become interested in the measurement and study of "hidden" 

expressions of violence, or those less susceptible of being reported by citizens. This is the case of 

domestic violence, some cases of violence against women, sexual crimes, etc. This violent behaviour 

seems to be approached through specific surveys or specialized instruments that help determine its 
origin, concrete expressions and, in most cases, its impact. Many of these instruments seem to be built 

with the collaboration of several State agencies and academic research centres or civil society 

organizations.  

 

It would appear that, as these registrations and analysis instruments become more complex, the 

produced data achieves greater impact in the design of public policies and programs for preventing and 
reducing armed violence. In fact, some cases seem to contain mechanisms for measuring the impact of 

the implemented policies.  

 

Conclusion 
 

As a conclusion, it can be said that Latin America and the Caribbean has a certain capacity for 
registering and analyzing armed violence events. However, this capacity is not the same in all countries; 

therefore it is essential to explore each State's specific strengths and weaknesses. In this sense, it is 

important to highlight the relevance of continuing the work for improving the mechanisms used for 

monitoring the different forms of violence, through the introduction of new methodologies and their 

periodic and systematic application. This, aimed at achieving a more precise diagnoses on the situation 

affecting the region, and implementing policies and programs based on the available information. It is 
also important to work on the formalization of agreements that allow the exchange of information 

between State agencies, Civil Society Organizations and Academic centres, among others. Joint work 

can help overcome the current obstacles that occur in the process of measuring and analyzing armed 

violence.  
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ANNEX 1: The SEHLAC Group  
 
SEHLAC is a regional workgroup that studies subjects related to Human Security in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. The group is comprised of civil society organizations and academicians from Mexico, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Colombia, Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Uruguay. Its 
members work in collaboration with other national and regional organizations and networks, reaching 
most of the countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. For reproducing this particular study, 
SEHLAC counted with the collaboration of researchers from Dominican Republic and Trinidad and 
Tobago.  
 
The group, created in 2007 as part of the Coalition against Cluster Bombs, looked to guarantee the 
ongoing, active and effective participation of the Region's countries in the Convention. The 
organizations that regularly work in the group have been very active in disarmament campaigns; 
promoting democracy; preventing armed violence; and protecting women and children. In addition, 
these organizations have had an important role in the promotion, design and monitoring public policies 
in these subjects. The diversity of the group generates a favourable basis for the action and work in the 
complex agenda of preventing armed violence and promoting development. 
 
Looking to promote the success achieved during the Cluster Bomb campaign, the group has decided to 
expand its work area and deal with the agenda on armed violence and development from the 
perspective of Human Security. Regarding this agenda, SEHLAC is actively working with other 
international and regional networks, and high profile agencies such as the UNDP, so as to increase the 
long term commitment with the reduction of armed violence at all levels.  
 
For the development of this particular project, SEHLAC has counted with the support from Action on 
Armed Violence -AOAV- (formerly known as Landmine Action). AOAV is a non-profit organization, 
based in the United Kingdom, which works for reducing the impact of violence and conflict in vulnerable 
populations. AOAV has a renowned experience in developing international law, creating civil society 
networks, promoting local programs on disarmament, armed violence and protection to civilians. In 
general, AOAV is focused on implementing the agenda for the prevention and reduction of armed 
violence, in collaboration with committed States and United Nations agencies. AOAV has provided the 
necessary international platform for SEHLAC to present the results of the regional investigation.  
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