
Humanitarian Border Crisis 
 

Part One: What’s Happening There? (The Border & Beyond) 

 

During the last three years, our parish Migrant/Refugee Committee (MRC) has offered opportunities for 

St. Peter to go deeper into the predicament of immigrants and refugees, both at the U.S./Mexico border 

and in Charlotte. This is an update. 

 

As the border humanitarian crisis intensifies and becomes further politicized, the MRC offers a two-part 

reflection. This week we describe the background to what is happening. Next week’s bulletin offers 

suggestions about what we can do in our own city. 

 

Although conditions on the U.S./Mexico border are daily in the news, we tend to know very little about 

the most recent cause of the immigration/asylum surge. This surge comes not from Mexican nationals, 

but from families and unaccompanied minors fleeing conditions in the so-called “Northern Triangle” of 

Central America – the nations of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. (See map) 

 

 Two things are important to know about this area. First, 

these three nations are extremely violent and virtually 

lawless. Murder rates are higher than Mexico’s (which is 

much in the news) – higher than the United States rate 

by a factor of five (Guatemala), ten (Honduras), or 15 

(El Salvador). Or higher, since murder and other 

violence are under-reported. Homicide, extortion, 

robbery, and domestic violence are seldom investigated, 

let alone punished, because of gang control and political 

corruption and oppression. Police often are integrated into gangs. These are just as much “failed states” 

as Yemen and Somalia, hotbeds of terrorism and war.  

 

As one of our MRC members, who has been to both Somalia and Honduras put it, “Obviously, the 

political context is different, but the violence is the same. All night you hear gun shots all over the area. 

It’s OK in the distance, but it gets your attention when they start impacting the Jesuit compound. …   

The primary similarity is the random incidents of murder and crime. Like Mogadishu, there are no 

consequences. Someone gets in your way, kill them … see a pretty 14 year old girl, take her… want a 

new refrigerator in a shop, take it…. Everyone you talk to has lost a family member to the violence. 

Imagine talking to the people you meet in the supermarket or church and the main conversation is about 

whom they lost to violence or about those who have fled. 

 



The second thing to know is that we in the United States are complicit in these conditions. Our actions have 

helped to create them. Not the single cause, but an important cause. 

 

Drugs and Guns. The gangs that perpetrate murder, rape, and extortion depend on dollars from selling 

drugs to Americans. The guns that they use come largely from U.S. sources. 

 

Labor Markets. We reap the benefits of undocumented labor and ignore it. The grass is cut. The house is 

roofed. The elderly in assisted living are cared for. The back breaking and dangerous jobs are done without 

cumbersome attention to federal safety regulations. Violence in the Northern Triangle pushes folks toward 

the U.S. Our demand for low-wage labor pulls people to the border. 

 

Corrupt Governments and Economic Systems. United States policy over many decades and western 

economic interests supported corrupt, oppressive, and violent governments.  

 In El Salvador a civil war raged from 1980-1992 between the military-led government and the 

leftist Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN). The Reagan administration offered 

significant military assistance to the authoritarian government, essentially running the war by 

1983. 80,000 are killed during the war, with most civilian deaths committed by the Salvadoran 

military and death squads. The violence has continued in a different form until the present. 

 Honduras 2009: Left-leaning and democratically elected President Manuel Zelaya, who pursued 

progressive policies such as raising the minimum wage and subsidizing public transportation, is 

exiled in a military coup. U.S.-trained Honduran General Romeo Vásquez Velásquez led the 

coup. The United States refused to join international calls for the “immediate and unconditional 

return” of Zelaya. That nation’s violence has spiraled upward in the decade since. 

 In 1981, the Guatemalan Army launched “Operation Ceniza” in response to a growing Marxist 

guerrilla movement. In the name of “counterattacks” and “retaliations” against guerrilla 

activities, entire villages were bombed and looted, and their residents executed, using U.S. 

supplied military equipment. By the mid-1980s, 150,000 civilians were killed, with 250,000 

refugees fleeing to Mexico. Military leaders and government officials would later be tried for the 

genocide of the Maya victims of military massacres. In 1982, a second U.S.-backed military 

coup installed Efraín Ríos Montt as president. Montt was convicted of genocide in 2013 for 

trying to exterminate the indigenous Maya Ixil.  

 

This handout provides the briefest of backgrounds of the tragedy unfolding. However, we are not 

without hope. Even if you think that the border crisis is too far away for St. Peter parishioners to help, 

know that there are effective actions that can be taken here in Charlotte. Next week’s bulletin will 

describe them. 


