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Editor’s Introduction

Preparing The Armed Conflict Survey 2020 has served,
once again, as a reminder of the complexity of con-
flict in the twenty-first century. With each edition,
we observe the consolidation of trends highlighted
earlier, including the substantial internationalisation
of many conflicts, which increasingly often involve
regional and international actors that use the battle-
ground to pursue their rivalries. In so doing, stakes
often grow higher and the strategic repercussions of
events can reverberate much further afield.

For each of the 33 conflicts covered, the book pro-
vides an overview of the key developments in 2019;
the events that led to the current situation; data on the
conflict parties involved; the drivers of the conflict;
political and military developments; and analysis
of the significance of the conflict. Specifically, we
delve into the consequences of the major political
and military developments for human rights and
the humanitarian situation, the social and economic
impact of the conflict, and how it has affected rela-
tions with neighbouring and international partners.
We assess the state of the conflict at the end of 2019,
albeit without making predictions, and identify the
trends and trajectories that will be most relevant
for 2020, including prospects for conflict resolu-
tion, risks of conflict intensification or spillover, and
scenarios for reconstruction. Each conflict chapter
concludes with the strategic implications of the con-
flict locally and internationally. Complementing
the analysis are conflict-specific maps and graphics
to illustrate patterns and structures such as violent
hotspots, armed-group networks, transitional-gov-
ernment structures and human-displacement data.

Snapshots for each of the six geographical
regions into which conflicts are organised outline
key trends, strategic implications and prospects.
We endeavour to underline geopolitical and geo-
strategic relations and how they intersect with
conflict. Examples include what Turkey’s involve-
ment in Syria means for its relationship with NATO;
the impact of attacks by Baloch insurgents against
Chinese interests on Islamabad-Beijing relations;

or how diminishing Western engagement with the
Burmese government might create room for China
to expand its political influence in Myanmar.

The number of situations around the world
meeting our definition of armed conflict decreased
from 40 in 2015, when the Armed Conflict Survey
was first published, to 33 in 2019. This might seem
like a marked improvement, but notwithstanding
the removal of some conflicts such as Kosovo and
the Niger Delta, the current line-up of conflicts also
reflects multiple transformations. Since 2015, we
have recorded how, owing to changes in the drivers
of conflicts and the relationships among armed
groups, various conflicts had to be merged — as
was the case for India’s northeastern conflicts in the
previous edition — while others were split, such as
Central America’s Northern Triangle. In addition to
these changes, some conflicts have ended, and there-
fore were removed from the survey, and new ones
have begun, such as in Cameroon in 2017.

Observing the morphing of some of the conflicts
and the trajectory of many others brings the central-
ity of non-state armed groups into clear focus. We
have highlighted this in three ways. Firstly, chap-
ters include expanded profiles of conflict parties,
a large proportion of which are non-state actors.
Secondly, all four thematic essays are centred on
aspects of the activities and nature of armed groups
and the responses required to limit their pernicious
effects. Finally, the 2020 Chart of Armed Conflict
that accompanies the book compares the number of
state and non-state parties in each conflict theatre.
Notably, in 21 of 33 conflicts the number of non-state
armed groups exceeds the number of state groups.!

Armed groups in focus

As in previous editions, we have invited experts
to open the survey with thematic essays ana-
lysing emerging or evolving trends in conflict.
Acknowledging that trends evolve and linger for
longer than our 12-month time frame, we believe
the selected topics are particularly relevant for the
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year at hand and will have an enduring relevance
as they cover potentially growing threats and policy
challenges.

This year’s essays aim to provide an understand-
ing of the changing nature of armed groups and
the emerging trends that characterise their opera-
tions. In ‘Armed-Group Proliferation: Origins and
Consequences’, Brian McQuinn warns that despite
the emergence of a large number of groups in recent
decades, it is the proliferation of horizontally struc-
tured groups that is likely to influence the direction
of many conflicts. In the context of peace processes,
for instance, a decentralised chain of command and
involvement of multiple group leaders is likely to
impede negotiations, owing to the multiplicity of
voices and agendas. This challenge is well known
in the context of the conflict in Mali and the wider
Sahel.

Alongside the adoption of a horizontal rather
than a vertical structure, adaptability and flex-
ibility are contributing factors to groups’ longevity.
Experimenting with technology is a way of adapting
to changing circumstances to surprise and under-
mine opponents. In this regard, Eleanor Beevor and
Dhia Muhsin examine an area of growing concern
among policymakers and security experts: the threat
of armed groups using uninhabited aerial vehicles
(UAVs or drones). The broader international commu-
nity became acutely aware of this threat in the wake
of the attack carried out by Yemen’s Houthi move-
ment (Ansarullah) in Saudi Arabia in September
2019. Despite the hype, evidence discussed in
‘Non-state Armed Groups and UAVs: Uptake and
Effectiveness’ points to less alarming conclusions in
the short term. Non-state armed groups are not cur-
rently in a position to weaponise non-military UAVs
quickly or easily. Yet technological change coupled
with growing experience and know-how will intro-
duce new possibilities for armed groups and as such
this remains an area of non-state activity to be moni-
tored, especially in the case of groups receiving state
backing.

Adaptability comes in many forms. In ‘ISIS
Foreign Fighters after the Fall of the Caliphate’,
Francesco Milan underlines how in the post-cali-
phate era, the Islamic State, also known as ISIS or
ISIL, remains able to mobilise foreign fighters and
exploit the networks once used to guarantee the flow
of fighters to Syria and Iraq to facilitate their move-
ment into other conflict zones. Indeed, the relocation

of veteran fighters to regions such as Southeast Asia
and Africa underscores ISIS’s resilience at a time
when Western governments face the challenge of
dealing with four categories of foreign fighters, each
presenting its own conundrum, while ISIS in Syria is
showing signs of resurgence.

Armed groups, either ideologically or criminally
driven (or both), are infamous for quickly exploit-
ing the business opportunities presented by conflict,
often for economic gain. ‘Human Trafficking in
Conflict’ focuses on the link between the two phe-
nomena, stressing how the increasingly prevalent
protracted conflicts that displace large numbers
of people create optimal conditions for human
trafficking. Tuesday Reitano lists many capacity
shortcomings at the local and international levels, as
well as within state institutions, international organ-
isations and NGOs. Ending the plight of trafficking
victims, which warranted greater concern through-
out the 2010s, appears to remain unachievable in the
short and medium term.

The Chart of Armed Conflict, conflict
duration and prospects for peace

In addition to presenting data on the number of
parties engaged in the 33 active conflicts, this year’s
Chart of Armed Conflict has two other purposes.
Firstly, it lists multinational missions to conflict and
post-conflict countries, indicating the start date and
current strength of operations and missions deployed
under the aegis of the European Union, NATO,
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe, the UN and a number of ad hoc groupings
such as the G5 Sahel Joint Force. Secondly, the Chart
puts a spotlight on conflict duration. The concept
of prolonged conflict and the resulting implications
such as large-scale displacement have been recur-
rent themes in policy and conflict-analyst circles
in recent years, particularly in the aftermath of the
migration crisis that started in 2015. Twelve of the
active conflicts started in 2009-19, while more than
60% of conflicts have been ongoing for ten years or
longer. This raises questions about the prospects for
conflict resolution in 2020.

Analysis in this year's Armed Conflict Survey
suggests some glimpses of hope. Violence and
hostilities have started to ease in Ukraine and
Nagorno-Karabakh, in Colombia, despite
the presence and actions of FARC dissidents, the
peace agreement between the government and

and



the left-wing guerrilla group is likely to remain in
place. Elsewhere, the insurgency targeting Egypt’s
Sinai Peninsula is losing fighting power, and vio-
lence in several African conflicts — the Central
African Republic, Sudan, South Sudan and Nigeria’s
Farmer-Pastoralist — decreased compared to the
previous year. In Pakistan, violence by the Tehrik-e-
Taliban Pakistan declined, and 2019 marked the first
year since 2003 without Pakistani or US airstrikes.
Most significant, however, was the lead-up to
the historic deal the Taliban and the US government
reached in February 2020. Following 18 months of
negotiations, the agreement appeared to bring hope
for the resolution of Afghanistan’s nearly two-dec-
ade-long conflict (and American withdrawal) but

Notes

1 Brazil (Rio de Janeiro & Ceara), Cameroon, Central African
Republic, Colombia (BACRIMs), Democratic Republic of
the Congo, El Salvador, Ethiopia (Communal Violence),
Honduras, Iraq, Israel-Palestine, Mexico (Cartels), Myanmar,
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also served as a reminder of the fragility and com-
plexities of peace deals. Violence resumed only a
few days later and there are significant hurdles to
overcome regarding the role the Taliban will play in
Afghan politics and society. Indeed, the challenge
of implementing peace agreements remained a very
tangible one in 2019, as evidence from Cameroon,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Mali
clearly indicates. The fragmentation of negotiating
parties representing different factions, economic
interests and agendas, often backed by different
international actors, and capacity shortcomings,
such as limited ability to reintegrate former armed
groups into society, have proved serious obstacles to
the implementation of many agreements.

Nigeria (Farmer—Pastoralist), Pakistan, Philippines (ASG
& Moro), South Sudan, Southern Thailand, Sudan (Darfur,
Blue Nile & South Kordofan), Syria, Turkey (PKK) and
Yemen.
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Notes on Methodology

The Armed Conflict Survey reviews and analyses the
armed conflicts that are active worldwide every
year. We define an armed conflict as a sustained mil-
itary contest between two or more organised actors
making purposive use of armed force. The inclusion
of a conflict in the book is based on this definition
and the methodology detailed below.

Armed conflicts in 2019

This year’s Armed Conflict Survey includes 33 armed
conflicts that were ongoing during the 2019 calendar
year (1 January—31 December) in six world regions
(Americas, Asia-Pacific, Europe and Eurasia, Middle
East and North Africa, South Asia, and sub-Saharan
Africa). The list of conflicts in the 2020 edition differs
slightly from the 2019 edition. Firstly, the armed con-
flict in Ethiopia (Communal Violence) was added this
year. It reflects the deterioration of relations between
the federal government of Ethiopia and regional
states, the deep inequality angering large sections of
society, especially among the Oromo and Amhara
ethnic groups, and the violent repression of social
unrest. Secondly, certain conflicts have been grouped
together based on common key characteristics, such
as drivers or meaningful links between armed groups.
Specifically, we have merged the Moro insurgency
and the conflict between the Armed Forces of the
Philippines and the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), which
are now listed as Philippines (ASG & Moro). The
new denomination more accurately reflects the rela-
tionship between the two phenomena and the ASG’s
genesis as a radical offshoot of Moro separatists. In
addition, we have renamed the report ‘Mali (The
Sahel)” as “The Sahel (Mali & Burkina Faso)’ to reflect
the regional dimension and expansion of the conflict,
and the increase in conflict-related violence in north-
ern and eastern Burkina Faso. ‘Brazil (Rio de Janeiro)’
is now listed as ‘Brazil (Rio de Janeiro & Ceara)’ to
indicate that, in addition to conflict in Rio de Janeiro,
the fight among criminal gangs and the security forces
in the northeastern state of Ceara has escalated, and
meets our criteria for inclusion as an armed conflict.

Despite the merging of conflicts in the
Philippines, the unit of analysis in The Armed Conflict
Survey remains the armed conflict itself — the mili-
tary confrontation between armed actors — rather
than the country in which it occurs. Most armed
conflicts take place within the boundaries of a state
and are therefore listed under those country names,
although many do not affect the national territory
as a whole. In Sudan, for example, the central state
fights various armed groups in Blue Nile and South
Kordofan states and in the Darfur region but, not-
withstanding large protests in the capital in 2019,
Khartoum has never become a theatre in these long-
standing wars. Other conflicts, such as the Boko
Haram insurgency, unfold across state boundaries,
in this case involving territories in Cameroon, Chad,
Niger and Nigeria.

Classification of armed confilicts

Conflict parties may be state or non-state actors.
According to the types of actors involved and the
interactions between them, armed conflicts fall into
one of three categories: international (or inter-state),
internal or internationalised. An international armed
conflict takes place between two or more states (or
a group of states) on the territory of one or several
states, as well as the global commons. An inter-
nal armed conflict is fought by a government (and
possibly allied armed groups) against one or more
non-state actors, or between two or more non-state
armed groups. An internationalised armed conflict
is an internal conflict, in which the kernel of the
dispute remains domestic, but one or more external
states intervene militarily. Such involvement may
include training, equipping or providing military
intelligence to a conflict party, or participating in
the hostilities either directly or through local proxies
and sponsored actors.

Criteria for inclusion
The Armed Conflict Survey’s definition of armed conflict
requires combat between opposing actors. In order to
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be included, an armed confrontation must possess
two characteristics: duration and intensity. We require
an armed conflict to run for at least three months and
feature violent incidents on a weekly or fortnightly
basis. For wars between states — which feature sub-
stantial levels of military mobilisation, simultaneous
and numerous armed clashes or significant fatalities
— the duration threshold may be relaxed.

The third test for inclusion is the organisation
of the conflict parties, namely their ability to plan
and execute military operations. The scale of the
attacks is not a factor in this determination — for the
purpose of inclusion in The Armed Conflict Survey,
for example, planting improvised explosive devices
(IEDs) is equivalent to battlefield clashes. For armed
conflicts that involve state parties, the deployment
of armed forces or militarised (not regular) police
is required. In the case of non-state conflict parties,
the logistical and operational capacity of the group
is key. This indicator includes access to weapons
and other military equipment, as well as the ability
to devise strategies and carry out operations, coor-
dinate activities, establish communication between
members (often based on existing social networks),
and recruit and train personnel. The organisation of
an armed actor does not require territorial control
or a permanent base in an area. The Armed Conflict
Survey also remains agnostic with regard to the type
of organisational structure that armed groups adopt.
Not all non-state groups engaged in armed conflicts
have a distinct and effective chain of command, such
as many of those operating in sub-Saharan Africa.
Armed groups can be highly decentralised, main-
tain an amorphous structure, rely on a transnational
network or have a global reach — a hierarchical mili-
tary structure is therefore not an inclusion criterion.

The Armed Conflict Survey also applies two crite-
ria for removal. Over time, certain armed conflicts
lose the characteristics required for inclusion and
are removed after two years. An armed conflict ter-
minated through a peace agreement also ceases to be
included following the military demobilisation of all
conflict parties.

Methodological differences

Defining armed conflict simply as a military phe-
nomenon rather than a legal one, The Armed Conflict
Survey does not aim to determine the applicability
of international humanitarian law to different con-
flict situations (as in the Geneva Conventions or the

Rome Statute). Contrary to other datasets (notably
the Uppsala Conflict Data Program and the Peace
Research Institute Oslo’s Correlates of War Project),
The Armed Conflict Survey’s definition of armed
conflict does not involve a numerical threshold of
battle-related deaths.

The Armed Conflict Survey’s methodology does
not make distinctions based on the motivations
driving an armed conflict, which may be political,
ideological, religious or criminal. The book thus
includes cases of internal conflicts in which only
criminal organisations, rather than revolutionaries or
separatists, fight each other and the state (such as in
El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico and Rio de Janeiro).

Finally, The Armed Conflict Survey excludes cases
involving the one-sided application of lethal force,
terrorist attacks and public protests. Government
repression, as well as ethnic cleansing or genocide,
regardless of the scale, are not included if they
occur outside a conflict situation, until the popu-
lation displays a capacity to fight back through an
armed, organised resistance, or another state wages
war — as in the case of the Khmer Rouge regime in
Cambodia when Vietnam invaded in 1979. Terrorist
attacks may lead to the domestic deployment of
armed forces, but these events are too rare to pass
the intensity test. Situations with widespread but
unorganised criminal activity are also excluded.

Key statistics

For each conflict, The Armed Conflict Survey 2020
reports key statistics relevant to the context under
analysis. The information in the tables at the begin-
ning of each conflict report indicates the category of
conflict (international, internal or internationalised),
the start date of the conflict, and provides figures
on displacement (refugees and internally displaced
persons (IDPs)) and the number of people in need of
humanitarian aid.

Refugees

The Armed Conflict Survey adopts the definition in
Article 1A(2) of the 1951 UN Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees (also known as the Refugee
Convention), according to which a refugee is a
person who, ‘owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and
is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail



himself of the protection of that country; or who, not
having a nationality and being outside the country
of his former habitual residence as a result of such
events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwill-
ing to return to it’. ‘Refugees total” refers to the total
number of refugees since the beginning of the con-
flict, as of the latest available date.

Internally displaced persons

The Armed Conflict Survey adopts the definition
in the 1998 UN Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement, according to which IDPs are “persons
or groups of persons who have been forced or
obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in
order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situa-
tions of generalized violence, violations of human
rights or natural or human-made disasters, and
who have not crossed an internationally recognized
state border’. ‘IDPs total’ refers to the total number

Key Statistics: sources
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of IDPs since the beginning of the conflict, as of the
latest available date.

People in need

The Armed Conflict Survey refers to people in need of
humanitarian aid according to the criteria set out by
the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA), which refer to basic services such
as food, shelter, water and sanitation, healthcare and
non-food items (such as clothing and hygiene kits).
The figures refer to the latest date available.

Sources
Figures for refugees, IDPs and people in need are
drawn from the sources listed in the table below.

Military data

Unless otherwise indicated, all figures related to
military strength and capability, defence economics
and arms equipment are from The Military Balance.

Conflict IDPs Refugees People in need
Brazil (Rio de n/a n/a n/a
Janeiro & Ceara)
Colombia (BACRIMs) UN High Commissioner for Refugees ~ UNHCR, ‘Global Trends: Forced n/a
(UNHCR), ‘Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2018’
Displacement in 2018’
El Salvador Internal Displacement Monitoring n/a n/a
Centre (IDMC), Country Information:
El Salvador
Honduras IDMC, Country Information: Honduras n/a n/a
Mexico (Cartels) Mexican Commission for the Defense  Mexican Refugee Aid Commission, n/a
and Promotion of Human Rights Mexican government
(CMDPDH)
Myanmar (EAOs) UN Office for the Coordination OCHA, ‘Myanmar Humanitarian Needs OCHA, ‘Global

of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA),
‘Myanmar Humanitarian Needs
Overview 2020°, December 2019

Overview 2020°, December 2019;

OCHA, ‘Bangladesh: Rohingya Refugees
and Host Communities Need Urgent
Support’, 26 April 2019;

‘China Urges Kachins to Return to
Myanmar and Join Peace Process’, Radio
Free Asia, 8 March 2019

Humanitarian Overview
(GHO), 2020

Philippines (ASG &  Data collected by contributor for the  n/a n/a
Moro) 1ISS Armed Conflict Database (up to
September 2019)
Philippines (NPA) Data collected by contributor forthe  n/a n/a
11SS Armed Conflict Database (up to
September 2019)
Southern Thailand n/a n/a n/a
Armenia—Azerbaijan n/a n/a n/a

(Nagorno-Karabakh)
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Key Statistics: sources

Conflict IDPs Refugees People in need

Ukraine n/a n/a OCHA, ‘GHO, 2020’

Egypt (Sinai) n/a n/a n/a

Iraq UNHCR, ‘Iraq Fact Sheet’, December  UNHCR, ‘Registered Iraqis in Jordan’,15 OCHA, ‘Irag: Humanitarian
2019 January 2020; Bulletin, January 2020°, 17

UNHCR, ‘Turkey: Key Facts and Figures’,
January 2020

February 2020

Israel-Palestine

IDMC, ‘Global Report on Internal
Displacement’, May 2019

UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees (UNRWA), ‘UNRWA in Figures’,
May 2019

0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020’

Libya UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee ~ UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020
Situations — Libya Situations — Libya

Syria OCHA, ReliefWeb Crisis Figures Data  OCHA, ReliefWeb Crisis Figures Data 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020

Turkey (PKK) IDMC, ‘Global Report on Internal UNHCR, ‘Mid-Year Trends 2018', January  n/a
Displacement’, May 2019 2019

Yemen UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee ~ UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020

Situations — Yemen

Situations — Yemen

Afghanistan n/a UNHCR n/a

India (CPI-Maoist) n/a n/a n/a

India (Northeast) n/a n/a n/a
India—Pakistan n/a n/a n/a

(Kashmir)

Pakistan n/a n/a 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020
Cameroon UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee ~ UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020

Situations — Cameroon

Situations — Nigeria

Central African
Republic

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee
Situations — Central African Republic

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee
Situations — Central African Republic

OCHA, ‘GHO, 2020°

Democratic Republic

of the Congo

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee
Situations — DRC

UNHCR, ‘DR Congo Fact Sheet’, December
2019

OCHA, ‘GHO, 2020’

Ethiopia (Communal

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee

n/a

OCHA, ‘GHO, 2020’

Violence) Situations — Ethiopia;

UNHCR, ‘Ethiopia Refugee Response

Plan 2020-2021"
Lake Chad Basin UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee ~ UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020
(Boko Haram) Situations — Nigeria Situations — Nigeria

Nigeria (Farmer—
Pastoralist)

n/a

n/a

n/a

The Sahel (Mali &
Burkina Faso)

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee
Situations — Mali

UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee
Situations — Mali

OCHA, ‘Humanitarian
Needs Increase in
Burkina Faso/Mali/Niger’,
19 November 2019

Somalia UNHCR, Operational Portal: IDP UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020
Situations — Somalia Situations — Horn of Africa Somalia

South Sudan UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee ~ UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee 0CHA, ‘GHO, 2020
Situations — South Sudan Situations — South Sudan

Sudan (Darfur, OCHA, Sudan — Internally Displaced ~ UNHCR, ‘Sudan Country Refugee Response OCHA, ‘GHO, 2020

Blue Nile & South Persons — IDPs; Plan January 2020-December 2020’;

Kordofan) UNHCR: Global Focus: Sudan UNHCR, Operational Portal: Refugee

Situations — Sudan
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Armed-Group Proliferation:
Origins and Consequences

More non-state armed groups have emerged in the
last eight years than in the previous eight decades.!
During this period the Islamic State, also known as
ISIS or ISIL, has attracted inordinate global concern,
diverting attention from a trend that will define
conflict in the coming decade: the proliferation of
armed groups. These groups are built around highly
adaptive alliances of smaller-scale units with diffuse
leadership and authority. They act more like dis-
ruptive start-ups than standard corporations. By
contrast, ISIS was organised like the centralised
Marxist insurgencies of the late twentieth century,
such as FARC in Colombia, Maoist groups in
Nepal and India and the New People’s Army in the
Philippines.

The territorial defeat of ISIS, which functioned
as a quasi-state, illustrates a shortcoming of its
more formal organisational model. By contrast,
armed insurgencies in Afghanistan and Iraq persist
despite years of direct combat with US forces.
Similarly in the Sahel, French forces aligned with
Malian, Chadian and other local militaries continue
to combat what often appears to be a nebulous con-
stellation of jihadi forces. The loss of its caliphate
may prompt ISIS to abandon its vertical structure
in favour of a more horizontal one. Decentralised
authority can be an advantage during times of
insurgency and active combat — yet it can become a
liability in peace negotiations, when the multiplic-
ity of groups can impede dialogue and progress,
or in peacetime, when groups’ common cause may
give way to competition for dominance or hinder
state reassertion. Shifting alliances of armed groups
require peacemakers to develop new methods of
engaging and including local commanders in peace
talks.

Libya, summer 2011

In 2011, small groups of fighters took up arms
against Colonel Muammar Gadhafi across Libya in
dozens of distinct armed revolts. In Misrata, Libya’s
third-largest city, the conflict began with hundreds

of groups, many with fewer than 20 fighters, fighting
an urban guerrilla campaign. These micro-groups
outmanoeuvred government forces, merging,
splintering, and devising new tactics and organisa-
tional structures. After defeating Gadhafi’s security
battalions downtown, however, these highly adap-
tive smaller groups were no match for traditional
government tactics and armour in the open fields
surrounding the city.? To address this challenge,
the leaders of these small units negotiated alliances,
uniting smaller units and dramatically increasing
their firepower.’ The commanders of many new alli-
ances, often elected by the group, announced their
formation on Facebook, in part to counter Libyan
government claims of military victory.

Local commanders formed alliances with leaders
they trusted, either because of relationships that pre-
dated the fighting or ones that were forged on the
front lines. Once negotiated, the new coalitions con-
tinued to coordinate with NATO airpower and other
insurgent groups in the city, attacking government
forces in waves. Coalitions of such groups went on
to defeat Gadhafi’s security brigades.* The groups
gradually developed closer ties and functioned more
like a single organisation. But authority remained
highly decentralised: sub-commanders did not cede
their authority or autonomy, maintaining individ-
ual responsibility for fundraising, recruitment and
weapons procurement.

Insurgents with centralised structures enjoy
greater coordination and decision-making effi-
ciency. However, these same features make them
vulnerable to disruption, especially if the group’s
entire leadership is targeted. The loss of a leader of
a horizontally organised group with decentralised
authority has little effect on the group’s functional-
ity. This adaptability and resilience may come at the
cost of organisational efficiency and military coor-
dination, but often more than offsets that cost. The
failure of the US military to defeat the Taliban — an
integrated but militarily decentralised organisation
—in Afghanistan illustrates the point.



Alternative models of insurgent
organisation

Western ideals of organisation — and particularly
military command and control — can blind analysts
and practitioners to the capacity and benefits of
horizontally organised insurgents. Observers of the
conflicts in Libya and Syria, for example, have often
concluded that insurgents were merely disorgan-
ised or chaotic due to an absence of strict hierarchies
and top-down decision-making.’ In fact, giving that
appearance was actually an explicit strategy.® In
Libya, for instance, assaults on government forces
were typically carried out by hundreds of groups
attacking at once. This tactic allowed key groups to
hide among others, obscuring overall strategies until
it was too late for the government to react.

Three features of horizontally organised
armed groups are essential to understanding their
approaches: leadership structure, decision-mak-
ing and network strength. Decentralising military,
political and administrative authority to lower-
level commanders protects the organisation against
‘decapitation strikes’, as the absence of an opera-
tional chain of command reduces the disruption
caused by the death of a senior leader.” The merely
advisory role of the senior leader also allows that
position to be more easily filled by another leader.
And, although local or mid-level commanders
wield a great deal of operational authority, the large
number of them reduces the potential for adversaries
to effectively target enough leaders to significantly
impact a group.

Decision-making in a horizontally organised
group is more deliberative and consensus-oriented
than it is in hierarchical groups. Senior leaders make
decisions after extensive consultation with mid-level
commanders. This arrangement requires local com-
manders to be in regular contact with one another
and to consult and negotiate on strategic issues.

Network strength is a more subtle and
complicated matter. The relationship between sub-
commanders in groups built around coalitions is
highly personalised and egalitarian. These groups
are therefore best understood as social networks.
The interpersonal nature of such networks amplifies
the role of a sub-commander’s reputation, which
becomes key to their unit’s status. This can foster
competition for prestige, recruits and resources,
which can destabilise the group. While this dynamic
can weaken networks, it also helps increase the
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long-term survival of the alliance by weeding out
weak or ineffective commanders. Leaders of local al-
Qaeda affiliates in Mali, for instance, have risen to
command the regional branch through these evolv-
ing alliances.®

For similar reasons, alliances among decentral-
ised armed groups can be fluid. If a local commander
concludes that another insurgent group is on the
rise, he may defect with his entire unit (usually
about 50-100 fighters). Over time, this creates a nat-
ural-selection process whereby the most effective
groups survive. Characterising such re-alignments
as ‘group fragmentation” may imply weakness when
in fact a group is not losing strength and may even
be gaining it.

Armed groups in current conflicts

Libya

In Libya circa 2011, hundreds of small-scale insur-
gent units defeated the government’s forces. Each
city produced its own groups. Political leaders,
however, were able to form a single, unified organi-
sation, the National Transitional Council (NTC),
which became the face of the uprisings despite
having no direct command over armed groups. The
fighters’ loyalty remained first and foremost to their
original unit.® But this did not impede their capacity
or willingness to coordinate their efforts with either
their alliance partners or the hundreds of other
groups fighting on the front lines.

During the Misrata uprising, attacks involved
hundreds of groups advancing simultaneously, and
were coordinated with NATO airstrikes.” Most fight-
ers were unaware that these attacks were planned
by only 15-20 commanders.!" These leaders would
gather the night before, review the GPS coordinates
of all the insurgent groups along the front line, and
use Google Earth to plan the attack. Messages would
then be sent along the front lines communicating the
time of the attack and the furthest point to which
groups should advance, as coordinated with NATO.
Select commanders would coordinate by VHF radio
to ensure the key strategic points were taken while
the rest of the groups simply advanced forward.

The decentralised and varied nature of these
groups was an asset during urban fighting in Misrata,
and in more conventional fighting scenarios, greater
coordination was both possible and required. It
became a liability, however, for consolidating peace
and building a functional state that could ensure a
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monopoly on the use of force. Immediately follow-
ing the war, the NTC ministries of defence and the
interior put most of these groups on the government
payroll, but with no consensus on how to trans-
form them into a state military; most continued to
operate independently and resisted efforts to unify
and reform them. Two dynamics played out in par-
allel. Owing to local circumstances and solidarity,
Misratan commanders continued to meet regularly
after Gadhafi’s death to manage security issues and
political change in the city. Elsewhere, however,
competition among small and medium-sized
groups contributed to the descent of the country
into civil war. Starting in 2015, Khalifa Haftar, a
leading commander in eastern Libya, formed the
Libyan National Army (which was renamed the
Arab Libyan Armed Forces). Despite its name, it is a
coalition of armed groups rather than an integrated
force. He has, however, attracted significant foreign
support and resources, which has emboldened him
to attack Tripoli in a bid to take over the country.

Syria

The most striking feature of the Syrian conflict is the
sheer number of armed groups involved. The Carter
Center and other monitoring groups recorded the
presence of thousands of armed actors and mili-
tary councils in the ranks of the rebellion, the jihadi
groups and ethnic organisations as well as pro-
government militias, totalling over 250,000 fighters
across the country. These groups continually col-
lapsed, merged and splintered.

As in the Libyan conflict, in Syria a distinct
split developed between political and military
leadership. Beginning in March 2011, grassroots
organisations coordinated non-violent protests
across the country. Ostensibly modelled on Libya’s
NTC, attempts to form a national political oppo-
sition from hundreds of opposition parties,
human-rights groups and diaspora associations
took place by way of various international confer-
ences. But Syrian opposition leaders were never
able to consolidate power or legitimacy across the
political spectrum, domestically or internationally.
As a result, attempts to form centralised political
or military leadership, such as the Syrian National
Council or the Supreme Military Council of the Free
Syrian Army, failed.

The organisation of armed groups in Syria mir-
rored the country’s political and sectarian divisions.

In the government camp, local militias were formed,
encouraged by intelligence officials; initially, they
played a self-defence role, freeing up conventional
manpower for offensive operations. Over time,
however, these militias, either grouped under the
banner of the National Defence Forces or operating
in conjunction with conventional units, assumed a
greater combat role. They reported either to Syrian
or Iranian security officials; they often joined regime
campaigns as junior partners, but at times also com-
peted with them and developed their own economic
and political interests. It was only when the rebel
challenge to the regime of Bashar al-Assad was deci-
sively defeated that the government took steps to
reform, integrate and at times dismantle pro-regime
militias.

In parallel, rebel groups were initially made
up of soldiers who had defected from the army
and joined up with highly localised neighbour-
hood-protection militias embedded in pre-existing
community networks. The intensification of the
fighting, international military support from the
West and funding from private donors in Gulf
countries gradually altered the community-based
character of these groups. There were calls and
incentives for unification. Coalitions emerged, espe-
cially of Islamist factions (such as the Islamic Front)
and of southern rebel groups (the Southern Front),
but these consisted of joint operations rooms rather
than unified leadership, command-and-control
and pooling of resources. The Free Syrian Army
remained, as the Carter Center explained, ‘more
of an idea than a cohesive entity’.? On the battle-
field, given the regime’s firepower superiority and
its organisational coherence, the rebels” horizontal
organisation proved to be a strategic limitation, pre-
venting the rebellion from mounting countrywide
campaigns or sharing resources.

In contrast, the People’s Protection Units (YPG),
the main Kurdish militia, which received considera-
ble US backing in the fight against ISIS, is a vertically
structured organisation. The YPG formed a coalition
known as the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) with
Arab rebel groups across eastern Syria; these groups
were horizontally structured.

In both the Libyan and Syrian conflicts, social
media facilitated direct funding from wealthy indi-
viduals, fuelling the proliferation of small-scale
groups on a local and regional basis. As the con-
flicts dragged on and funds dried up, many groups



formed umbrella organisations to consolidate mili-
tary and political influence and in some cases meet
Western government conditions for support.”® The
structure of the armed opposition to the Assad
government remained extremely decentralised,
complicating any power-sharing accord. It was only
when Turkey intervened in Syria, from 2016, that
rebel groups in northern Syria began to unify under
Turkish guidance. The effort has intensified since
then, driven primarily by Turkish interests.

Implications for humanitarian and
peacemaking actors

The trend towards horizontally structured armed
groups has produced a far higher number of insur-
gents than those operating in the civil wars of the
1980s and 1990s.! The more groups that are active in
a conflict zone, the more complex the conflict envi-
ronment and the more intractable the war. States
with already limited reach beyond major cities will
become weaker, and local communities will feel
compelled to fill the security vacuum. The resulting
militias, such as the vigilante groups in Nigeria that
coalesced to protect communities from Boko Haram,
are likely to evolve horizontally. The flexibility and
local adaptability of such armed groups pose unique
challenges for peacemaking and post-conflict rec-
onciliation. Additionally, Western governments’
reduced political, military and development engage-
ment in North Africa and the Middle East stands to
accelerate the process of proliferation.

Humanitarian policy

For humanitarian agencies, the most serious conse-
quences of organisational shifts in armed groups are
the increased danger they pose for staff in the field
and the fact that they complicate access to communi-
ties in need. Shifting coalitions and areas of control,
and rivalries between sub-commanders, present
field staff with an extraordinarily unpredictable
environment. Local commanders of hierarchical
groups generally respect their superiors’ decisions
and allow agencies to deliver humanitarian sup-
plies. But senior leaders of armed groups built
around coalitions have neither the authority nor the
inclination to decide on issues that might appear
to undermine the authority of local commanders.
Humanitarian agencies must therefore negotiate
with dozens of local commanders instead of one
or two senior leaders, requiring them to dedicate
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significantly more time to networking with these
groups and therefore also creating risks of entan-
glement and compromise. Larger humanitarian
organisations like the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) have the resources and special-
ised staff to handle this demand, but many smaller
organisations do not and are no longer able to access
these areas. Competition between local command-
ers also presents a danger. An agreement between
a commander and a humanitarian organisation will
not necessarily hold between the same organisation
and other commanders. Indeed, successful negotia-
tion with one commander might prompt another to
dispute that decision in order to assert his authority
and undermine the other commander’s reputation.
Humanitarian agencies have reported having to
negotiate with scores of groups just to travel short
distances.

International mediation

Decentralised insurgencies have limited the tra-
jectory of international mediation policy. Lessons
learned during the 1980s and 1990s in successful
negotiations in South Africa, El Salvador, Northern
Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina involved armed
groups with centralised structures. Those lessons
are not generally applicable to conflicts involving
horizontally organised armed groups, insofar as
they are predicated on the assumption that group
leaders speak for and thoroughly control a group’s
membership.

One approach is to wait until there is sufficient
consolidation among armed actors to fit existing
approaches to mediation. But as the Syrian case
demonstrates, that may never occur, and therefore
this approach might ultimately prove futile. The the-
oretical solution is city-based dialogues involving
multiple mediators operating continuously among
women’s groups, youth associations, local notables
and military commanders for months, even years,
with an eye to establishing a national consensus.
Practically, however, most organisations lack the
capacity, resources or persistence required to sustain
such an effort. Furthermore, a unified international
position would be needed to achieve political pro-
gress, but regional and international unity has
proven elusive in recent conflicts in the Middle East
and North Africa. Even allied nations such as France,
Italy and the United Kingdom, for example, favour
different factions in Libya. Accordingly, it seems
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likely that for some conflicts, at least in the short
and medium term, mediators will have to adopt the
more limited objective of bringing the foreign states
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Non-state Armed Groups and UAVs:
Uptake and Effectiveness

Policymakers and security experts are increasingly
concerned about what non-state armed groups
(NSAGsS) - including terrorist organisations — might
do with uninhabited aerial vehicles (UAVs), com-
monly known as drones, now that they have become
commercially available. Critically, however, NSAGs
cannot weaponise non-military UAVs quickly or
easily, and generally face a steep learning curve. By
way of comparison, the construction and employ-
ment of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) during
the Iraq and Afghanistan wars was gradual and
depended not only on the commercial availability
of the technology but also the transfer of technical
expertise within and among NSAGs and the efficient
production of the devices. The additional complica-
tion of delivering the munitions aerially makes the
UAV challenge qualitatively greater than the IED
one. It is unlikely that NSAGs will be able to use
UAVS to strike moving targets effectively in the near
future, particularly when using commercial off-the-
shelf (COTS) systems.

Known uses of UAVs by NSAGs

Use of UAVs by NSAGs is geographically uneven.
While increasingly common in conflicts in the
Middle East and North Africa, it is rare elsewhere
for a variety of reasons. While COTS UAVs are now
available almost anywhere in the world, affordabil-
ity and ease of access still vary significantly. This is
among the reasons why the Middle East has com-
paratively higher numbers of COTS UAVs being
used by NSAGs than regions such as Central Africa.
Geography is another factor: UAVs are of limited use
in heavily forested areas, or in places with very high
winds. Perhaps the key inhibiting factor, though, is
limited knowledge and expertise. Terrorist attacks
using UAVs in several countries have either failed
operationally or been interdicted at the planning
stage. Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo once tried to
use a remote-controlled helicopter to disperse sarin
gas in an assassination attempt, but the helicopter
crashed and the vaporisation system caught fire.

The group reverted to simpler dispersion methods.!
Individuals have also been convicted of planning
to use UAVs in foiled terrorist attacks in the US, the
United Kingdom and Italy.?

In Ukraine, state forces as well as insurgents
with the benefit of expert Russian guidance have
adapted increasingly sophisticated COTS UAVs but
used them mainly for intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance (ISR) purposes to minimise risks to
manned aircraft. Both sides are experimenting with
weaponised UAV systems and have made design
improvements throughout the war. For instance,
earlier weaponised UAVs deployed by separatists in
the Donbas consisted of a grenade tied to a string,
detonated by the pilot shaking the UAV until the
firing pin loosened. In 2017, however, Ukrainian
forces recovered an adapted COTS UAV that used a
photocell release mechanism to trigger the grenade.?

Similarly, until recently drug cartels in Latin
Americahad largely limited their use of UAVs to aerial
smuggling. However, in July 2018 in Baja California,
Mexico, a cartel dropped IEDs from a UAV onto a
state official’s residence, though the devices appeared
to be designed to intimidate rather than to actually
explode. In October 2017 in Guanajuato, Mexico, a
weaponised quadcopter with operable IEDs and a
remote detonator was seized in a vehicle stop.*

Sub-Saharan African and Asian NSAGs appear
to have made little use of UAVs. Nigeria-based Boko
Haram is rumoured to possess UAVs, but there is
no substantiated open-source intelligence about its
use of the devices.’ Somalia’s al-Shabaab has exten-
sive financial resources, making millions of dollars
each year from the illegal charcoal trade alone, and
the group’s geographical proximity to Yemen and
known links to illicit trade networks would pre-
sumably ease its acquisition of UAVs. They are also
well suited to the group’s targeting of urban areas.
But al-Shabaab apparently prefers to rely on more
conventional terrorist tactics and methods, pos-
sibly calculating that the investment of time and
money to develop a UAV capability would not yield
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commensurately superior results. The group may
also realise that while a UAV attack on civilians
would certainly cause alarm, it would be unlikely to
result in large-scale destruction or mass casualties.
A UAV attack may become a more attractive option
where an NSAG seeks to psychologically intimidate
a target population while limiting casualties.

Use of UAVs in the Middle East
Across Iraq, Israel, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Yemen, UAVs have
functioned as instruments of signalling and propa-
ganda, and to some extent as ‘a poor man’s air force’.®
There are three primary reasons. Firstly, state actors
have facilitated the transfer of UAV systems and their
constituent components to NSAGs, at times relying
on illicit trade networks. Secondly, COTS UAVs have
been widely available in the region. Thirdly, signifi-
cant knowledge transfer from both state actors and
non-state experts has afforded some NSAGs practi-
cal self-sufficiency in UAV production and operation.
Lebanese Hizbullah is the most prominent
example. In 2002, Iran supplied Hizbullah with
the Ababil UAV system.” Two years later, the group
expanded its arsenal by acquiring the Mirsad-1 —
believed to be a modified version of Iran’s Mohajer
UAV. Hizbullah's use of the latter to enter Israeli air-
space for a 20-minute reconnaissance mission in 2004
marked the first known deployment of a UAV by an
NSAG. Hizbullah Executive Council member Nabil
Qaouk declared that the mission was intended to
signal Hizbullah’s ability to respond in kind to Israeli
extraterritorial incursions into Lebanon.® That same
year, Hizbullah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah
stated that the Mirsad-1 could carry 4o kilograms of
explosives.’ In 2012, Hizbullah deployed an Ayoub
UAV over Israel’'s Negev desert for ISR purposes,
reportedly capturing images of Israel’s Dimona
nuclear facility. Although the Israelis destroyed the
UAV shortly thereafter, the episode imparted Tehran's
ability to target strategically important Israeli assets
through Hizbullah at a time when Israel was target-
ing Iran’s nuclear programme. Nasrallah effectively
communicated the geostrategic value of Hizbullah's
UAV arsenal to Iran by stating that the UAV had been
assembled in Lebanon but was of Iranian origin.
More recently, Iran has transferred UAVs to
another strategic ally: Yemen's Houthi movement
(Ansarullah). In September 2019, Ansarullah claimed
responsibility for the attacks on Saudi Arabian oil

infrastructure at Abqaiq and Khurais. The attack
involved UAVs and cruise missiles and did signifi-
cant damage, cutting Saudi oil production by about
half for more than a week. Riyadh blamed Iran for the
attacks, as did Washington, given the sophistication
of the attacks. Irrespective of these particular attacks,
the wider use of UAVs by Ansarullah is incontro-
vertible. According to the 2018 United Nations
Panel of Experts report on Yemen, in 2016 the UAE
Presidential Guard seized a truck that contained ‘at
least six complete Quasef-1 UAVs and some compo-
nents for up to another 24 UAVs’.” The UN Panel
of Experts traced the components of the Qasef-1 to a
range of sources, including Indian entities as well as
Chinese and Ukrainian manufacturers." Although
Iran disavowed any policy of transferring arms to
Yemen, the gyroscope of the Qasef-1 matched that of
the Iranian Ababil-3 UAV, which had been recovered
from use in Iraq, in design, dimensions and capabil-
ity.”2 Iran has provided the Yasir ISR UAV to Kataib
Hizbullah and Harakat al-Nujaba — two Iraqi Shia
militias that form part of Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation
Units — to help locate and target Islamic State, also
known as ISIS or ISIL, units and assets.”® The Yasir
is reportedly a reverse-engineered version of the
Boeing Insitu ScanEagle.

Hizbullah has used COTS systems in Syria,
in 2016 deploying a munition-rigged quadcopter
against a Syrian opposition position in Aleppo.*
COTS systems offer a cheaper alternative to systems
such as the Mirsad-1 and the Ayoub, and are more
expendable and easily replaceable. In 2017, the
Houthis began releasing infographics showcasing
the range of UAVs in their possession. Among them
was the Rased —a COTS system known commercially
as the Chinese-made Skywalker X8. This system,
while not a weaponised platform, has featured sig-
nificantly in Ansarullah’s propaganda, in which the
commercial system has been styled to look indige-
nously produced.

Reports indicate that ISIS has also built its own
UAV systems.’ The value of these in terms of ISR and
the psychological effect on enemy forces has been
significant. The first known deployment of a COTS
quadcopter by ISIS was in Syria in 2014, as part of an
ISR operation.'¢ In 2016, it deployed UAV-borne IEDs
against Kurdish Peshmerga fighters in Iraq, killing
two.” ISIS also procured hobbyist COTS systems
and repurposed them, using plastic tubes as launch-
ers to propel makeshift IEDs or 40 mm munitions."



Non-state Armed Groups and UAVs: Uptake and Effectiveness 21

Accumulated expertise has made the group’s use
of UAVs more efficient. As the battle for Mosul pro-
gressed in 2017, ISIS developed increasing accuracy
in the control and navigation of COTS systems and
greater experience with munitions-release systems.
Its UAV operations attained greater precision as
they moved from imagery acquisition for propa-
ganda production, to ISR for tactical purposes, to
weaponisation. However, towards the end of 2017,
ISIS faced significant financial limitations. More
critically, Chinese UAV maker DJI - from which ISIS
acquired most of its COTS systems — established a
‘geofencing’ software protocol to prevent its UAVs
being used across some areas of Iraq and Syria.?’

ISIS improvised. Also found in Mosul were
makeshift, plastic, fixed-wing UAVs and remote-
controlled helicopters, which ISIS deployed to over-
come financial costs, navigational barriers and a
scarcity of resources.” In Syria, the bomblet-strapped
UAVs deployed by opposition forces that targeted
Russia’s air base in Khmeimim in January 2018 were
constructed from plywood and very simple GPS
antennae for navigation, bound together with tape.?
Owing to their use of satellite navigation through
preset waypoints, they constitute a plausible — albeit
less capable — alternative to the DJI systems. More
broadly, their low cost and replaceability make them
a sensible choice for NSAGs with limited resources.

The transfer of knowledge of UAV construction
and operation from state and non-state entities to
NSAGs has also helped concentrate UAV use in the
Middle East. Hizbullah UAV operators were report-
edly trained in Iran by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC).? In addition, the IRGC and
Hizbullah have worked in tandem on UAV operations
in Syria.** There is evidence that UAV construction
and piloting is becoming an increasingly special-
ised role within Middle Eastern NSAGs. In 2017,
recovered ISIS documents revealed standardised
maintenance and operational practices for its UAV
programme, and English-language procurement and
acquisition lists for UAV parts, COTS systems and
modifications.” Additionally, all ISIS personnel oper-
ating in its UAV factories were foreign, suggesting a
focused recruitment drive for UAV specialists. In a
similar vein, in November 2019 the Syrian jihadist
group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham sought to enlist sophis-
ticated aerial-reconnaissance operators.” The goal of
such efforts would be to internalise and perpetuate
expert knowledge within the organisation.

Satellite navigation: an accelerant of
capability?

The use of UAVs poses significant operational chal-
lenges even to NSAGs with outside assistance.
While UAVs may be guided manually with a high
degree of precision by a person close to the target,
the operator must be skilled and remains exposed to
considerable risk. Operating at greater range com-
plicates the targeting and deployment process, as
it requires further technical input via ‘line-of-sight’
communications, which in turn are limited by the
curvature of the Earth and by geographical features
such as hills. To operate beyond line-of-sight ranges,
some form of datalink is required, but that calls
for placing ground-based relays close to the target,
which may be strongly defended.

Satellite navigation, however, provides a more
straightforward — and less technologically taxing —
means of targeting. As noted, ISIS and other Syrian
rebel forces have employed GPS antennae in low-
cost UAVs.” By presetting navigational waypoints
for UAVs to follow en route to their targets, NSAGs
can rely on satellite navigation without requiring
operator exposure or datalinks. Such a dispensa-
tion reduces the need for expertise in operating
the UAV.

Conclusion

NSAGs” use of armed UAVs has empowered
them, but the threat posed by such use has not
reached its peak. Adoption of UAVs by NSAGs
for ISR purposes is also an ongoing challenge, as
valuable targeting information can be gained by
using commercial UAVs to support conventional
attacks. Weaponised UAVs will probably con-
tinue to proliferate, but unevenly and selectively.
The explosive payload that non-military UAVs
can carry is small compared to that which can be
placed in, for example, a car. If an NSAG possess-
ing only adapted commercial UAVs is aiming for
maximum destruction, it is unlikely to use a UAV.
However, an NSAG wishing to attack a relatively
vulnerable fixed target could make effective use
of a UAV. Furthermore, the propaganda value of a
UAV attack is substantial, which makes the devices
a tempting option for NSAGs seeking political
attention. Technological change will introduce new
possibilities but, to take full operational advantage
of those, NSAGs will need time to develop corre-
sponding technical expertise.
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ISIS Foreign Fighters after the Fall of

the Caliphate

With the fall of Baghouz, the last Syrian village con-
trolled by the Islamic State (also known as ISIS or
ISIL) in March 2019, the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) officially declared ‘the destruction of the so-
called Islamic State organisation’.! But while the
Islamic State as a state-like organisation has indeed
been destroyed, ISIS as a terrorist organisation
remains robust.

Since mid-2017, military advances achieved by
the United States-led Combined Joint Task Force
engaged in Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTF-OIR),
the anti-ISIS campaign in Iraq and Syria, had already
pushed ISIS to abandon conventional fighting and
overt control of territory to revert back to insur-
gency-like strategies,? eventually compromising its
ability to hold territory but only degrading its ability
to fight. In early 2019, US estimates put the number
of local and foreign ISIS fighters still active around
the Middle Euphrates River Valley at 2,000, with an
estimated flow of 50 new foreign fighters entering
the area to join ISIS ranks each month.?

The flow of foreign fighters moves in multi-
ple directions, further compounding the problem:
if one of ISIS’s critical lifelines comes from the
movement of jihadists into the organisation, the
international community’s efforts to tackle the phe-
nomenon also have to deal with the flow of foreign
fighters attempting to return to their countries
of origin, and with those attempting to relocate
across areas where ISIS is still present. Even more
problematic is the lack of coordination so far dem-
onstrated by governments involved in these tasks.
A short-term, wait-and-see international response
to the management of captured foreign fighters
has left countries of origin more, rather than less,
vulnerable. As Turkey’s military advance under
the banner of Operation Peace Spring has put the
country in charge of thousands of ISIS detainees
in northern Syria, Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has been using unilateral repatriations of
European and American foreign fighters for diplo-
matic leverage.*

Given the phenomenon’s multidirectional flow
and the range of pathways available to aspiring and
veteran foreign fighters, it is possible to group ISIS
foreign fighters into four categories. Firstly, ‘new
foreign fighters’ and ‘remainers’ are either those
attempting to reach Iraq, Syria or another ISIS branch
(wilayat) around the world from their own country,
or ISIS veterans who remained in Iraq and Syria
after the fall of the caliphate. Secondly, ‘relocators’
are those who have moved to other wilayat. Thirdly,
‘captured’ are those who are currently detained,
either in their countries of origin or abroad, as well
as those who have been repatriated after capture.
Finally, ‘returnees’ and ‘untracked” are those who
have returned to their home countries undetected
or without being prosecuted or charged, or who are
expected to attempt to do so.

Each of these categories poses challenges of its
own. While Western governments grapple with
the thorny issue of how to deal with their citizens
currently detained as foreign fighters in Syria and
Iraq, the flow of veteran fighters to other locations,
such as Southeast Asia and Africa, underlines ISIS’s
resilience as an organisation. Meanwhile, the fragile
security situation in Syria and Iraq might effectively
revive it at its core.

The rise of ISIS foreign fighters between
2013 and 2018

The international community responded urgently
to foreign fighters joining ISIS as the organisa-
tion expanded its presence in Iraq and Syria. The
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) passed
Resolution 2178 in September 2014 and Resolution
2396 in December 2017. Among other things, these
resolutions provided a definition of ‘foreign terrorist
fighters’;> encouraged member states to strengthen
their traveller risk-assessment and screening pro-
cedures; and, most importantly, urged all countries
‘to intensify and accelerate the exchange of opera-
tional information regarding actions or movements’
of suspected or known foreign fighters, stressing
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the international dimension of the problem and the
need for transnational cooperation.

Individual states face numerous and complex
challenges in dealing with the movement of
foreign fighters. Identifying aspiring foreign fight-
ers attempting to leave is a complex task. To avoid
raising suspicions, those who are trying to leave
will reach conflict zones through ‘transit’ coun-
tries from which they will then be helped into their
final destination by local fixers or ISIS smugglers.
The Istanbul-Gaziantep—Kilis route into Syria, for
example, has led thousands of foreign fighters from
around the world into the country, becoming known
as the ‘Jihadi Highway’.” Prosecuting those who have
returned from conflict zones and been charged with
being foreign fighters is hard. Collecting evidence on
their actions in the caliphate and gathering enough
intelligence to present in court have both proven dif-
ficult.’ Lastly, taking charge of those foreign fighters
who have been captured abroad does not always
seem to be a priority for governments of the coun-
tries from which they originated.

Over the years, ISIS put together the ‘most oper-
ationally experienced, lethally skilled and highly
networked group of jihadis to date’. Particularly
since the official establishment of the caliphate in
June 2014, there has been exponential growth in the
number of ISIS foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria,
from 6,000 in 2013, to an estimated 20,000 foreign
ﬁghters in 2015, up to more than 40,000 in 2017,
according to UN data.”

After the Islamic State proclaimed the establish-
ment of the caliphate, new wilayat were declared
under ISIS control. In 2014, the organisation’s expan-
sion reached parts of Egypt, Yemen, Saudi Arabia
and Algeria. In January 2015, a group of Afghan
and Pakistani jihadist groups joined ISIS under the
banner of Wilayat Khorasan, while in June 2015,
various insurgent groups of the North Caucasus
pledged their allegiance to ISIS, forming Wilayat
al-Qawqaz. This put Russia directly in ISIS’s cross-
hairs, as demonstrated a few months later by the
attack on the Russian Metrojet flight over Sinai that
killed 224 people, the vast majority Russian.?

While territorial control over wilayat in Libya
and Afghanistan was quickly lost, in 2017 the
so-called ‘Siege of Marawi’ demonstrated ISIS’s
growing strength in Southeast Asia. A town of
200,000 inhabitants located on an island in the
Southern Philippines, Marawi was captured by goo

jihadists, with 40 foreign fighters leading combat
operations. After five months of intense urban
fighting, the Armed Forces of the Philippines even-
tually regained control — ISIS, however, had already
achieved an important propaganda victory, putting
the Philippines more firmly on the jihadist map and
driving at least 100 new foreign fighters to join its
militias in the country.

Temporary achievements in Southeast Asia,
however, contrasted with the rapid decline of the
caliphate’s presence in the Middle East: the expan-
sion of CJTF-OIR operations against the heartland
of the caliphate meant that, by February 2018, ISIS
had lost over 98% of its formerly controlled ter-
ritories in Iraq and Syria, with most of its foreign
fighters either dead, fighting in the last pockets of
resistance or fleeing.

While the eventual collapse of the caliphate has
deprived ISIS of a territory it could directly control,
the organisation has quickly reverted to its insur-
gency roots, scattering across eastern Syria and Iraq,
and attempting to regroup and take back the ini-
tiative. In one of his last messages to ISIS fighters,
then-leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi released an audio
message in September 2019, calling on all fighters
to continue their war: ‘From [Afghanistan] to Iraq
to Yemen, to Somalia to western and central Africa,
eastern Asia, northern Africa: sacrifice your lives if
you have to.’s

New foreign fighters and remainers

The flow of foreign fighters has turned to a trickle
compared to 2013-17, owing to factors including
the absence of a physical safe haven for fighters to
reach (i.e. the caliphate) and stricter international
controls. However, the mobilisation of foreign fight-
ers towards Iraq and Syria has not stopped. The
most recent CJTF-OIR estimates say that, as of mid-
2019, ‘ISIS likely retains between 14,000 and 18,000
“members” in Iraq and Syria, including up to 3,000
foreigners’.’® Recruitment from outside Iraq and
Syria is ongoing, with the constant arrival of new
recruits adding to the challenge of fully eradicating
ISIS from those countries.!”

Quantifying ISIS foreign fighters still operating
between Iraq and Syria is no small task. Militants
are once again adopting insurgent tactics. They
maintain a minimal military footprint and overall
visibility, operate mainly in rural and remote areas
and rely on safe houses and tunnels to stay ‘below



the radar’. New foreign fighters remain a main life-
line in this context.®®

Research carried out on European foreign fight-
ers shows how, contrary to expectations, the vast
majority have not returned to their country of origin
after ISIS was put on the back foot by the CJTF-OIR
military advance. While many have been captured
by anti-ISIS forces, a large proportion of surviving
foreign fighters likely remained in ISIS’s last pockets
of resistance to ‘fight to the death’,” either out of
ideological commitment or because the strong mili-
tary presence around ISIS territories made leaving
the area undetected much more difficult than in the
past.®

While new foreign fighters and remainers
represent the most visible manifestation of the
foreign-fighter phenomenon, strategic challenges
related to relocators, returnees and captured foreign
fighters are becoming increasingly pressing. As
former chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff
General Joseph Dunford highlighted, ‘the flow of
foreign fighters, the ability to move resources, and
the ideology that allows these groups to operate’
are the connective tissue that allows ISIS to survive —
and the flow of foreign fighters into Syria and Iraq is
only one aspect of a broader problem.?

Relocators

So-called relocators, or foreign fighters who have
left one front-line to join the fight elsewhere, are par-
ticularly important because their mobility enables
ISIS to evade direct confrontation and to strengthen
recruitment efforts across the world. ISIS report-
edly relocated at least 5,600 fighters out of Iraq
and Syria during 2014-17,2 but estimates on the
overall number of fighters that have relocated are
unreliable.*

Significant relocation trends warrant attention,
however, especially when considering group, rather
than individual, relocation. One of the most substan-
tial contingents in this category is from the North
Caucasus. 2015 estimates put the overall number
of Russian ISIS fighters active in Iraq and Syria at
4,000-5,000,” a large number of whom are Chechen
and Dagestani veteran jihadists*® who pledged
allegiance to the caliphate and moved their armed
struggle to Syria due to the de-escalation of the con-
flict at home.”

Other notable relocation waves have taken place
in response to ISIS’s strategic needs and direct calls.
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In 2015, the organisation’s media outlets asked mili-
tants to join the fight in Libya. Its local militias were
preparing a military offensive to expand the terri-
tory that their wilayat controlled there, while also
enticing Sudanese volunteers to enter Libya via
smuggling routes with the promise of a salary.? In
the same year, ISIS spokesperson Abu Muhammad
al-Adnani ‘repeatedly called for Muslims to emi-
grate to other “provinces” abroad including
Yemen, the Arabian Peninsula, Afghanistan, and
West Africa’.?

In 2017, as pressure on ISIS militias in Iraq and
Syria started to mount, other wilayat stepped in to
take charge of coordinating attacks abroad and to
welcome the foreign fighters who could not cir-
cumvent security forces to enter Syria. In addition,
thousands of ISIS fighters fled from ISIS-held loca-
tions in Syria, mainly into Turkey and then on to
other destinations, often negotiating their with-
drawals with their enemies.* Over that period, the
propaganda victory brought by the 2017 Siege of
Marawi, coupled with the difficulties in reaching
Iraq and Syria, paved the way for the Philippines,
Indonesia and Malaysia to become priority reloca-
tion destinations for veteran foreign fighters.*

Monitoring and challenging the flow of reloca-
tors presents important and specific operational
challenges for governments tracking their national
foreign fighters abroad. These fighters’ evasive
techniques include transiting through various coun-
tries and sometimes temporarily resettling in them.
Journeys from one front-line to another can take
several months and take in various countries of resi-
dence, making multilateral intelligence sharing and
cooperation critical in combatting the flow of reloca-
tors. Accordingly, the role of Interpol has become of
fundamental importance in tackling the mobility of
foreign fighters, so much so that UNSC Resolution
2396 (2017) has recognised Interpol’s contribution
in addressing the challenge posed by foreign fight-
ers, while UNSC Resolution 2462 (2019) formally
‘encourages Member States to make the best use of
Interpol policing capabilities, such as relevant data-
bases and analytical files’.??

Captured foreign fighters

The long-overlooked question of how to deal with
captured foreign fighters is now becoming a press-
ing issue, as surrendering fighters and their families
are massing in large numbers in SDF-controlled
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prisons. Despite appeals from the UN for the inter-
national community to increase its coordination
efforts,”® governments are avoiding taking charge of
the repatriation, trial, detention and eventual reinte-
gration of thousands of ISIS affiliates.*

UNSC Resolution 2178 (2014) provides a defini-
tion of ‘foreign terrorist fighter’ and thus created a
legal category that member states can use to develop
domestic legal frameworks to prosecute individu-
als who travel abroad to participate in terrorist
acts. Many national approaches have emerged, but
none has yet successfully addressed the ‘difficulty
of securing a criminal conviction’. Prosecutors face
major difficulties in finding evidence on individuals
who operated in war zones.*

As of September 2019, 17,000 prisoners charged
with terrorism offences were held in Iraqi prisons.”
While most were ISIS fighters, the tally also included
their wives and children. Until mid-October, the
SDF alone held another 10,000 prisoners in ‘pop-up
prisons’ in Syria. Of these, 2,000 were foreign fight-
ers,® 500 women (wives or widows of foreign
combatants), “‘more than 1,000 children associated
with the foreign ISIS fighters in their custody’ (as of
the beginning of 2019), and ‘thousands of children
above the age of 12 — considered to be of “fighting
age” — ... held in incommunicado detention’.*

The SDF’s inability to manage such large
groups of prisoners was already apparent after the
US began reducing its military presence from the
beginning of 2019," and Turkish declarations of a
possible military advance into SDF-held territories
further exacerbated the problem,* with SDF repre-
sentatives stating that they may have to release a
large number of ISIS detainees in the event of such
an offensive.” As a consequence, the US* — which
has only an estimated 272 ISIS affiliates of its own*
— took a leading role in coordinating the response
and committed ‘to assist in repatriation of foreign
ISIS fighters to their home countries and to iden-
tify potential alternatives for long-term detention of
those who cannot be repatriated’.*

The sudden withdrawal of all US military forces
from northern Syria in October 2019, and the sub-
sequent incursion of Turkish forces into SDF-held
territories, however, saw the situation quickly spiral
out of control: many SDF units were repositioned
away from ISIS detention facilities to the front-lines,
leaving prison camps severely undermanned.” As
the Turkish military advance progressed, Turkey

took control of several detention facilities; the chaos
ensuing from the transition facilitated the escape of
an unspecified number of ISIS fighters, with at least
76 jihadists reportedly joining Turkey-backed Syrian
militias operating in northern Syria.*

Controlling these detention camps is a dou-
ble-edged sword for Turkey, as it gives President
Erdogan a bargaining chip with Western govern-
ments while further intensifying international
scrutiny. Unfazed by the responsibility, ahead of
an official visit to the US in November Erdogan and
his minister of the interior stated they were going to
repatriate European foreign fighters that were held
by Turkish security forces ‘in 72 hours’,* in a move
that echoes the recurrent threat of ‘opening the
gates’ and letting Syrian refugees currently located
in Turkey into the EU.* In mid-November, the first
repatriation by Turkey saw a British foreign fighter
returned to UK soil.

With one of the largest foreign-fighter contin-
gents in Europe,® and 250-300 captured British
foreign fighters currently held in Syria,® the UK’s
‘not-in-my-backyard’ response is just one example
of how returning captured foreign fighters have
become a contentious political and diplomatic issue.
Once captured, dual-nationality foreign fighters
have been stripped of their UK citizenship, in line
with legislation previously passed. The Canadian
government lamented in August 2019 that in this
way the UK was ‘offloading its responsibilities” to
other countries.”® In a similar fashion, during an
official visit to the UK, US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo stressed the need for all European countries
to “work to take back their foreign fighters and con-
tinue to hold those foreign fighters’.* In response,
UK Defence Secretary Ben Wallace made the claim
that ‘ministers would be guilty of “rendition” if the
government brought British ISIS fighters and their
families back from Syria against their will’.®

Returnees and untracked foreign fighters

Returnees and untracked foreign fighters are the
most concerning category for those in counter-ter-
rorism circles.’ There are, however, nuances in the
degree of risk that returnees and untracked foreign
fighters pose to their countries of origin, as not all of
them are committed to continue fighting. According
to 2017 estimates, 5,600 foreign fighters from around
the world have returned home, including 1,200-
2,000 fighters that left the EU to join ISIS in Iraq and



Syria and are now back in their countries of origin.”
In the UK, at least 400 of the estimated 8oo returnees
remain unaccounted for. Of those who have been
identified, only 40 have been prosecuted; the major-
ity have been included ‘in rehabilitation schemes’.*®
According to then UK home secretary Sajid Javid, as
of February 2019, ‘all ISIS fighters who re-entered
the UK had been investigated and “the majority have
been assessed to pose no or a low security risk”’.*

From a European perspective, the problem
has two dimensions: the mobility of foreign fight-
ers into and within the EU. Operations by Interpol
and the European Border and Coast Guard Agency
(Frontex) in September 2019 identified ‘more than
a dozen’ foreign fighters attempting to enter the
EU from Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. They also
demonstrated that coordination and intelligence
sharing® are a critical asset even in monitoring
foreign fighters’ mobility within the EU. Despite
pledges by European institutions to prioritise the
fight against ISIS and the threat of foreign fighters,
threat perception and political priorities vary sig-
nificantly among individual governments, as does
the manpower dedicated to tracking and monitor-
ing returnees. Almost half of the European foreign
fighters who reached Iraq and Syria originated from
only a handful of EU countries. This lack of effective
coordination facilitates the mobility of foreign fight-
ers within the Union.®

Outside the EU, the problem is particularly sig-
nificant for those countries whose foreign fighters
left to acquire combat experience and grow within
the ISIS ranks, only to bring the fight back home.
That is the case for a large proportion of Tunisian
and North Caucasian foreign fighters.?? The Bardo
National Museum and Sousse attacks in 2015 and the
Battle of Ben Guerdane® in 2016 revealed how well
developed the connections among North African
ISIS militants have become. The flow of foreign fight-
ers into Libya created a significant security threat for
Tunisia as a substantial number of Tunisian jihadists
were, and still are, committed to return to Tunisia
to fight.* As for Russia, the ongoing jihadist insur-
gency in the North Caucasus is a well-established
security priority.® Moscow’s strategy has focused
on turning a blind eye to foreign fighters’ depar-
tures while targeting them in Syria and preventing
their return to Russia. Official Europol reports cite
an article in the Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta
which suggests that Russian security services might
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have proactively facilitated the outflow of North
Caucasian jihadists away from Russia into Turkey
(en route to Syria) to reduce the risk of a violent
escalation within its borders, and then applied even
stricter border controls to prevent their return.

Strategic implications

While the potential threat from returning fighters
has occupied much of the media and decision-mak-
ers’ attention, research has shown that the risk of
direct action (i.e. a terrorist attack) carried out by
returning foreign fighters is historically quite low.
Only a minimal share of those who return plot or
carry out further terrorist activities:” a pivotal 2013
study on the issue of returnees identified that only
one in nine returning foreign fighters commits to
carrying out acts of domestic terrorism.® The risk
remains, however, that these fighters may inspire
terrorist attacks or would-be foreign fighters upon
their return.

Moreover, the effectiveness of controls over ‘new’
foreign fighters has led to counter-intuitive results.
A new, under-investigated category has emerged,
the so-called ‘frustrated travellers’ — aspiring foreign
fighters who have been detected before they managed
to leave their country, or somehow failed to reach
their destination. These individuals have resorted in
several cases to improvised and rather primitive ter-
rorist operations in their home countries, such as a
lorry attack in Sweden and a series of stabbings tar-
geting security personnel in France.®

In the short term, relocators will continue to have
the option to transfer to wilayat around the world,
but not the opportunity to revive a state-like organi-
sation such as the caliphate. Since mid-2019, ISIS
has been reorganising some of its key Asian wilayat,
potentially to strengthen their ability to operate
autonomously and maximise targeted-recruitment
efforts. The Afghanistan—Pakistan-India triangle in
particular seems of growing interest for the organi-
sation, especially given the power vacuum in areas
along smuggling routes across the Afghanistan—
Pakistan border.”

In Southeast Asia, the Philippines has become
central to ISIS’s propaganda narrative, particularly
after the Siege of Marawi. But the organisation’s
actual presence across the region is quite limited
and disorganised: attacks such as the Sri Lanka
Easter bombings in April 2019 demonstrate ISIS’s
reach while also highlighting how isolated its units
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are” The region therefore seems more suited to
hosting smaller and fairly autonomous jihadist
groups, rather than a united front under the ISIS
banner — even more so since the collapse of the cali-
phate has significantly reduced the resources and
manpower available.”

Although ISIS’s presence in Libya is consoli-
dated, it is also fairly isolated from other wilayat,
making it unfit to become the new hub for a cali-
phate in North Africa and relegating it to be
more of ‘a regional hub than a strategic fallback,
as evidenced by the growing ties between Libya
provinces and the Sinai Province’.”? Key cities and
strategic areas are constantly contested by a range
of state and non-state military actors, meaning
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Human Trafficking in Conflict

Two events in 2014 — Boko Haram’s abduction of 276
Chibok schoolgirls in Nigeria' and the rape, forced
marriage and genocide of the Yazidis by the Islamic
State, also known as ISIS or ISIL, in Irag?— put the issue
of human trafficking in conflict firmly on the inter-
national agenda. In September 2015, United Nations
member states adopted Sustainable Development
Goal 8.7, which pledged to end all forms of human
trafficking, and the intersection between the crime
and conflict has been raised at the UN Security
Council (UNSC) on a number of occasions.

In November 2018, the UNSC ‘reiterated its deep
concern’ regarding the lack of progress in combat-
ting human trafficking in areas affected by conflict.’
While the political commitment is nominally in
place, a number of broader political factors compro-
mise the response to human trafficking in practical
terms. Firstly, conflict compounds the complexity of
the challenge of human trafficking in any context.
Secondly, as conflicts become increasingly protracted
and funding for humanitarian assistance falls short,
meeting the specialised needs of trafficking victims
becomes unrealistic. Finally, and most pertinently,
people displaced by conflict are acutely vulnerable
to this form of exploitation. Some governments in
countries that the unprecedentedly large population
of global refugees and asylum seekers seek to reach
or transit — such as those of Austria, Egypt, Hungary,
Italy, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United
States — have seized on migrants’ increasing mobility
to bolster insular, anti-immigrant political agendas,
restricting the influx of migrants in highly militarised
ways and increasing their susceptibility to human
trafficking and other forms of criminal exploitation.

A complex phenomenon

A protocol to the UN Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime provides a broad
definition of human trafficking:

[Tlhe recruitment, transportation, transfer,
harbouring or receipt of persons, by means

of the threat or use of force or other forms
of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of decep-
tion, of the abuse of power or of a position of
vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of
payments or benefits to achieve the consent
of a person having control over another
person, for the purpose of exploitation.*

The forms of human trafficking in a conflict
setting cover a wide range of exploitative acts (see
Figure 1), which has created substantial ambiguity
for policymakers, humanitarian and development
practitioners and law-enforcement and criminal-jus-
tice actors over what does and does not amount to
trafficking in persons.

As to the Central African Republic, for example,
the term would need to encompass:

e forced recruitment of men, women and chil-
dren into armed groups for the purposes of
fighting, labour, sexual services or forced
marriage;

e forced begging perpetrated by gangs and
street children against other street children
and people with disabilities;

¢ forced marriage of women and girls to non-
armed actors (e.g. parents or relatives of
perpetrators);

e forced labour of adults and children in remote
mines (to extract diamonds and gold);

e commercial sexual exploitation of women
and children;

¢ domestic servitude in private homes;

* migration-based exploitation of potential
asylum seekers and refugees in Cameroon,
Chad, the Democratic Republic of the Congo
and Sudan;

e trafficking for the purposes of organ removal;
and

¢ hereditary and traditional forms of slavery
perpetrated against Pygmy communities.
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Slavery and
slavery-like
practices
TiP for the
purposes of organ Debt
or body-part bondage
removal
Early/servile Trafficking F.orced )
forms of — : flict recruitment into
marriage in con armed groups
Forced labour
(including Forced
commercial begging
sexual
exploitation) Forced use in

criminal
activities

Figure 1: Forms of trafficking included as trafficking in
conflict (TiP = trafficking in persons)

The list demonstrates the wide range of victims
and perpetrators, the geographic spread of crimes
and the scope of factors that could make people
vulnerable to abuses that reasonably fall under the
heading of human trafficking. In many areas afflicted
by conflict, there is considerable controversy over the
labelling of some traditional and cultural practices,
such as early marriage or the use of child labour, as
trafficking (and therefore as crimes).

These forms of trafficking in persons (apart
from the first of the above categories) predated con-
flict, which compounds the complexity. Conflict,
however, amplifies pre-existing forms of exploita-
tion.’ The breakdown of state capacity and the rule
of law increases standing vulnerabilities and facili-
tates pre-existing human-trafficking practices, while
potentially introducing new forms of trafficking.
Insecurity gives rise to overwhelming levels of des-
peration and need, shortages in necessary goods,
low levels of oversight and service-provider fatigue.
These realities can make distinguishing between
abuses of power and outright trafficking difficult.
For example, in the camps for internally displaced
persons (IDPs) in Nigeria, women and children have
felt compelled to provide sexual services to officials
and militia personnel in exchange for food.®

Conflict actors in need of manpower and
financing find the coercive co-optation of local pop-
ulations an easy solution to both challenges. Forced

marriage, for instance, has become a means of both
controlling local populations and exacting reprisals
against enemies, while also swelling the labour force
and providing an incentive to soldiers to remain
loyal. ISIS-affiliated groups have reportedly forced
female migrants to marry fighters, and in Somalia al-
Shabaab sometimes uses forced marriage to cement
relationships between clans.”

In conflict zones, where capacity and resources
are short, neither the government nor domestic
civil society is well placed to enforce the rights and
remedies to which the victim would typically be
entitled under national or international law. Conflict
scenarios also impede the ability of NGOs and inter-
national organisations to carry out effective checks
on the conduct of state and non-state parties to the
conflict. Many people affected by violence may
not be sufficiently informed to identify themselves
as victims of human trafficking specifically, or to
realise that remedies or protection may be available
to them. For instance, people who have lived for
extended periods under violent and coercive gov-
ernance by local non-state armed groups, such as
those in communities controlled by al-Shabaab, may
not recognise labour exploitation or forced conscrip-
tion as trafficking crimes.

For international actors attempting to address
cases of trafficking in persons, conflict places an
additional burden on a system already overwhelmed
by other humanitarian, development and recon-
struction challenges. Furthermore, the needs and
entitlements of trafficking victims can extend long
beyond the duration of a conflict, imposing long-
standing obligations on national governments and
their international partners and fuelling intergen-
erational grievances that render peace and justice
difficult to attain.

Humanitarian crises requiring internationally
led responses have increased in number and dura-
tion over the past decade. In turn, the numbers of
people in need and targeted for assistance have also
grown, not least due to mass displacement resulting
from conflict. At the end of 2018, 70.8 million people
worldwide had been forcibly displaced, including
13.6m during the previous year alone.® The funding
to meet these rising needs is failing to keep pace.
Only 59.4% of the US$26.75 billion pledged for
humanitarian needs in 2019 was received (see Figure
2). Therefore, adding the obligation of responding
to the specialised needs of victims of trafficking to
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Figure 2: Trends in UN consolidated humanitarian-response plans/appeal requirements.® The percentage labels shown
in each bar represent the global-appeal coverage for each year.

the already over-burdened and under-resourced
responsibilities of the humanitarian community
seems unrealistic, particularly if those needs were
not generated by the conflict itself.

International law vs national agendas

Considerations of human-trafficking risks cannot
be restricted to the immediate conflict zone but
must also be extended to those fleeing conflict and
violence, as these people have long been known
to demonstrate heightened vulnerability to crimi-
nal exploitation. There are several landmark pieces
of international legislation regarding the rights
of those seeking refuge in foreign countries. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted
in 1948, guarantees the ‘right to seek and to enjoy
in other countries asylum from persecution’. The
same right is reiterated in numerous pieces of
regional and national legislation, including the
American Convention on Human Rights (article 22),
the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, the African
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (article
12.3), the Arab Charter on Human Rights (article
28) and the European Convention on Human Rights
(articles 2, 3 and 5)." The core principle of the 1951
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees is
‘non-refoulement’, which obliges states not to return
a refugee to ‘the frontiers of territories where his life
or freedom would be threatened’ (article 33)."* The
1984 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment

(article 3), as well as many regional and domes-
tic courts, interpret non-refoulement as a protection
against torture.

However, these foundational pieces of legislation
and the obligations that they enshrine were devised
at a time when the scale of migration and the number
of people seeking international protection was far
smaller. They were not designed to accommodate
the immense flows of refugees currently under way
nor the protracted nature of the displacement that
is now occurring. Thus, if the applicable principles
were to be upheld in their entirety, they would have
far greater costs than their drafters contemplated. It
follows that certain measures of deterrence against
refugee flows on the part of receiving states, which
have in fact arisen, were practically inevitable. This
point is not meant to minimise or brush aside the
immense human tragedy that has resulted from
mass displacement and the inability of states, inter-
national organisations and NGOs to address it, but
rather to recognise that they cannot be expected to
readily and effectively address the contemporary
challenge with extant legal and administrative tools.

Marginal progress has been made in reframing
the challenge. While non-binding, the UN’s Global
Compact on Refugees (promulgated on 17 December
2019) ‘represents the political will and ambition of
the international community as a whole for strength-
ened cooperation and solidarity with refugees and
affected host countries’,”? and was, with its sister
compact on migration, intended to mark the start of
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a new order for migrants and refugees, aligned to
the principles of the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals. However, sufficient political consensus could
not be reached to negotiate a binding instrument,
and a number of states — including the US, Hungary
and Israel — refused to sign.

Debates on the issues of migration and dis-
placement are becoming more divisive, as migrants
and refugees are increasingly considered security,
economic and cultural threats. Meanwhile, the
migration problem is getting worse as the drivers
of displacement proliferate, and populations on
the move are subject to multiple forms of criminal
exploitation and abuse, including human traffick-
ing, with little protection or recourse.

According to the UN Office on Drugs and
Crime’s (UNODC's) ‘Global Study on Homicide
2019’, the homicide rates of several countries south
of the US are among the highest in the world.”® In
2019, homicides in Mexico jumped to the highest
levels on record, with 34,582 murders recorded.*
Pervasive violence and insecurity (including extor-
tion, kidnapping and rape as well as murder)
has resulted in mass displacement in the region.
Venezuela’s political and security crisis has caused
more than 4.6m people to flee the country,” while
hundreds of thousands of people from the Northern
Triangle (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras)
have sought asylum in the US and Canada, driven
from their homes by the violence of street gangs
and organised-crime groups. Particularly in the
Americas, protecting children from violence is a
primary incentive for migration, and the migrant
population there disproportionately consists of
women and children. Beginning in mid-October
2018, several semi-organised groups of migrants,
originating mainly in Honduras and El Salvador,
embarked on the journey to the US via Guatemala
and Mexico. The largest of these so-called ‘caravans’
included an estimated 7,000 people, of which 2,300
were children.” Criminal groups kidnap more than
20,000 migrants each year, with migrant women at
risk of being sold into prostitution.”

In Turkey, large numbers of Syrian refugees,
migrants and displaced persons have become pawns
in proxy wars and the geopolitical manoeuvrings of
major powers. At the close of 2019, Turkey hosted
3.6m Syrian refugees.”® Ankara has signalled that it
would forcibly resettle more than 1m refugees back
into northern Syria. When Turkish President Recep

Tayyip Erdogan encountered European Union
opposition to Turkey’s incursion into northern Syria
- intended in part to facilitate the return of refugees
— he warned Brussels that ‘if you try to describe our
operation as an invasion, we will do what's easy for
us: we will open the doors and send 3.6m refugees to
you’.” Refugees in Turkey fearful of being returned
are also turning to criminal groups for alternatives,
hoping to seek asylum in Europe before the options
close entirely. Smuggling and trafficking rings have
been actively circling the refugee populations in
Turkey since the height of the migrant crisis in 2016,
often with the involvement or protection of Turkish
organised-crime groups.” In May 2019, the Turkish
police arrested 20 members of a trafficking ring in
four Turkish provinces. The police investigation
determined that this single group could have been
responsible for moving thousands of migrants out
of Turkey. The trafficking ring was charging €3,000—
5,000 (approximately US$3,300-5,500) per person
for the journey, despite the relatively small chance
asylum seekers now have of achieving refugee
status in Europe.”

In Libya - a long-standing gateway for migra-
tion between Africa and Europe - thousands of
migrants have been detained in official and unof-
ficial centres, where they are subject to extortion,
kidnap for ransom, forced labour and, in the case
of female migrants, trafficking for sexual exploita-
tion and forced prostitution.”? Militia groups turned
to the smuggling trade as early as 2012, and in the
subsequent five years became increasingly profes-
sional and efficient at transporting migrants.? The
funding from migrant smuggling as well as extor-
tion, prostitution and the actual sale of people into
bonded labour has financed conflict in Libya during
its protracted and halting political transition.

Despite UNSC resolutions on the topic, UN
and EU sanctions against human traffickers and
plentiful resources from international donors, inter-
national efforts have not substantially ameliorated
the problem. A major reason is the hardening of
national immigration policies. In response to febrile
domestic political environments, many migrant-
destination states have acted to prevent irregular
migration. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban,
for example, has claimed that ‘migration is not
a solution but a problem ... not medicine but a
poison’® and has threatened to use force against
migrants to prevent their transit across Hungary’s



borders.* In Europe - including some influential EU
members, such as Austria and Italy — turning away
and even mistreating migrants has become a preva-
lent strategy for deterring people from attempting
to emigrate. EU search-and-rescue patrols in the
Mediterranean ended in March 2019. Some EU
states have worked to obstruct the volunteer sea-res-
cue operations run by non-profit groups, preventing
them from making rescues” and closing European
ports to migrant-rescue boats.?® Perversely, the
EU-funded and -trained Libyan coastguard has in
some cases transferred detained migrants into crim-
inal networks for a fee.?® The US, for its part, has
sought to instil fear in irregular migrants with tar-
geted deportation campaigns and forced detention
and child separation at the border.

Such policies are arguably counterproductive
as well as inhumane, insofar as they could exacer-
bate underlying refugee problems. To the extent
that these policies reduce or eliminate safe and
legitimate options for refugees and asylum seekers,
they increase their vulnerability to, and perpe-
trators’ incentives to engage in, various forms of
exploitation. Unable to gain asylum, migrants have
increasingly taken desperate measures, frequently
placing themselves in the hands of smugglers to
make risky border crossings. The US-Mexican
border is a case in point. With US security forces
deployed on one side of the border and Mexican
security forces on the other, attempting to make that
crossing has become expensive, deadly or both. The
fee to smugglers has reportedly tripled to around
US$10,000 and migrant deaths have been rising.®
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Brazil (Rio de Janeiro & Ceard) 40 Honduras (1]
Colombia (BACRIMs) 51 Mexico (Cartels) 76
El Salvador 60

Key trends Strategic implications

«» Conflicts in the region continued to be predominantly + Central American governments'inability to reduce
criminal in nature and remained very violent, even conflict and related illegal migration to the US
escalating in some instances. A militarised approach undermined relationships with neighbouring countries
prevailed, often leading to unintended consequences as and the US, a key partner against violent gangs.

a result of heavy-handedness and allegations of human-
rights violations.

- The economic impact of conflict was substantial,

particularly as the prevalence of criminal economies
Criminal gangs in Central America, particularly the and outbound migration contributed to economic
MS-13, further consolidated their political power and depression in countries such as El Salvador.
engagement with local communities.

Urban conflict is on the rise in Brazil, and Cearé State is Prospects

now included in this survey as a result.
y » The peace agreement between Colombia and FARC

is unlikely to collapse despite the actions of FARC
dissidents.

+ Elsewhere in the region, the likelihood of fruitful
negotiations with armed groups remained slim.
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BRAZIL (RIO DE JANEIRO & CEARA)

Areas of control
Red Command (CV)
Militias

@ Military Police

@ Pacifying Police Unit (UPP)

Source: Pista News/Fogo Cruzado

Rio de Janeiro

EI\Area of main map

Cidade
de Deus

©IIss

Overview

The conflictin 2019
January 2019 saw the inauguration of President Jair
Bolsonaro, with the former army captain and congress-
man promising to enact hardline security policies and
end corruption. Former federal judge Wilson Witzel
became governor of Rio de Janeiro State in January
and likewise pledged to crack down on crime.

Violence among the gangs and between gangs
and the police continued in 2019 in Rio, but accord-
ing to official statistics, the state registered its lowest
number of homicides since 1991, when data started
being collected.! There were 3,995 homicides in the
state compared to 4,950 in 2018, a drop of 19.3%.
However, there were 1,810 cases of police-involved
killings throughout the year, an average of five per
day - the highest such total since official records
began in 1998.2 Witzel was harshly criticised for
encouraging human-rights abuses through his
‘shoot on sight’ rhetoric, as well as for failing to
tackle the militias and corrupt police.

In the northeast, especially in Ceara State and its
capital city Fortaleza, violence was severe. In spite
of authorities” efforts, the gangs’ territorial advance

continued in 2019, even into protected indigenous
territories. The gangs also conducted something
resembling a joint operation: between 2 January and
4 February, the First Command of the Capital (PCC),
Guardians of the State (GDE) and Northern Family
(FDN) gangs conducted 283 attacks on public facili-
ties and buses to protest changes in the prison
system that aimed to house prisoners from different
gangs together.

The conflict to 2019
In Rio de Janeiro, gang violence in its current form
originated in the 1980s as rival gangs fought to

Key statistics

Type Internal
Start date Early 1990s
IDPs total Not applicable
Refugees total Not applicable

People in need

Not applicable



conquer territory or to gain control over illicit econ-
omies, including drugs, extortion and unlicensed
services (such as public transportation, natural-gas
provision and cable TV). The militias, which carry
out extortion, killings and service provision, formed
in the first decade of the 2000s, though these groups
have their origins in the extermination squads active
during Brazil’s military regime in the 1960s and
1970s.

In 2008, then-security secretary José Mariano
Beltrame announced a “pacification” policy centred
on establishing Pacifying Police Units (UPPs) in the
favelas (supported by police interventions) which
would regularly patrol the area and build relations
with the local communities. The programme led to a
significant reduction in violence. According to state-
government figures, from 2007 to 2014, intentional
homicides plunged by 65.5% in areas with UPPs,
whereas in the municipality as a whole the number
fell by 42.5%. The overall metropolitan numbers reg-
istered similar improvements. The initial success of
the programme led the state government to open
several new UPPs, including in some of the city’s
largest favelas such as Rocinha and Alem&o. From
2015, however, the programme gradually declined
due to overstretch in terms of personnel, training
and budget. Human-rights abuses by UPP offic-
ers, accompanied by a gradual increase in homicide
numbers, also sapped support for the UPP project.

The decline of the UPP project led to a drastic rise
in violence in Rio, with gangs fighting one another

Key Conflict Parties
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to take control of territory. The number of people
killed by firearms in the state of Rio increased by
9.8% between 2016 and 2017, compared to a national
rise of 6.8% over the same period.> During 2018,
organised crime consolidated its control over Rio
de Janeiro, despite a (still ongoing) federal mili-
tary intervention, although the inter-gang conflict
between the three main criminal factions — Red
Command (CV), Pure Third Command (TCP) and
Friends of Friends (ADA) - nearly eradicated the
ADA. Gun violence escalated, with an average of 26
shootings per day occurring in the metropolitan area
in 2018.4 The number of militias, whose members
often included former and off-duty police, also
increased in this period.

Armed violence reached Ceara State later than in
other parts of Brazil. Data gathered by local media
outlet O Povo recorded the arrival of Rio’s CV in
Fortaleza, the state capital, in 1993, with Sao Paulo’s
PCC arriving in the 2000s. Since 2005, members of
local gangs GDE and FDN began contesting control
of the state with the national gangs. In 2015, the CV
and PCC broke their near-20-year alliance, leading to
a surge in violence in Ceara State: between 2016 and
2017, the number of people killed by firearms soared
by 61.6%. After a spate of attacks in 2017 between
incarcerated members of the CV and the PCC in
the nearby state of Amazonas, which resulted in
executions of inmates, Ceara’s prisons maintained
physical barriers between inmates of different gangs,
but this measure was overturned in 2019.

Military Police (PMERJ/PM)

Strength
44,313 members.

Areas of operation
Rio de Janeiro.

Leadership
Commander-in-chief is Colonel Rogério Figueiredo de Lacerda.

Structure

The PMERJ is accountable to the Rio state government.
Its hierarchy is similar to that of the army and its members
are reserves for the armed forces. Specialised squads
subordinate to the Special Operations Command (COE)
include Battalion of Special Police Operations (BOPE),
Battalion of Actions with Dogs (BAC), Riot Police Battalion
(BPChg), Tactical Group of Motorcyclists (GTM) and the
Aeromobile Group (GAM).

History
Created in May 1808. Current structure introduced in July
1974.

Objectives

Main public security force tasked with fighting organised
criminal groups, entering favelas, executing arrest warrants
or searching for suspects based on intelligence from other
government bodies.

Opponents
Organised-crime groups and militias.

Affiliates/allies
Unofficially, some militias and gangs (such as the TCP).




42  Americas

Military Police (PMERJ/PM)

Resources/capabilities

Weapons currently used include IMBEL ParaFAL battle riffle
7.62 mm and the IMBEL IA2 assault rifle. In 2019, the Rio state
government spent R$11.5 billion (US$2.5bn) on security, of
which R$730 million (US$160m) was spent on policing (the
PMERJ).

Red Command (CV)

Strength
3,000 to 8,000 members in Rio and 16,000 outside the state.
More than 9,000 in Ceara.

Areas of operation

Rio de Janeiro, Acre, Amapa, Alagoas, Ceara, Distrito
Federal, Par4, Rio Grande do Norte, Rondodnia, Roraima, Mato
Grosso and Tocantins. Also Paraguay, Bolivia and Colombia.
Traditionally headquartered in the Alemao favela complex in
the northern area of Rio.

History

CVis the oldest and largest gang in Rio de Janeiro. It was
formed around 1979 in a maximum-security prison in llha
Grande off the southern coast of Rio de Janeiro. CV has been
involved in transnational drug trafficking since the 1980s,
importing cocaine from Colombia. Its activity declined after

a UPP was established in the Alemao favela complex in
November 2010, but it has since grown again in prominence.

Leadership
Marcinho VP and Elias Maluco remain in power, although
both have been in prison for many years.

Structure

The CV has a decentralised structure: ‘area leaders’ are

in charge of neighbourhoods and favelas. ‘Managers’ are
responsible for drug-dealing spots, which are secured by
‘soldiers” who fend off threats by other dealers or the police.
‘Scouts” keep watch for potential risks and warn ‘soldiers’.

Objectives

CV aims to maintain and expand its operating area to other
neighbourhoods in Rio and other states. It imposes rules on
behaviour, limits locals’ freedom of movement and extorts
small businesses.

Opponents

Rio: PMERJ, TCP, ADA, Militia, PCC. Brazil: Bonde dos 13,
Guardides do Estado, Sindicato do Crime, Mafia Tocantinense,
Comando Classe A, Bonde dos 30, Unido do Norte, PCC.
Ceara: FND, GDE.

Pure Third Command (TCP)

Affiliates/allies
Ceara: Guardioes do Estado, Familia do Norte. Brazil: Primeiro
Comando Catarinense. Rio: None.

Resources/capabilities
Equipped with large numbers of handguns, AK-47s, bazookas
and grenades.

Strength
Not known.

Areas of operation
Rio de Janeiro.

Leadership
BatGol, Peixdo.

Structure

TCP has a decentralised structure: ‘area leaders’ are in
charge of neighbourhoods and favelas. ‘Managers’ are
responsible for drug-dealing spots, which are secured by
‘soldiers” who fend off threats by other dealers or the police.
‘Scouts” keep watch for potential risks and warn ‘soldiers’.

Objectives

Maintain the areas currently under their control and expand
their operating area to other neighbourhoods in Rio de
Janeiro and other states. TCP pays bribes to the police in
order to avoid confrontation and receive inside information.
TCP also has evangelical Christian members, who attack and
expel followers of African-based religions from their areas.

Opponents
CV, ADA, militias, PMERJ.

Affiliates/allies
PCC.

History

Since 2016, TCP has acquired partial control over several
favelas and established itself as the second-most powerful
criminal organisation in Rio after CV (excluding the vigilante
militias). The TCP was created from the union in 2002 of
dissidents from ADA and TC (Third Command, formed in the
1980s) after the death of Ué (expelled from CV for treason)
and the arrest of Celsinho da Vila Vintém (head of ADA).
During 2017 and 2018, the rapid decline of ADA led many ADA
members to the TCP.

Resources/capabilities
Weapons include pistols, rifles, bazookas and grenades.
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Friends of Friends (ADA)

Strength
Not known.

Areas of Operation
Rio de Janeiro.

Leadership
Celsinho da Vila Vintém, one of the gang’s founders.

History

Created in 1994, ADA has suffered heavy losses in recent
years in clashes with the CV and, to a lesser extent, the TCP.
By the end of 2018, ADA retained control of only two areas in
the city of Rio, but maintains communication with PCC, Brazil's
largest and wealthiest criminal organisation.

Structure

ADA has a decentralised structure: ‘area leaders’ are in
charge of neighbourhoods and favelas. ‘Managers’ are
responsible for drug-dealing spots, which are secured by
‘soldiers” who fend off threats by other dealers or the police.
‘Scouts’ keep watch for potential risks and warn ‘soldiers’".

Objectives

Maintain the few areas currently under their control in

Rio de Janeiro city and expand their operations to other
neighbourhoods, especially outside the Rio metropolitan area.

Opponents
CV, TCP, militias, PMERJ.

Militias (various)

Affiliates/allies
PCC, TCP.

Resources/capabilities
Guns, pistals, rifles, bazookas and grenades.

Strength
Not known (no estimates), although the Justice League is the
largest and most organised of the militias.

Areas of operation

Rio de Janeiro and particularly in the areas of Campo
Grande, Paciéncia and Santa Cruz, in western Rio, as well as
Seropédica and Nova Iguacu in Baixada Fluminense (north
of Rio).

History

The Rio militias were formed by former or current police
officers (mostly from the PMERJ), firefighters and prison
guards, and expanded rapidly during the 2000s. The militias
claim to provide security, but also traffic in drugs and extort,
abduct and kill locals.

Leadership

The Justice League is led by Wellington da Silva Braga,
also known as ‘Ecko’, one of 2018's most-wanted men in Rio.
Brothers Jerominho and Natalino Guimaraes, the League’s
founders, remain influential. There are other, smaller militia
groups, but their leadership is unclear.

Objectives

Expand business (providing internet, gas and van services)
and gain political influence. Many militia members hold public
offices in municipalities.

Opponents
ADA, CV.

Structure

The structure of the militias mirrors that of the gangs — area
leaders, managers and soldiers — although at a different
scale. Leaders control more than one neighbourhood/region
and managers are responsible for a region or neighbourhood.
Soldiers, unlike in drug groups, operate from well-placed
positions (such as police stations). ‘Killers” are responsible for
executions.

Affiliates/allies
TCP.

Resources/capabilities

Since militia members are often law-enforcement agents,
they have access to the same weapons as those agencies,
especially .40 calibre pistols and various types of rifle.

First Command of the Capital (PCC)

Strength
30,000.

Areas of operation

All Brazil, except the states of Goias, Maranhao, Parana

and Rio Grande do Sul. Also Paraguay, Argentina, Peru,
Venezuela, Bolivia, Colombia, Portugal, Holland, South Africa.

Structure

The PCC is highly organised, with a CEQ and strategic
Deliberative Council (13 members); Board of Directors (three
members); Administrative Board; Legal Board; State Board;
Economic Board; Institutional Relations Board; and HR. The
structure on the street is ‘manager’; ‘soldier’; ‘scout’; ‘killer’.

Leadership

The leader is Marcos Willians Herbas Camacho, alias
Marcola, who took over the leadership in 2002, although he
has been in prison since 1999 and is currently held at the
Federal Prison of Porto Velho in Ronddnia State.

History

The PCC was created by eight inmates on 31 August 1993

in prison in Taubaté city. In 2006, after Marcola and 760

other prisoners were transferred to another prison, inmates
rebelled in 74 state prisons and there were coordinated
attacks on police officers, vehicles, jails and public buildings.
More than 500 people were killed within a week.
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First Command of the Capital (PCC)

Objectives

The PCC aims to deepen and entrench its position of power
in Brazil and beyond, although they lack money-laundering
expertise to expand their business as quickly as they would
like.

Affiliates/allies
Rio: TCP, ADA.

Opponents
Rio: PMERJ, TCP, ADA, CV.
Ceara State: Northern Family, Guardians of the State.

Resources/capabilities
The average revenue of the PCC is US$100m per year. The
gang uses pistols, rifles, bazookas and grenades.

Guardians of the State (GDE)

Strength

According to the government and O Povo newspaper, there
are 6,000 members in Ceara State. According to the group’s
founders, however, the actual number is somewhere between
20,000 and 35,000.

Areas of operation
Ceara State.

History

The GDE was created from a dispute inside the PCC in

Ceara in late 2015, when local leaders decided to create

an autonomous organisation. Initially, the group acted
together with the PCC and CV, but in 2016, alliances fell apart.
Currently the largest organisation in Ceara, GDE is known for
ostentation, cruelty, excessive violence and child recruitment.

Leadership

Yago Steferson Alves dos Santos (alias Yago Gordao),
Francisco de Assis Fernandes da Silva (alias Barrinha) and
Francisco Tiago Alves do Nascimento (alias Tiago Magao) are
known as the ‘final counsellors’ in the organisation.

Objectives

According to the gang's statute, their main goal is ‘resisting
the oppression’ from gangs in other states and from the
government.

Structure

The GDE has a Governing Body with 13 ‘counsellors’ and

an Overseeing Board operating as a court for internal gang
affairs. The structure on the street is decentralised: ‘area
leaders’ are in charge of neighbourhoods and favelas.
‘Managers’ are responsible for drug-dealing spots, which are
secured by ‘soldiers’”. ‘Scouts’ keep watch for potential risks.

Opponents
CV, PCC, FND, CVN.

Affiliates/allies
None.

Resources/capabilities
The GDE uses pistols, rifles, bazookas and grenades.

Northern Family (FDN)

Strength

Around 700 members in Ceara State. There is no official
estimate of the number of members in the state of Amazonas,
but the Federal Police deems the FDN the third-largest gang
in Brazil.

Areas of operation
Ceara and Amazonas states.

Leadership
Gelson Lima Carnatba (alias G&) and José Roberto Barbosa
(alias Zé Roberto da Compensa).

History

FDN was created by Carnatba and Barbosa, and became
widely known after prison massacres in Manaus in 2015. That
year, the FDN, together with the CV, carried out murders of
PCC leaders; efforts by the state to broker a truce foundered.
The FDN owns a state-level champion soccer team and
operates the ‘Solim@es route’, used to transport cocaine
produced in Bolivia and Peru through rivers in the Amazon
region.

Structure

FDN has a decentralised structure: ‘area leaders” are in
charge of neighbourhoods and favelas. ‘Managers’ are
responsible for drug-dealing spots, which are secured by
‘soldiers” who fend off threats by other dealers or the police.
‘Scouts” keep watch for potential risks and warn ‘soldiers’.

Objectives
Expand and consolidate control of drug-trafficking routes in
the Amazon region.

Opponents
PCC, ADA, GDE, Primeiro Grupo Catarinense, CV.

Affiliates/allies
Okaida.

Resources/capabilities
The FDN uses pistols, rifles, bazookas and grenades.
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Criminal competition over drug distribution

The gangs’ desire to establish and expand drug-
trafficking territories and routes is one of the main
drivers of armed violence in Brazil. In the 1980s, the
transnational empire of Pablo Escobar’s Medellin
Cartel lowered prices for cocaine, making it avail-
able to a much larger pool of customers. The large
ensuing revenues, in conjunction with the proxim-
ity of some favelas (such as Rocinha) to the wealthy
areas in the South Zone of Rio, helped the rise of rival
criminal organisations involved in the drug trade.
In order to take and control territory — meaning
more drug-selling points and more negotiating
power with international smugglers — the gangs
began to fight more frequently and more violently.
Clashes between CV and its main drug-trafficking
competitor, the TCP, have been a major source of
gang-on-gang violence over the past decade.

It took longer for violence to reach its current
levels in Ceara State, but once Ceara’s strategic sig-
nificance was realised — Brazil’s northeast is one
route through which drugs reach Africa and Europe
- criminal gangs from the country’s southeast seized
the opportunity to expand their business and export
routes. More criminal actors brought heighted com-
petition for drug-dealing spots and routes, leading
to increased violent contestation, especially after
2015. According to the Atlas of Violence — an annual
report from leading Brazilian security researchers
Applied Economic Research Institute (IPEA) and
Brazilian Forum of Public Security — Ceara had the
highest increase in homicide rate of any state in 2017.

Social and racial inequality
Social inequality triggers armed violence in Brazil's
cities. Brazil is an extremely unequal country, still
facing an unresolved legacy of slavery. Extreme
poverty has been on the rise since 2015, with 15.2m
people living in extreme poverty as of December
2018. Poverty disproportionately affects the states in
northern and northeastern Brazil; black- or brown-
identifying Brazilians; and Brazilians who lack
formal education or who attended only primary
school. Meanwhile, the number of millionaires in
Brazil reached 259,000 in 2019, up 19% from 2018,
according to Credit Suisse’s Global Wealth Report.
In 2017, 75.5% of Brazil’'s homicide victims
were black or brown, according to the Atlas of

Violence 2019, which is based on official data from
the Information System on Mortality, part of the
Ministry of Health. The homicide rate of blacks
increased by 33% between 2007 and 2017 (the most
recent data available), while in the same period, the
increase in intentional lethal violence against non-
blacks increased by 3.3%. The study also showed
substantial growth in the murder rate of black
Brazilians in some states: between 2007 and 2017
there was an increase of 207.6% in the murder rate
of black Brazilians in Ceard, compared to 11.5%
in Rio.

Lack of public services and unemployment
Neighbourhoods far from the centres of cities receive
less investment and fewer public services, forcing
residents to rely on third parties. In Rio, criminal
organisations exploit this need in the market by
providing (and controlling) many services, such as
internet, gas and public transportation. This pro-
vides the gangs with another form of income in
addition to drug trafficking and entrenches their
control in the favelas.

Unemployment also drives the conflict. In
2019, the average unemployment rate was 11.9%,
compared to 12.3% in 2018, with 12.6m unem-
ployed, according to the IBGE (Brazilian Institute
of Geography and Statistics), while the number of
self-employed workers stood at 24.2m, the majority
of whom (19.3m) had no CNP]J, or official business
identification number, indicating a precarious eco-
nomic existence.’ In Rio, the jobless rate reached
15%, while in Ceara it hit 11%.® Drug trafficking
offers the prospect of short-term gains for young
people, especially those without access to education,
enabling the gangs to find recruits easily.

Corruption and poor law enforcement
Brazil has been plagued by widespread corruption
and impunity. Every Rio de Janeiro governor since
1998 has been arrested on corruption charges. The
architect of the UPP strategy, former governor Sérgio
Cabral, is now in prison on corruption charges, and
one of its major backers, businessman Eike Batista,
has been arrested twice.

The efficacy of the law-enforcement agencies
in bringing criminals to justice is also a contrib-
uting factor in the violence. On the one hand, the
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perpetrators of crimes are rarely convicted, leading
to a climate of impunity. According to the Atlas of
Violence 2019, there is no nationwide calculation
of the rate of completed crime investigations, but
for the states in which this is measured, it aver-
ages between 10% and 20%. The Atlas also found
that nationwide investigation rates are low because
‘the system is ... obsolete and overloaded, due to a

Political Developments

lack of resources’. Investigations are often started
only after arrests are made. On the other hand, the
militarised tactics of the PMER] in Rio (especially
the special-operations unit BOPE) have drawn
allegations of human-rights abuses, including
the extrajudicial executions of suspects, creating
a climate of mistrust and fear among the local
residents.

Witzel’s hardline approach in Rio

Wilson Witzel assumed office as governor of
Rio on New Year's Day 2019 and outlined his
confrontational security approach during his inau-
guration speech, stating that ‘organised crime
can no longer have the freedom to carry weapons
of war and be treated romantically as people who
didn’t have opportunities’. On 20 August, he seem-
ingly granted law-enforcement officers a permit
to kill on sight, stating that ‘whoever carries a
rifle will be slaughtered’. The use of gunfire from
helicopters in police operations became a recur-
ring feature of police operations under Witzel’s
administration.

Witzel quickly set about implementing a raft of
new security measures that reduced civilian over-
sight and granted the police a freer hand. In January
— six months ahead of his own stated timeline — he
wound down the Rio de Janeiro State Secretary of
Security (SESEG), which facilitated civilian over-
sight of the police, folding its responsibilities and
staff under the authority of the police, while the
Institute of Public Security (ISP), formerly run by

Key Events in 2019

President Jair Bolsonaro
and Rio Governor Wilson
Witzel take office.

Ceara: 20 CV and GDE

federal prisons.
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leaders are transferred to

a civilian, was also transferred to police control in
2019. The reorganisation of the SESEG effectively
halted more than 700 lawsuits against police officers
without establishing new institutions which could
conclude the prosecutions.

Witzel also rescinded a measure that protected
police officers responsible for investigating their
peers in the Civil and Military Police, which pre-
viously allowed internal-affairs officers to choose
where to work so as to avoid contact with those
they were investigating. After Witzel also abolished
a financial incentive aimed at reducing killings
by police in Rio, the number of people killed by
the police increased, few of which were later
investigated.”

Controversial prison measures in Ceard

A new prison secretariat was created in January in
Ceard, and new Secretary Luis Mauro Albequerque
immediately implemented a controversial measure
that suspended the separation of inmates belong-
ing to rival gangs inside prisons, which unleashed a
series of attacks across the state.

11 January

Rio: Dissolution of SESEG
and creation of the
secretaries of Civil Police
and Military Police.

14 January

Ceara: State government
offers rewards in
exchange for information
about attacks.

Ceara: GDE, PCC and

Ceara: National

Rio: In response to the

21 January

Rio: Militia-led

8 February

Rio: Thirteen people
executed in Fallet-
Fogueteiro favela by
police.

FDN launch attacks
across the state in
protest against prison
measures.

massacre results in
nine people dead and
four wounded.

Public Security Force
personnel deployed
to contain a wave of
criminal attacks.

killing of an officer,
the PMERJ launch an
operation in six favelas.

Military/
Violent events
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Rio de Janeiro

Several statistics revealed a greater police presence
in clashes in Rio in 2019, although this is partly
explained by the fact that federal forces had super-
vised the state’s public security in 2018. According
to Rio’s Security Observatory, between March and
October 2019 there was a 37% increase in the number
of police operations compared to the same period
the previous year. Between January and October
2019, there were 6,434 shootings or shoot-outs in the
Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region, 30% of which
occurred in the presence of police officers. During
the same period in 2018, there were more shootings
(8,014), but fewer occurred with the participation of
state agents (20%).

In many cases, police involvement translated
into high numbers of deaths. In the first half of 2019,
police killed 881 people in the state of Rio de Janeiro.®
(Significantly, none of these fatalities occurred in
militia areas, as militias are often comprised of
current or former police officers.) According to Fogo
Cruzado, a Brazilian data platform that collects
reports of shootings, in 2019 there were 67 massacres
(defined as three or more people killed in the same
incident) in the Rio metropolitan region, totalling
251 deaths. Police were involved in 52 of these cases,
killing 192 people. (In 2018, there were 53 massacres
with 209 deaths; 35 of these had police participation
and resulted in 141 deaths.)

In August 2019, six civilians were killed over five
days of police operations, while a baby under the
age of two was injured. In response to the killings,
State Secretary of State Cleiton Rodrigues stated:

26 September

Ceara: In response to
state-wide attacks, 506
prisoners are transferred
to different prisons.

‘The governor and the state government deeply
regret all these deaths. These and all the others that
may happen.’

On 20 September, an eight-year-old girl, Agatha
Félix, was shot dead by a police officer in the Alemao
favela complex. The PMER] sought to deflect blame
on Twitter, stating: ‘On Friday night, 9/20, UPP
Fazendinha police officers were attacked from
various points in the community simultaneously.
The team retaliated against the aggression. Soon
after they were informed that a resident was injured
in the locality “Estofador”.” It was later revealed that
there had been no attack on police officers and that
the police officer had fired at a motorcyclist who had
not stopped at a police checkpoint.

Hundreds of people took to the streets to
protest Agatha’s killing, while the social-media tag
#ACulpaEDoWitzel (Witzel’s fault) was used in
numerous tweets that criticised the governor’s secu-
rity policies. Amnesty International condemned the
killing, while the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, part of the Organisation of American
States (OAS), called for those responsible to be
brought to justice.

Ceard State

InJanuary and September, CV and GDE joined forces
to confront the state government over proposed
prison reforms that would desegregate inmates
from rival gangs in prison. The scale of the attacks
stunned state authorities: within a month, criminal
groups carried out 283 attacks against public build-
ings, buses, fuel stations and other targets. Some 56

21 October

Ceara: Physical contact
between visitors and
inmates in maximum-
security wings is banned.

Rio: Eight people
killed by police at
the Maré favela

complex.

Rio: A clash between
traffickers and
militiamen kills four
and wounds 13.

Rio: Five youths
unconnected to
crime are killed by
police in less than
four days.

20 September

Ceara: GDE, PCC
and FDN carry out
95 attacks in 16
municipalities over
eight days.

Rio: Two children,
aged two and four,

Agatha Felix is killed
by a police officer in
the Alemao favela

complex. a police operation.

are wounded during
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of the state’s 184 cities were attacked, including 134
attacks in the state capital of Fortaleza, according to
the Jangadeiro Communication System.” A motor-
way flyover was structurally damaged after one of
its columns was bombed, and 12 cities lost mobile-
telephone service after an explosion in a telephone
centre.

In response, Ceard’s government increased
recruitment calls for reserve police officers and
firemen; increased overtime pay for public-secu-
rity officials; offered rewards for information about
attacks; created a Public Security and Social Defence
Fund; and regulated command of police rein-
forcements from other states. It also requested an

Impact

emergency division of the National Public Security
Force, with at least 300 troops being deployed
in the state in January, rising to more than 400 by
September. Some 466 people suspected of partici-
pating in the attacks were arrested. Still, there was
a spate of g5 attacks across the state in September as
inmates demanded better treatment in prisons.

Despite these waves of attacks, a non-aggression
pact between the gangs contributed to a significant
drop in the number of homicides in Ceara, from
4,518 in 2018 to 2,257 in 2019. The number of killings
by police also fell, from 221 to 136, with 28 occurring
in January (the period of the attacks), compared to
25 in January 2018.

Human rights

On 6 May, the Human Rights Commission of Rio de
Janeiro’s state legislature filed complaints against
Witzel's security policies to both the United Nations
— where the complaint assessed that Witzel’s tactics
were becoming ‘increasingly militarised, with the
use of drones, helicopters and armoured cars, as
well as sniper techniques’ — and also to the OAS,
where the commission described the tactics as
bearing characteristics of ‘crimes against human-
ity, the death penalty and torture’. Both institutions
sent letters to the Brazilian government questioning
Witzel’s security policies, to which the federal gov-
ernment responded by affirming its ‘commitment
to the protection of human rights in public security
activities’.

In September, after Agatha’s murder, the
Brazilian public defender and the Rio de Janeiro
chapter of the Brazilian Bar Association also
denounced Witzel’s policies. In September, oppo-
sition parties filed a suit against Witzel at Brazil’s
Superior Court of Justice, claiming that police com-
mitted crimes with the ‘approval, encouragement,
and promotion’ of the governor.

In Ceara, Governor Camilo Santana has been
criticised by his own party for considering use of
an anti-terrorism law against the criminal groups,
with critics warning that this could be used to
target activists as well. The Human Rights Council
of Ceara State published a call by 34 groups from
Ceara and six other Brazilian states for authorities
to guarantee human rights after the council received

complaints of police carrying out home invasions,
violence, alleged evidence tampering and arbitrary
arrests. On 15 February, Brazil's federal anti-torture
body released a report that accused the Ministry of
Women, Family, and Human Rights of preventing
prison inspections after the Ceara prison crisis, and
said it forwarded this complaint to Brazil’s attorney
general and special citizens-rights prosecutor, as
well as the UN." The anti-torture body subsequently
found that Ceara inmates had been exposed to ‘col-
lective punishments’ and ‘generalised torture’ in
three state prisons, and denounced the ‘complete
lack of transparency’ about the real situation inside
the prisons (including overcrowding, health, lack of
communication and restricted rights of visitation)."

Humanitarian

The state’s militarised response to gang control often
focuses on short-term tactical objectives instead of
long-term efforts to create institutions, provide ser-
vices and offer stable governance in marginalised
areas. This has meant that any progress on security
has usually been short-lived and there has been no
meaningful improvement in the conditions of peo-
ple’s lives.

Deaths of young women (12 to 17 years old)
increased by 9o% in the Cear4 state capital Fortaleza
between 2017 and 2018, compared to a 35% drop in
homicides of young men over the same period. In
2019, due in large part to the alliance between the
gangs, there was a 66.7% drop in deaths of young
women in the period to November 2019, compared



to the same period in 2018, from 60 to 20. However,
the threat to young women remained prominent,
with women targeted due to their connection to
members of rival gangs as friends, relatives or boy-
friends. Some were forced to move to a different
neighbourhood for their own safety.

At the street level, the pervasive violence and
heavy-handed tactics of the police resulted in
many innocent people being killed. In Rio, between
January and November of 2019, uncoordinated
actions with little basis in intelligence resulted in 45
people killed by stray bullets — five of them children.
The same period in 2018 saw 31 killed in the same
way, three of whom were children.

Economic

According to a statement by Carlos von Doellinger,
president of IPEA, in May 2019 outlays on public
safety and private security cost the equivalent of
6% of Brazil's GDP, or approximately R$4oobn
(US$120bn).

The economy of Ceara was significantly
impacted by the violence. Tourism accounts for 70%
of Ceard’s GDP, and the state receives more than 2m
(mostly Brazilian) tourists annually, but the January
attacks by gangs severely disrupted business.

Trends
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Buses were burned and property destroyed across
the state, while the capital city’s hotel-occupation
rate — usually about 85% in January, a summer-holi-
day month — was only around 65% in 2019.

Relations with neighbouring and international
partners

Witzel repeatedly blamed violence in Rio on arms
trafficking from Paraguay, saying he intends to file
a complaint against Paraguay at the UN and may
impose a security lockdown on the Brazil/Paraguay
border.

Of the Brazilian gangs, the PCC will continue to
operate with international partners. The Sao Paulo
gang uses Brazilian ports for the export of drugs,
which European gangs take to Africa and even Asia.
In January 2015, the police and the MPE (state pros-
ecutor’s office) discovered accounts in China and
the United States that were being used to launder
money from the PCC, highlighting the international
reach of the gang.”® The gang’s international ambi-
tions are further demonstrated by reports of the
PCC recruiting foreign members." Prosecutors have
alleged that at least two Spaniards, one Swiss and
several Portuguese may have been recruited by the
PCC.

Political trajectories

Soon after taking office, Brazilian President Jair
Bolsonaro and Rio de Janeiro Governor Wilson
Witzel broke their alliance. Witzel intends to run for
president, hoping that his hardline security poli-
cies will win popular approval. This means that it
is unlikely that Witzel will modify or ameliorate his
tough stance against crime in the near future, given
that it is likely to be the backbone of his putative
election campaign in the future.

In the more immediate future, democratic
institutions are at risk with Bolsonaro, whose bellig-
erent approach, coupled with ineffective measures
and political crises, has alienated allies such as
Government Secretary General Carlos Alberto dos
Santos Cruz, former commander-general of the UN
peacekeeping mission UNSTAMIH, who claimed
to have been bullied by Carlos Bolsonaro, the son
of the president and a councillor in Rio de Janeiro,
as well as by Olavo de Carvalho, Bolsonaro’s

political guru. The increasing grip of the armed
forces, which at the end of 2019 controlled eight of
the 22 ministries of the Bolsonaro government, also
points to a continuing drift towards more hard-
line security policies and fewer civilian checks and
balances.

Conflict-related risks

Municipal elections will be held in 2020 in Brazil. In
Rio de Janeiro, the TRE (Regional Electoral Court)
assumes that there is a risk that the activities of the
militia and trafficking will have an impact on the
electoral process (which decides the appointment
of mayors and councillors).”” The agency is conduct-
ing a mapping of electoral zones to list instances
of homicides and coercions that occurred in the
last elections to try to prevent them from recur-
ring. In 2019, ten people in political office were shot
in the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro, seven
of whom died. Some of the deaths are still being
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investigated, while others have already been linked
to the militia.

Prospects for peace
The state legislature approved a bill in Rio that
provides for the end of the UPPs throughout
the state, but it is dependent on the governor’s
approval (still pending). Of the 38 units that came
into operation in Rio, 19 have been extinguished
or remodelled, despite the fact that many police
want the programme reactivated. However, as
of December 2019, no comprehensive alterna-
tive strategies have been presented. Without a
comprehensive peace strategy to replace the UPP
programme (now in legislative limbo), violence
will likely persist in Rio. Ceara’s cycle of violence
is also set to continue after the re-election of hard-
line Governor Camilo Santana in October 2018 for
another four-year term.

More generally, the causes of violence remain
unaddressed by the state and federal authorities in
both Rio de Janeiro and Ceard, who prefer to focus

Notes

on security-based policies. But despite this secu-
rity emphasis, lack of funding of police intelligence
remains a key concern, with investments in intelli-
gence representing only 0.5% of public spending on
security, while little has been done in relation to inte-
grated databases or cooperation agreements with
other countries. In the absence of effective public
policies based on police intelligence work, conflict
mediation and prevention of the social drivers of
crime, the cycle of conflict and violence will likely
be perpetuated.

Strategic implications and global influences
Without serious attention to the use of intelli-
gence to combat organised crime, criminal groups
in neighbouring countries are likely to continue
to enjoy the same access to drug and arms routes
through Brazil that are currently in operation, with
the continued internationalisation of the PCC. This
will likely spread the networks of organised crime,
along with violence, even further in the coming
years.
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Overview

The conflictin 2019

Fighting between the Colombian security forces and
armed groups and BACRIMs (‘bandas criminales’ or
criminal gangs) increased in 2019, despite the suc-
cessful implementation of the 2016 peace agreement
between the government and the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). President Ivan
Duque, a right-wing politician and hardline critic
of the peace agreement with FARC, took a stronger
approach than his predecessor against illegal
groups. His actions led to a 53% increase in armed
clashes between the Colombian armed forces and
illegal armed groups since 2018, a 26% increase in
apprehensions of members of armed groups and an
11% increase in deaths during security operations
between January and September of 2019 compared
to the previous year.!

The conflict in Colombia is no longer an ideo-
logical struggle for political power. Only pockets
of localised violence persist, mostly in rural areas,
with Valle del Cauca, Antioquia, Cauca, Norte de
Santander and Atlantico the most violent depart-
ments in 2019. The challenge facing the Colombian

Key statistics

Type Internationalised
Start date 1964 (FARC); 1965 (ELN)
IDPs total (December 2018) 7,816,500
Refugees total (December 2018)* 310
People in need No data

*In addition to 1,171,552 displaced Venezuelans.
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state is a large-scale and highly sophisticated
network of drug-trafficking organisations either
cooperating or fighting for control of territories
and drug-trafficking routes. Venezuela’s economic
and political collapse and the subsequent migrant
and humanitarian crisis placed further strain on the
Colombian government, which struggled to control
its borders in 2019. This created a haven for guer-
rillas and criminals, who expanded their operations
across the border and made Venezuela one of the
main drug-trafficking routes towards the United
States.

The National Liberation Army (ELN) — the only
remaining guerrilla group - continued to be the
most active armed group in 2019, followed by FARC
dissidents and the Gulf Clan. The ELN revamped its
criminal activities after the failure to reach a peace
agreement with the Colombian government in 2018
and mainly targeted oil infrastructure. Following
a terrorist attack in Bogotd in January 2019 that
killed 22 police cadets, Duque confirmed that talks
would not resume. FARC'’s former commander Ivan
Marquez and other leaders abandoned the 2016
peace agreement, accusing the government of break-
ing the deal. On 29 August 2019, they announced
the creation of a new dissident faction and offi-
cially returned to the armed struggle. Colombia’s
security and defence policy therefore continued to
focus on counter-insurgency and counter-narcotics
operations.

The conflict to 2019

A decade of political violence known as La Violencia
(1948-58), a civil war between the Conservative and
Liberal parties, resulted in at least 200,000 civil-
ian deaths. That war ended when the two parties
agreed to alternate in government and to present a
joint National Front candidate in elections to restrict
the participation of other political movements.
Political exclusion, socio-economic challenges and
the international Cold War context encouraged the
armed struggle and the guerrilla war in particular.
FARC was founded in 1964, followed by the ELN
in 1965 and the Popular Liberation Army (EPL) in

1967. These guerrilla groups were motivated by
Marxist-Leninist ideals of social revolution and
had the common objectives of fighting against the
privatisation of natural resources and for the repre-
sentation of the rural poor.

In the 1980s, rural landowners began to organ-
ise right-wing paramilitaries to protect themselves
from the guerrillas. The largest, the United Self-
Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC), was an
umbrella organisation of paramilitary groups that
formally disbanded in 2006, but its dissolution led
to the formation of splinter groups that later turned
into large criminal organisations, most notably the
Gulf Clan.

Peace negotiations between the Colombian
government and FARC began in September 2012
and ended with a peace agreement signed on 24
August 2016. A revised peace deal was signed on 24
November 2016, sent directly to Congress and not
submitted to a second referendum (a referendum to
ratify the first deal was unsuccessful). Both houses
ratified the revised text, ending 52 years of civil
war. FARC completed its demobilisation in August
2017 — 11,000 fighters and collaborators demobilised
and delivered more than 8,000 weapons to United
Nations monitors.?

Despite the successful peace process, the state
still does not control former insurgent zones,
where several criminal organisations have filled
the void left by FARC and assumed control of
illegal activities. In Antioquia, Arauca, Cauca,
Chocé and Putumayo departments — remote areas
rich in natural resources, coca plantations and
cocaine-production sites — criminal groups con-
tinue to fight the state, the ELN and each other
for control of territory and the drug-traffick-
ing routes.? Additionally, several FARC splinter
groups have remained active and are gaining
strength. Though none of these pose an existen-
tial threat to the Colombian state, they undermine
the presence of state authorities. Confrontations
negatively impact local communities, with serious
humanitarian consequences including forced
displacement.
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Colombian armed forces

Strength

Colombia has the third-largest armed forces in the western
hemisphere in terms of active personnel, behind the US and
Brazil. The army is the largest branch with 223,150 personnel,
followed by the navy with 56,400 and 13,650 in the air force.

Objectives

Main military branch involved in the armed conflicts against
the BACRIMs.

Areas of operation
Presence throughout the country but limited in some rural
departments.

Opponents
ELN, FARC dissidents, Gulf Clan, EPL and other smaller
criminal organisations.

Leadership

Commander-in-Chief President Ivdn Duque, Minister of
Defence Carlos Holmes Trujillo Garcia, General Commander
Gen. Luis Fernando Navarro Jiménez.

Affiliates/allies

The National Police (PNC) is in charge of public security.

Not technically part of the armed forces, the PNC has been
controlled and administered by the Ministry of National
Defense and has had a highly militarised structure since 1953.
It comprises 180,000 uniformed personnel.

Structure
National Army of Colombia, Navy, Air Force and Naval
Infantry.

Resources/capabilities
In 2019, Colombia’s defence budget was US$10.5 billion, or
3.9% of Colombia’s GDP.

History

Originated in the 1770s and 1780s with the Army of the
Commoners. In 1781, the Liberating Army was created during
the independence movement of 1810 against the Spanish
Empire. The military forces were consolidated after 7 August
1819 with the triumph in the Battle of Boyaca.

FARC dissidents

Strength
1,500-2,500 guerrilla fighters.

Areas of operation

Various groups spread over 16 departments, with particularly
strong presence in Caquetd, Guaviare, Meta, Putumayo and
Vaupés.

History

FARC dissidents rejected the 2016 peace agreement, labelling
those that accepted it as traitors and themselves as the ‘true
FARC'.

Leadership

The leaders of the most important dissident fronts are Miguel
Botache Santillana (alias ‘Gentil Duarte’), Nestor Gregorio
Vera Fernandez (alias ‘lvan Mordisco’) and Géner Garcia
Molina (alias ‘Jhon 40°). In late 2019, Luciano Marin Arango
(alias ‘lvan Marquez’) created a new FARC dissident group.

Objectives
Overthrow the Colombian government and create a socialist
state.

Opponents
Colombian armed forces and the Gulf Clan.

Affiliates/allies
ELN in the Catatumbo region.

Structure
Each front works independently, with ad hoc collaboration in
some areas.

Resources/capabilities

Drug production and trafficking are the main revenue
sources, followed by kidnapping and extortion. FARC dissident
fronts possess small numbers of many kinds of rifles and
shotguns. The most common weapon is the AK-47 assault
rifle.

National Liberation Army (ELN)

Strength
Approximately 3,000 fighters.

Leadership

Commander Nicolas Rodriguez Bautista (alias ‘Gabino’).

Areas of operation

The ELN is the last remaining guerrilla group with significant
presence throughout the country. It operates in 12 states of
Venezuela and nine departments of Colombia, where it has a
strong presence in the northeast. Since the peace agreement
with FARC, it has taken over areas previously under FARC
control, particularly in the departments of Cauca and Choco.

Structure

The Central Command (COCE) directs strategy and is
composed of five commanders and divisions that operate
independently. Additionally, the ELN has seven war fronts.

History

Founded in 1964 by a group of Catholic priests, left-wing
intellectuals and students embracing liberation theology and
trying to emulate Fidel Castro’s Cuban revolution.
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National Liberation Army (ELN)

Objectives

Overthrow the Colombian government and establish a
socialist state, although now mainly focused on criminal
activities.

Opponents
Colombian armed forces and the EPL in Catatumbo region and
the Gulf Clan in Arauca and Valle del Cauca departments.

Gulf Clan (also known as the Urabeiios)

Affiliates/allies
FARC dissidents in the Catatumbo region.

Resources/capabilities
Drug production and trafficking are the main sources of
revenue, followed by illegal mining.

Strength
Approximately 4,000.

Areas of operation

Active in 17 departments, but base and territorial stronghold
is the area around the Gulf of Uraba in the departments of
Antioquia and Chocad.

Objectives
Little remains of the group’s paramilitary roots and it is
principally involved in criminal activities.

Opponents
Colombian armed forces, ELN and some FARC dissident
fronts.

Leadership ’
Leader Dairo Antonio Usuga (alias ‘Otoniel’).

Affiliates/allies
Working with FARC dissidents in Cordoba.

Structure

One-third of local cells are directly commanded by the
leadership in Uraba, while the others are local criminal
organisations expected to provide services or follow strategic
orders when called upon.

History
Emerged from the demobilisation of the AUC paramilitary
group in 2006.

Drivers

Resources/capabilities

Main revenue comes from controlling the cocaine market,
though the network as a whole works less as a drug

cartel and more as a service provider to independent drug
traffickers. It escorts shipments along international-trafficking
corridors, ensures access to or protection for processing
laboratories and provides storage and dispatch services on
the Atlantic coast and border regions.

Society and the state

Colombia’s social, economic and political challenges
have historically facilitated criminal activities. A
middle-income country with a GDP of US$6,667.8
per capita in 2018 Colombia is one of Latin
America’s most unequal countries. Approximately
19.6% of Colombians lived below the poverty line
in 2018, more than one-third of whom lived in the
countryside,® where armed groups are concentrated
and most criminal activities take place.

The country faces several challenges related to
corruption, including collusion between the public
and the private sectors; the influence of organ-
ised crime on policy and institutions; weak state
presence in remote areas; and an inefficient crimi-
nal-justice system. In Transparency International’s
2019 Corruption Perceptions Index, Colombia was
ranked g6th out of 180 countries.®

The absence of state institutions in many parts
of the country, particularly rural areas, has left
poor, unprotected and marginalised populations
exposed to criminal and guerrilla groups, which

have achieved some social legitimacy within those
communities.’

Ideology and organised crime

For the past four decades, ideology and criminal
activities have coexisted in Colombia’s internal con-
flict, as both guerrillas and paramilitary groups have
used drug trafficking to finance their activities and
warfare. The demobilisation of FARC has shifted the
conflict further towards purely criminal activities
and increased violence between groups seeking to
exploit the power vacuum and compete for territory.
Organised crime pervades the country, with groups
active in 28 of 32 departments. The ELN retains
some remnants of ideological motivation and has an
underlying objective of creating a socialist state but
is also heavily involved in criminal activities.

Drug trade

In the 1970s, poor farmers in Colombia began
growing marijuana as a more lucrative alternative
to legal crops. Cartels, paramilitary and guerrilla
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groups have been involved in drug trafficking since
the coca-production boom of the 1980s. In the late
1990s and early 2000s, much of the fighting between
FARC and the AUC was over control of coca planta-
tions and trafficking routes.

Drug trafficking remains the main driver of vio-
lence in Colombia. According to the UN Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC), estimated global man-
ufacture of cocaine reached an all-time high of 1,976
tonnes in 2017. This represented an increase of 25%
on the previous year, with Colombia accounting for
an estimated 70% of production. In the same year
cocaine production increased by 31% in Colombia,
mainly due to a significant increase in the produc-
tive areas under coca-bush cultivation.! In 2018,
the White House Office of National Drug Control
Policy estimated that there were 208,000 hectares of
coca-leaf cultivation in Colombia.® According to the
UNODC, production is highly concentrated, with
44% of crops located in ten municipalities in 2018
(Tiby, Norte de Santander; Tumaco, Narifo; Puerto
Asis, Putumayo; El Tambo, Cauca; Sardinata, Norte
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de Santander; El Charco, Narino; El Tarra, Norte de
Santander; Orito, Putumayo; Taraza, Antioquia; and
Barbacoas, Narifio)."” The predominant trafficking
route is along the Pacific coast, where production
and manufacture are concentrated. The cocaine is
trafficked from Colombia to Central America and
Mexico using planes, ships and semi-submersible
vessels. Mexican organised-crime groups then trans-
port it across the border into the US. Colombia is
also the main supplier of cocaine for the European
market, with the drug mainly trafficked through
Spain and the Netherlands.

The drug trade (including direct and indirect
participation, and the taxation,
and control of areas of production and trafficking)
remains the main source of revenue for guerrilla,
paramilitary and organised-crime groups. To protect
their income, these groups engage in widespread
human-rights abuses and undermine democratic
institutions. A UNODC report of August 2019 indi-
cated that 80% of homicides in 2018 related to the
armed conflict were in municipalities where coca is
produced."

administration

FARC leaders return to arms

On 29 August 2019, former second in command
of FARC Luciano Marin Arango (alias ‘Ivan
Marquez’) — one of FARC’s main ideologues who
led the delegation that negotiated the 2016 agree-
ment — announced the beginning of a new stage of
armed struggle against what he called an ‘exclu-
sive and corrupt oligarchy’. Marquez accused the

government of betraying the peace agreement,
saying it had not followed through with pledges
to develop rural areas and failed to protect former
FARC members. Around 130 demobilised guerril-
las have been killed since the signing of the peace
deal.?

Marquez is the highest-ranking FARC dissi-
dent to have returned to arms. Other senior and
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influential commanders joined him, including Seuxis
Paucias Hernandez Solarte (alias ‘Jests Santrich’)
and Hernan Dario Velasquez (alias “El Paisa’), who
was once the commander of FARC's strongest mili-
tary wing, the Teéfilo Forero Column. Marquez
announced that he would seek an alliance with the
ELN. Jaime Arias (alias ‘Uriel’), leader of the ELN
operating in Choco, publicly celebrated the return to
arms of Marquez, Santrich and El Paisa, hinting at a
possible alliance.

Military Developments

Impact of the Venezuelan crisis

Venezuela’s economic, political and social collapse
has shifted criminal dynamics on the Colombia—
Venezuela border where several criminal groups,
including the ELN and FARC dissidents, are active.
Venezuela serves as a key route for drugs trafficked
by Colombian organised-crime groups and des-
tined for markets in the US and Europe. As a result,
the border is becoming one of the most important
organised-crime areas in the region.

ELN resilience

The ELN expanded its activities to several parts of
the country, demonstrating its resiliency against
government attacks, strengthening its control over
specific territories and attempting to consolidate
its regional monopoly over illegal activities. It
was the group involved in the most confronta-
tions with Colombian security forces in 2019. Its
influence increased substantially, particularly
in regions where it had shared a presence with
FARC. It also continued to expand its operations
to Venezuela.

On 17 January 2019, the ELN claimed responsi-
bility for a car-bomb attack on a police academy in
Bogota that killed 23 people (including the attacker)
and injured 68 — the deadliest attack on the capital
since 2003. The ELN justified the attack as a response
to bombings by the Colombian government against
its camps during the unilateral ceasefire. In response,
Duque suspended the peace dialogue with the ELN
and said that the Colombian security forces had

Key Events in 2019

4 February

revamped their activities against the group. The
death of Yovanni Bello Oliverio (alias ‘Guacharaco’),
the main ELN leader in the Lower Cauca region of
Antioquia Department, was reported on 29 June.
Another faction leader, Navides Chilhueso Noscué
(alias ‘Tigre Indio”), was killed during a confronta-
tion on 15 June.

The government also inflicted serious damage
on the Heroes y Martires de Anori bloc, one of the
ELN'’s oldest factions, leaving it without clear lead-
ership. The armed forces captured Juan Gabriel
Villa Quiroz (alias ‘Gabino’), the bloc’s second
in command, in February, and its commander
Norberto de Jestis Arango Loaiza (alias ‘el Perro’) on
19 September after a confrontation in the Antioquia
Department.

Death of EPL leader

Luis Antonio Quiceno Sanjuan (alias ‘Pacora’),
the chief commander of the EPL, was killed on 26
September during a joint police and army operation

ELN commander ‘Pablo
Beltran’ reiterates that
the ELN is open to a new
peace dialogue.

The Prosecutor’s Office confirms arrest
warrants for senior ELN members for
their involvement in the 17 January
attack in Bogota.

The Supreme Court issues an
arrest warrant for the former FARC
leader Seuxis Paucias Hernandez
Solarte (alias ‘Jesis Santrich’).
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quartered as a result
of a military uprising in
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in Sardinata, Norte de Santander Department.” This
was a heavy blow to the EPL, which lost several
other important figures in 2019 and has been losing
ground to the ELN in its base in the Catatumbo
region since 2018. The EPL only has around 500 guer-
rilla fighters, but it is considered extremely violent
and dangerous. Pacora’s death created a leadership

Impact
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vacuum that could lead to a potential degradation
and further criminalisation of the group. A weak-
ened EPL could also enable the ELN to continue
expanding its military capacity — it has gained con-
siderable tactical and territorial advantage over the
EPL since the war between the two groups started
in 2018.

Human rights

The forced recruitment of minors has changed
according to the new dynamics of the conflict.
Historically, minors were forced into the ranks of the
guerrillas and paramilitaries, but are now recruited
for other purposes: as members of criminal gangs,
as hit men, extortionists and drug dealers, and as
workers of illicit crops. Forced recruitment is now
happening in urban and rural areas, as opposed to
mostly rural areas. According to a recent report,
between January and September 2019 forced recruit-
ment of minors increased by 41.6% compared to the
previous year, and Bolivar, Cédrdoba and Antioquia
departments had the highest recruitment rates.
Separately, 8o social leaders were murdered in 2019
and threats against them reportedly increased by
31%.1

Humanitarian

Disputes over control of drug production and
increasing levels of violence forced many com-
munities in rural areas to abandon their homes.
On 23 January the UN Office for the Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that at

29 August
Three high-ranking FARC
leaders, including lvan

26 September

In a video statement, the
commanders of the 18th

Marguez, announce that  Front of FARC dissidents
they will resume the accept Marquez as
armed struggle. leader.

25 November

A judge orders the release of Salvatore
Mancuso, the former paramilitary
leader who led the demobilisation of
paramilitary group the AUC.

least 700 people had been displaced in Tumaco,
Narifio as a result of clashes between armed groups.
Between January and October 2019, Colombia’s
Ombudsman’s Office reported 58 major instances of
forced displacement, affecting 15,140 people (5,126
families).”” The department most affected by dis-
placement was Narifo, followed by Cérdoba, Valle
del Cauca, Norte de Santander and Choco.

Economic

The number of coca plantations in Colombia has
decreased but cocaine production increased to
record levels during 2017-18.* A UNODC report
published in August 2019 estimated that produc-
tion increased from 1,058 tonnes in 2017 to 1,120
in 2018. This increase was due to the fact that
coca crops are increasingly concentrated in areas
more suitable for farming; the use of new produc-
tion technologies facilitating higher yields; and
the fact that farmers are using modern equipment
and improved agricultural techniques.” During
2019, the Colombian government eradicated more
than 81,000 hectares of coca, reaching its eradica-
tion target for the year. The policy appeared to

The government announces
the eradication of 81,000
hectares of coca-leaf
plantations, surpassing its
yearly goal of 80,000.

Navides Chilhueso Noscué
(alias ‘Tigre Indio’), head of
an ELN faction, is killed in
a confrontation with state
forces in El Tambo, Cauca
Department.

1,350 soldiers are deployed
to Cauca Department to
help with the humanitarian
crisis caused by
confrontations between
illegal armed groups.

President Duque confirms that
Colombian forces captured Carlos
Mario Usuga David, former chief of
finance of the Gulf Clan and brother of
the group’s leader Dairo Antonio Usuga
(alias “Otoniel’).

26 September

One of the EPL's main
leaders, Luis Antonio
Quiceno Sanjuan (alias
‘Pacora’), is killed in a
joint police and army
operation.
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be a success, but according to Colombia’s High
Commissioner for Peace Miguel Ceballos, replant-
ing rates were estimated at 50-67%." As a result,

Trends

Colombia is facing a ‘balloon effect’, by which
drug production moves from one region to another
as well as increasing.

Political trajectories
Though a heavy blow to the peace process, the return
to arms of senior FARC commanders is unlikely to
make the agreement collapse or attract other demo-
bilised FARC fighters. It is doubtful that Marquez
carries the political weight to unify the rest of the
FARC dissident groups. While he seems motivated
by an ideological struggle, many other dissident
groups are driven by profit and will continue to
focus on controlling and participating in the drug
economy. Additionally, several senior FARC dissi-
dent leaders see Marquez as the principal architect
of the peace accord and a traitor to the cause.
Marquez has stated his intention to create an alli-
ance with the ELN, and Jaime Arias (alias ‘Uriel’),
commander of the ELN’s Western War Front,
applauded his return to armed struggle. The ELN has
become Colombia’s most prominent guerrilla group
since FARC demobilised and has already reached
non-aggression pacts with FARC’s former 36th
Front in Bajo Cauca and the 33rd Front in Norte de
Santander.?’ Any alliance between the groups would
immediately expand the territory and revenues
of both groups and could develop into a relatively
coordinated and powerful military cooperation.
The FARC and the ELN have generally fought each
other rather than worked together, in most cases
over territory and control of drug-trafficking routes.
According to Bogota think tank Fundacién Ideas
para la Paz (FIP), an alliance between Marquez and
the ELN would be difficult to realise at a national
level, but it could happen in some areas.”

Conflict-related risks

The death of Pacora, the EPL’s main political and
military leader, is a victory for the government but
also for the ELN, which has been at war with the
EPL since 2018. As well as a potential collapse of the
EPL, another consequence could be an economic,
military and territorial strengthening of the ELN,
which is likely to push for control of other munici-
palities contested by the EPL, including Teorama,
El Tarra, Hacari, Playa de Belén and Sardinata, all

of which are in the Catatumbo region. This area is
key for criminal groups because it is the location of
the country’s largest coca-crop harvests and is in a
remote area on the border with Venezuela that pro-
vides access to key drug-trafficking routes.??

The government increased its operations against
the ELN with relative success, capturing or killing
several leaders of the group in 2019. However, the
operations have not inflicted long-term damage on
the organisation’s revenue sources or operational
capacity, and the group has expanded its activities
to new territories within Colombia and Venezuela.
It is likely to increase its criminal activities and
expand its power and control of territory in 2020.

Despite the increase in clashes between the gov-
ernment and illegal groups in 2019, there have been
some security and social improvements in specific
areas. According to data from FIP, if trends con-
tinue, there will be a 45% decrease in victims of
forced displacement, a 27% reduction in homicides
of social leaders and a 40% decrease in aggres-
sions against former guerrilla fighters during 2019
compared to the previous year.? Although conflict
between illegal groups will continue during 2020,
humanitarian costs might be reduced.

Prospects for peace

In a Gallup poll in January 2019, 64% of Colombians
thought that negotiations between the Colombian
government and the ELN should resume.? However,
Dugque has shown few signs of intending to re-estab-
lish peace talks. On 13 December 2019, he reiterated
that the ELN must cease all criminal activities and
release all hostages in order to resume peace talks.
The ELN has seemingly made no attempts to reduce
its criminal activities and is expanding its territo-
rial control. The government and the ELN distrust
each other and further peace talks therefore appear
unlikely in 2020.

Increasing cocaine production
Despite the government reaching its eradication
target for 2019, cocaine production is at an all-time



high. The voluntary coca-substitution programme,
which involves the substitution of illicit crops and the
transition to a government-supported legal economy,
has had limited success but remains the country’s
best option to reduce coca production in 2020.% The
government needs a long-term policy to convince
farmers to plant alternative crops. The challenge
is not only in building legality in the areas where
illicit crops are produced, but in strengthening the
legitimacy of the state, which needs the active par-
ticipation of local actors. Experts have suggested that
the best way to stop cocaine trafficking is to attack the
production chain, either by seizing inputs needed to
make the drug or by destroying laboratories.”

Strategic implications and global influences

Heightened tensions between the Colombian and
Venezuelan governments are set to remain in

Notes
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2020. Duque has intensified the offensive against
FARC dissident factions, the ELN and other illegal
groups, but accused Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro of sheltering and supporting the crimi-
nal organisation. In response, Maduro declared an
‘amber’ alert and announced military exercises at
the border. The Venezuelan government claimed
to have deployed as many as 150,000 troops in
addition to tanks and missile-defence batteries in
September.”

Colombian intelligence shows that both ELN
and FARC dissidents are active in Venezuelan ter-
ritory and use the neighbouring country as a haven
from attacks by the Colombian armed forces, a situ-
ation that is not set to change in 2020.% This situation
enables criminal groups to strengthen their military
position, and Venezuela provides easy routes for
drug trafficking.
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Overview
The conflictin 2019 since 1988. The Bukele administration moved on

The conflict in El Salvador ebbed and flowed in
2019, with the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) gang
serving as the primary offensive actor. The MS-13
consolidated power in their territories and made
inroads into the cocaine-transport business. The
gang did not, however, expand its territorial reach,
as there are few spaces left to occupy. Their efforts
focused instead on political and economic goals.
A series of public disclosures made in an historic
trial of its members showed the MS-13’s growing
political strength, gained in part through nego-
tiating with parties across the political spectrum.
MS-13 testimonies publicly revealed that the gang
exchanged votes for money and obtained direct
access to formal state structures, including the
police.!

During the first half of the year, homicides
dropped as presidential and legislative election
campaigns were under way and the MS-13 was
negotiating with all major parties. Political new-
comer Nayib Bukele defeated the traditional parties
of the right and left which had alternated in power

multiple fronts: restructuring the nation’s secu-
rity apparatus and naming hardliners to key
law-enforcement leadership positions; unveiling a
“Territorial Control Plan” to extend the government’s
reach into 17 municipalities formerly controlled by
the MS-13; expanding the size of the armed forces
and the police force (and raising their salaries); and
initiating infrastructure projects in areas controlled
by the MS-13. Bukele also declared a state of emer-
gency that gave the police more freedom to counter
the MS-13.

Key statistics

Type Internal
Start date 2003
IDPs total (December 2018) 246,000
Refugees total No data
People in need No data




The conflict to 2019

The MS-13’s presence in El Salvador, and the rest
of Central America, began in the mid-1990s follow-
ing the mass deportation of gang members from
the United States, and California in particular. The
conflict in El Salvador originally centred on fight-
ing between the two main gangs, the MS-13 and the
Barrio 18, as well as both gangs against the state.
Over time though, the MS-13 grew in both organi-
sational capacity and membership, which helped
expand the group’s territorial reach.

The dynamic fundamentally changed in 2012
when the two gangs agreed on a truce. The MS-13
used the truce’s two-year duration to consolidate
and strengthen its operations, which it refocused
against the Salvadoran state. The MS-13’s multi-
pronged strategy successfully expanded its power
by engaging more aggressively in transporting
cocaine, enhancing the quality of its weapons, hiring

Key Conflict Parties
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military trainers and moving its financial holdings
to legitimate investments. Conversely, the Barrio 18
remained relatively stagnant. It has since weakened
significantly and does not pose the same threat to
the state as the MS-13.

The conflict in El Salvador is a series of daily,
running firefights rather than pitched battles
between forces. The fighting, as shown by the homi-
cide distribution, is heaviest in the areas of greatest
economic benefit from drug trafficking and other
criminal activities. There are fewer homicides in
areas where there is little territorial advantage
for gangs or criminal groups to operate. MS-13
members live in the areas they control and interact
regularly with the civilian population, often through
non-violent means. However, given the ongoing
operational necessity of extorting local businesses,
the gangs remain deeply unpopular in El Salvador,
unlike their counterparts in Honduras.

The MS-13

Strength
Estimates of MS-13 membership in El Salvador range from
17,000 to 60,000.2

Areas of operation

The MS-13 is active in some 205 of the nation’s 262
municipalities and has implemented a rural-expansion
strategy. Efforts by the state to combat the gang's territorial
control have been successful in limiting its operations in 17
municipalities.

Leadership

The gang is run by a national leadership (/a ranfla histérica),
which sets the overall policies and strategies from prisons
throughout El Salvador. Faced with internal fissures, the ranfla
histérica has devolved some decision-making power to the
ranfla libre, or the gang leadership that is not in prison.

Structure

The ranflais the prison-based senior leadership. Below them
are the palabreros (those who delegate orders), programas
(groups of clicas) with semi-autonomous leadership across
multiple neighbourhoods; clicas are highly compartmentalised
units at the street level.

Objectives

The MS-13's primary objective is to undermine the reach
of the Salvadoran state, due both to the gang’s ethos of
expansion and a desire to displace traditional, entrenched
cocaine-transport groups.

Opponents

The state is the MS-13's primary opponent, including the
national police, and increasingly the armed forces. The
MS-13's historical opponent, the Barrio 18 gang, is now
significantly weaker.

Affiliates/allies
The MS-13 structures in Honduras and Guatemala, the
Sinaloa Federation in Mexico.

Resources/capabilities

The MS-13's resources come from extortion, protecting
cocaine loads, kidnapping, murder-for-hire and money
laundering. The gang’s armoury features a growing number of
new weapons, including Dragunov sniper rifles, Uzis, rocket-
propelled grenades and a small number of light anti-tank
weapons. The members whose groups transport cocaine
have better access to financial resources.

History

The MS-13 began operations in El Salvador and the rest

of Central America in the mid-1990s following the mass
deportation of gang members from California. Until the 2012
‘truce’ with the government and rival gangs, the MS-13 had
no discernable strategy, but it has since developed into a
significant political and military actor.
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The National Civil Police (PNC)

Strength
The PNC has approximately 19,000 members; the force has
increased by 1,500 members since 2018.

Areas of operation

The PNC and its military counterparts operate throughout the
country, with priority given to the 17 municipalities declared
zones of strategic interest after Bukele took office in June
2019.

Leadership
Mauricio Antonio Arriaza Chicas, who has served his career
in the police force, is the PNC Director General.

Structure

The security force tasked with countering the MS-13

is comprised of three anti-gang units comprised of
approximately 600 special-forces troops and 400 PNC officers.

History

Created in 1992 and operating under the Ministry for Public
Security, the PNC acts as the primary law-enforcement
agency for El Salvador.

Drivers

Objectives

The PNC is primarily responsible for internal threats, including
combatting gangs and organised crime. PNC anti-gang

units are tasked with targeting the non-incarcerated MS-13
leadership and restricting the communications capabilities of
the prison leadership.

Opponents
The MS-13, Barrio 18 and other smaller criminal groups in El
Salvador.

Affiliates/allies

The PNC collaborates with El Salvador’s armed forces,
especially since June 2019, when Bukele announced that
1,000 new troops would support anti-gang operations, with
the promise of another 1,000 by the end of the year.*

Resources/capabilities

The specialised units combine the use of helicopters,
armoured cars and assault rifles, offsetting in part the PNC's
lack of heavy weapons.

Impunity and lack of state legitimacy

Rule-of-law challenges, rampant corruption and
economic stagnation create the conditions for the
MS-13 to thrive, while deeply undermining state
legitimacy. El Salvador is also among the countries
in the hemisphere with the highest level of impu-
nity. An estimated 95% of murders go unpunished,
a significant statistic in a country with one of the
highest homicide rates in the world.’

Meanwhile, the MS-13 has created both the
perception and reality that it is an effective parallel
government. This has resulted in a corresponding
delegitimisation of the state, where the govern-
ment, having lost the monopoly on the use of
force, is viewed as having abandoned the popu-
lation or being too incompetent and corrupt to
combat the gang. In some cases, where MS-13 ter-
ritorial control resulted in decreases in violence,
the gang is viewed as a more legitimate governing
force than the state and engenders more trust than
the police.

Porous borders
Porous borders across the Central American region
offer enormous advantages for the gang’s survival

and growth. When MS-13 members are threat-
ened by state forces in El Salvador, they can easily
move to safe harbour in neighbouring Honduras or
Guatemala, where the gang maintains a significant
presence. The MS-13 also moves money, weapons
and drugs among the three countries with impu-
nity, all while increasing revenues and sharing
political and military lessons learned. This tendency
accelerated in 2019 and provided the MS-13 with a
significant strategic advantage over both the state
and rival gangs in securing territorial control.

Migration

The increasing number of deportations of
Salvadoran nationals from the US has significant
security implications in El Salvador. Figures for
2019 show a significant increase from 2018. In the
first nine months of the year, 14,194 Salvadorans
were deported from the US and another 12,157 were
deported from Mexico while en route to the US.
Recent deportees — many of whom are unacquainted
with their country of birth — face limited job oppor-
tunities and lack community bonds, thus becoming
easy targets for extortion or forced recruitment into
the MS-13.
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Pay-to-play political participation

In 2019, the MS-13 continued supporting can-
didates across the political spectrum, and its
pay-to-play strategy bore fruit. The MS-13 now
has an ally in the president’s Cabinet and thus
improved communication channels with the gov-
ernment.” The gang also strengthened its capacity
to channel increased drug-trafficking revenues
into campaign financing for municipal elections. In
June, for instance, the gang’s candidates for mayor
won in at least six of the MS-13’s municipal strong-
holds. As a result, the MS-13 now controls several
municipal boards.

Political negotiations

The MS-13 episodically negotiated with the govern-
ment in a clandestine manner in 2019, which led
to spikes of visible violence alternating with non-
violent periods when the gang was pressing for
concessions. On 31 July, El Salvador recorded zero
homicides for the first day in a decade, and August
was the least violent month since 2010. Bukele
claimed credit for the decline in violence, but it was
more likely due to negotiations between the govern-
ment and the MS-13. Either way, violence rapidly
decreased in the first months of Bukele’s administra-
tion. Then, on 20 September, there were 19 homicides
recorded, almost four times the daily average for
2019, as the gang pressed for improved prison con-
ditions for the MS-13’s leadership. The government
was anxious to demonstrate the homicide rate was
at historic lows and reportedly negotiated with the
gang to drop homicides in exchange for improved
conditions, including access to mobile phones in
prison.

Heavy-handed security policies

The Bukele administration maintained the “extraor-
dinary measures’ of the previous government, which
included the prolonged isolation of incarcerated

Military Developments

gang leaders and the suspension of hearings, visita-
tions and access to telephones. In 2018, the United
Nations declared these measures a violation of
human rights. Bukele also introduced tougher meas-
ures in 2019, such as deciding to mix members from
different gangs in the same prisons. Prison direc-
tor Osiris Luna defended the measure in June 2019,
stressing that “we have put all the terrorist groups
in the same prison ... We will show them that they
have to respect the state.’

Departure of the Salvadoran population
Salvadorans continue to flee their homes as a result
of violence. While the MS-13’s territorial control
often brings a decline in homicides, the gang
usually remains a predatory force in the commu-
nity and brings other types of violence that drive
people to leave. In some instances, families left after
middle-school- and high-school-age children were
forcibly recruited by the MS-13. In other instances,
women and children fled after being victims of
sexual abuse by gang members or other groups.
Finally, the constant extortion of small community
businesses forces people from their homes, in par-
ticular those who can no longer pay the demanded
fees.

Asylum deal with US

On 20 September 2019, the US and El Salvador
signed an agreement that would, if enacted, force
Central American asylum seekers who travel
through El Salvador to request asylum there rather
than the United States. This could thus further
entrench the negative security dynamics associated
with outward and returned migration. However,
in December, Bukele said that El Salvador would
not be able to implement the deal and through
2019, only Guatemala had begun receiving
returned asylum seekers under a similarly signed
agreement.

Homicide rates continue to fall

Given the nature of the gang’s presence and activi-
ties, assessing the levels of violence engendered
by the conflict is a difficult challenge. Homicides

are an imperfect but quantifiable measure. In 2019,
the homicide rate was approximately 36 people
per 100,000 (2,383 homicides in total), a high rate
in global terms but low in El Salvador’s recent
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historical context.® Homicide rates have fallen over
the past four years and in 2019 hit their lowest level
in a decade (on average 4.4 per day, compared to a
high of 17.6 per day in 2015), down more than 28.7%
compared to 2018.°

A superficial interpretation of this data might
suggest that the conflict is steadily becoming less
violent. Such figures, however, are not necessarily
indicative of an improving situation. Forced disap-
pearances increased slightly in 2019, with more than
2,300 reported cases through September, suggesting
that violent crimes, and specifically violent deaths,
are not decreasing but simply being carried out in
more clandestine ways. The gangs used the same
tactic during the 2012-14 truce to make the homi-
cides appear to drop sharply when in fact the rate
remained relatively constant.

Revamped mandate for PNC

The PNC in 2019 acquired improved body armour
and additional transportation and communication
equipment, as well as developed better intelligence
to target MS-13 leaders and financial structures.
Before Bukele was elected president, the PNC's
primary operational methodology was to enter a
community in force, arrest as many gang members
as possible, carry out raids on drug-selling centres
and then retreat. Bukele’s Territorial Control Plan
aims to fundamentally change that dynamic by
maintaining a permanent law-enforcement presence
in 17 key municipalities and forcing the MS-13 to
abandon the territory. Bukele’s entire public-secu-
rity plan is set to cost US$575.2 million between 2019
and 2021." However, these funds have not yet been

Key Events in 2019
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fully approved by the Legislative Assembly. It is
not clear whether the strategy will succeed — similar
efforts in the past have had some short-term results
before ending in failure.

MS-13 consolidation

The MS-13 worked hard in 2019 to consolidate its
hold on territories that could be retaken by the state
while acquiring military training, new weapons and
encrypted communications. Many of the prioritised
municipalities targeted by Bukele’s public-security
plan are in and around El Salvador’s capital, which
remains disputed territory and where violence con-
tinues to spike. That said, the MS-13 also began to
consolidate territory in less traditional regions such
as La Union in El Salvador’s southwestern coastal
region, where there was less of a state-security
presence.

This capacity development over recent years
has originated mostly from hiring the services
of military or police members, as was revealed
in the high-profile trial of MS-13 members. In a
sting known as Operation Cuscatldn in early 2018,
426 individuals associated with the gang were
arrested and later jointly tried. In October, a
cooperating witness (who is referred to as “Noe’)
testified that he and other members of the MS-13
had also received six months of sniper training by
an unnamed military member and that each class
cost the gang only US$500. While other disclosures
(including details on the former ruling political
party’s negotiations) were also described, the rev-
elations about the MS-13’s military-style training
was new information.

US suspends aid to
Northern Triangle
countries for doing
‘nothing’ to stem flow of
immigrants.

crack down on MS-13.

Military/
Violent events

MS-13 and Barrio

18 gang leaders are
controversially moved
into the same prison.

Bukele announces new
Territorial Control Plan to
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Human rights

Reports of human-rights violations, particularly by
security forces, are increasingly common. The PNC
and armed-forces personnel have been accused of,
and in some cases charged with, carrying out extra-
judicial executions. In August 2019, a report released
by El Salvador’s Office for Defense of Human Rights
within the Public Prosecutor’s Office found that 116
individuals had been killed extrajudicially between
2014 and 2018." Allegations of excessive use of force
and extrajudicial killings continued in 2019, with
Bukele adopting a hardline approach to combatting
the gangs.

Humanitarian

The gang’s structural reliance on violence as the
primary instrument of social control is the main
driver in both internal and external migration.
Interviews conducted in the three main Salvadoran
cities and with human-rights monitoring groups
indicate that the phenomenon of people abandon-
ing their homes because of gang presence and
human-rights abuses grew in 2019. Additionally,
the number of Salvadorans apprehended at the
US southern border in the fiscal year 2019 almost
doubled to more than 89,000 individuals compared
to the previous fiscal year.

Social

The Salvadoran government returned to the mano
dura (iron fist) strategy of increasing repression,
interspersed with tactical negotiations, while the
MS-13 continued to extort the civilian population.

The results of these tactics are periods of less violence
but also few real efforts to address the underlying
causes of insecurity. This lack of coherence in policy
and discourse further discredits the state and gives
the MS-13 an opportunity to capitalise on institu-
tional delegitimisation. Internal displacement due to
gang violence (or the threat of it) continues to grow,
fuelling migration to the north and disrupting the
country’s social fabric.

Those affected by violence rarely report crimes,
particularly in rural areas where the MS-13 has been
expanding its drug-trafficking operations. In rural
areas, access to the state or formal oversight bodies
is even more difficult than in urban centres. The vio-
lence remains largely in the shadows, leaving victims
with no viable options to seek redress or justice. As a
result of its successes in fighting the state, the MS-13
is consolidating its territorial control and bringing
violence to historically non-violent regions, further
eroding state legitimacy.

Economic

The violence has driven down foreign and national
investment and depressed job creation in key eco-
nomic sectors, such as tourism. El Salvador’s real
GDP growth remained below 3% in recent years
and was projected at 2.5% for 2019."* More than
75% of the nation’s commerce and trade operate
outside the formal sector.™* As a result, Salvadorans
often work for less than minimum wage, with no
protection or benefits and no chances of improv-
ing their economic conditions. In addition, the
gang’s tactic of extorting both formal and informal

Bukele requests an additional
US$158 million from National
Assembly for the second phase
of the Territorial Recovery plan.

20 September

President Bukele and President Trump
sign Administration Cooperation
Agreement or migration-cooperation
plan.

15 December

Bukele says he may not
be able to implement
migration-cooperation
plan.

First homicide-free
day in El Salvadorin a
decade.

17 September

The largest mass trial of
MS-13 members begins,
with 263 accused of
homicide, extortion and
kidnapping.

20 September

MS-13 kills 19 people
across El Salvador to
pressure government in
negotiations.

12 December

373 of the 426 MS-13
members in the historic
Operacion Cuscatlan trial
are found guilty.
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businesses significantly limits the possibility of
economic expansion throughout the country. The
MS-13’s increasing willingness to invest resources
in the electoral process will likely further under-
mine the local and national body politic — already
deeply corrupt and transactional — and undermine
the climate of stability needed to attract foreign
investment.

Relations with neighbouring and international
partners

The US is El Salvador’s primary ally in combatting
the MS-13, but uncertainty over the continuation
of US economic and military aid under the Trump
administration has weakened the historic partner-
ship. Humanitarian aid was suspended for five
months in 2019, though it was subsequently rein-
stated. The bilateral relationship was further shaken
given the ongoing accusations of corruption by
Bukele and allegations of human-rights abuses per-
petuated by the new police leadership.

Regionally, while El Salvador has cordial rela-
tions with Honduras and Guatemala - as both
neighbours are also combatting the MS-13 — there is
also only a limited exchange of intelligence between
countries. By contrast, the MS-13 is effective at
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Figure 1: Migrants from El Salvador apprehended at US
southern border, fiscal years 2016-19

establishing collaboration with regional and inter-
national partners. Its primary allies are its branches
in Honduras, Guatemala and the US. These relation-
ships allow the MS-13 to move across borders easily,
learn from the experiences of other MS-13 groups
and expand its criminal portfolio. Also, the MS-13
in El Salvador is increasingly collaborating with the
Sinaloa Federation in Mexico for the shipment of
cocaine to the US.

Political trajectories

Negotiations between the gang and the government,
which were historically denied in public, will likely
continue as the Bukele administration seeks to show
progress in addressing violence. Unlike his prede-
cessors, Bukele remained popular in 2019, allowing
him to successfully make the case for increased
public spending on PNC personnel, equipment,
salary increases and training. If Bukele — who con-
stantly uses social media to promote his agenda and
ideas — maintains his popularity, he may be able
to change the conflict in the medium term. For the
MS-13, the gang successfully consolidated its control
throughout the country in 2019, but there are still a
few areas where it can expand. The most disputed
areas will likely be the Pacific coast — where mari-
time drug-trafficking networks operate — and the
northern corridor from Morazan to the Guatemalan
border — where land routes for transporting cocaine
operate.

Conflict-related risks
The MS-13 can significantly expand its revenues if it
displaces the traditional, locally based cocaine- and
weapons-transport networks, while maintaining
close ties to El Salvador’s major political parties. The
gang has previously tried and failed in such expan-
sion efforts, but the group’s military capacity and
sophistication have grown significantly in the past
three years. These additional revenues would allow
the gang to continue purchasing better weapons, hire
more professional military trainers and improve its
communications through more secure technologies.
Migration, and the increasing deportation of
Salvadorans from the US, will continue to compli-
cate the already difficult social and security situation
in El Salvador. This trend will significantly worsen
if the asylum deal agreed with the US in September
2019 is implemented, which would force migrants
from other countries — who had first passed through
Salvadoran territory — to apply for asylum in El



Salvador rather than the US. Given these factors, the
humanitarian crisis in El Salvador will deepen and
continue fuelling insecurity.

Prospects for peace

By the end of 2019, the conflict in El Salvador was in
a state of stagnation, with both sides increasing their
combat capabilities but neither having the ability to
win decisively. Informal negotiations may continue
between the MS-13 and the government episodi-
cally, particularly when either side seeks short-term
tactical concessions or temporary advantages. The
government has demonstrated that it has the capac-
ity to temporarily retake territory from the MS-13,
but not the ability to hold territory in the long term.
At the same time, the MS-13 has the ability to con-
front the PNC and its military-support structures,
but not to undertake a decisive military action that
would fundamentally alter the status quo. The like-
lihood of negotiations ending the conflict are thus
limited, as both sides are poised to continue the
same approach, but with better armaments and
more financial resources.

Strategic implications and global influences

The strategic implications of the ongoing conflict
are both national and regional. The government will

Notes
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continue to be challenged in its ability to govern
due to the MS-13’s ability to control territory. At
the regional level, the flow of migrants toward the
US will likely continue, though significantly fewer
Salvadorans are arriving to the US southern border
than migrants from Honduras. Bukele has been
vocal about pursuing a closer security partner-
ship with the US, while taking a cooler stance with
China.

As a result, China has not made major advances
in developing its proposed Special Economic Zone
(SEZ) announced under the previous Salvadoran
administration. In the short term, the US will remain
the main provider of security funding and training
to El Salvador. Bukele’s stance on increasing migra-
tion-enforcement efforts and collaboration with
the US won praise from the Trump administration
and allowed for already programmed foreign aid
to be unblocked and begin to flow again. However,
in December Bukele said El Salvador lacked the
capacity to implement the migration deal, and the
ramifications of his statements are yet to be felt.
Finally, El Salvador’s recognition of China over
Taiwan in 2018 (under former president Sanchez
Ceren) and China’s willingness to supply aid,
weapons, and training could affect the conflict in the
future.
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The conflictin 2019

The conflict in Honduras escalated in 2019, as
the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) transnational gang
significantly expanded its territorial control, par-
ticularly around the city of San Pedro Sula, the
nearby Atlantic coastal regions and the informal
border crossings to Guatemala. With assistance
from former police officers, who provided the gang
with training and members, the MS-13 established
itself as a major player in the cocaine-transporta-
tion business, including holding a near monopoly
on the internal drug market of cocaine, crack and
"krispy’.!

The MS-13, in the turmoil of the regional immi-
gration crisis, also diversified its portfolio into the
smuggling of migrants moving through Mexico
and the United States’” southern border. This put the
gang in direct contact with different Mexican drug-
trafficking organisations (DTOs), who may allow
migrants to transport drugs across the US border in
lieu of paying additional smuggling fees. The MS-13
began using sophisticated tunnelling structures,
equipped with air vents, generators and beds, in
the hills around San Pedro Sula, both to hide drugs

and for protection from police raids — a tactic likely
copied from the Sinaloa Cartel.

The MS-13 consolidated its political power
in many areas, thanks to the community-level
goodwill generated following its decision to stop
extorting local businesses, and the further erosion
of the Honduran government’s legitimacy after
allegations that President Juan Orlando Hernandez
had ties to cocaine trafficking.? The allegations
were given further credibility when a key witness
claiming to have records of the president’s drug-
trafficking involvement was gunned down in
a maximum-security prison and all his belong-
ings disappeared. Increased political power and

Key statistics

Type Internal
Start date 2002
IDPs total (December 2018) 190,000
Refugees total No data
People in need No data



revenues from migrant smuggling allowed the
gang to enhance its military capabilities, control key
informal border crossings and expand operations
into Mexico. Such security challenges are coupled
with an increase in homicides for the first time in
several years.® This increase is likely a combination
of ineffective Honduran security forces and the MS-
13’s social restructuring.

The conflict to 2019

Much like the Salvadoran branch of the gang, MS-13
operations in Honduras began only after the mass
deportation of gang members from the US, and spe-
cifically California, in the 1990s. As the gang was
not necessarily born out of strong organisational
structures, the MS-13 did not initially operate as
a transnational organisation. Until recently, the
gang’s Honduran branch had few ties to signifi-
cant drug-trafficking operations, rarely engaged
in political matters, maintained relatively stable

Key Conflict Parties
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territorial divisions and demonstrated no clear mili-
tary prowess. Since 2016, however, the Honduran
branch of the MS-13 has become the most innovative
and successful MS-13 branch in Central America,
developing significantly more sophisticated politi-
cal and military structures to counter the Honduran
state.

In addition to direct political participation, the
gang has worked diligently and successfully to
diversify its criminal portfolio by engaging in new
regions where territorial control is a strong competi-
tive advantage. It has also continued to acquire new
technologies for communication and new method-
ologies — such as tunnelling — that have increased
its operational security and viability in drug-traf-
ficking operations. This new political confidence
is due in part to the gang’s ongoing recruitment
of highly trained police officers forced out of the
national police force after allegations of corruption
or human-rights abuses.

The MS-13

Strength

The gang has 8,000-12,000 full members and around 40,000
recruits in training, as lookouts and as messengers. These
figures are up slightly from 2018 and do not include long
waiting lists of would-be recruits.

Areas of operation

They operate in most of the country, though their territorial
control is concentrated in San Pedro Sula, Puerto Cortes,
Omoa in the north as well as Copan along the border with
Guatemala.

Leadership

Senior MS-13 leadership figures remain in prison, though few
are identified. Carlos Alberto Alvarez (AKA Cholo Houston)
and Dimas Aguilar (AKA Taca el 0S0) are considered key
leaders. Secondary leaders operate in very decentralised
manners.

Structure

The ranflais the prison-based senior leadership. Below them
are the palabreros (those who delegate orders), programas
(groups of clicas) with semi-autonomous leadership across
multiple neighbourhoods; clicas are highly compartmentalised
units at the street level. The jefe de clicais responsible for
their group’s finances and criminal activity.

History

The MS-13 began operations in Honduras in the mid-1990s
following the mass deportation of gang members from
California. Until 2016, the gang’s Honduran branch was
relatively unorganised. Since then, it has become the most
innovative and successful of the MS-13 groups in Central
America.

Objectives

The MS-13's primary objective is to gain control of key
cocaine-trafficking and migrant-smuggling routes, to
dominate local drug markets and to create an alternative
state structure to the Honduran government. It seeks also

to dominate informal border crossing, diversify its criminal
portfolio, and expand into the production of cocaine, cocaine
hydrochloride (HCL) and synthetic drugs.

Opponents
The Honduran government, smaller gangs (e.g. Calle 18,
Chirizos and Ponce) and extrajudicial paramilitary groups.

Affiliates/allies
The MS-13 structures of El Salvador and Guatemala, and the
Sinaloa Cartel in Mexico.

Resources/capabilities

Proceeds from cocaine trafficking, migrant smuggling and
drug sales provide the gang with a yearly income of tens

of millions of US dollars. Other localised revenue sources
include investments in motels, car lots, private-security
firms, buses and public transportation. Advanced tunnelling
techniques have allowed the gang to protect their operations
and store goods.
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Policia Militar de Orden Piblico (Military Police of Public Order, or PMOP) and Fuerza Nacional Anti-Maras y

Pandillas (National Anti-Gang Force, or FNAMP)

Strength
The PMOP has 4,300 members — increased from 4,000 in 2018.
The FNAMP has 5,000 members.*

Areas of operation

The whole national territory, with a focus on areas with high
gang and drug-trafficking presences, including Tegucigalpa,
San Pedro Sula, Palmerola and Copan — usually major urban
centres or areas with formal or informal border crossings.

Leadership

The leader of the PMOP, under the ministry of defence, is
Major-General Manuel de Jesus Aguilera. The leader of
the FNAMP, under the police, is Lieutenant-Colonel Amilcar
Hernandez.

History

PMOP is a somewhat controversial hybrid military-police
force, created in 2013 to combat gangs. It conducts highly
militarised operations and has been accused of human-rights
abuses, such as excessive use of force.> The FNAMP was
created in July 2018 as a new inter-agency force to combat
gangs, primarily the MS-13.

Objectives

Retake territory from the MS-13 and decapitate its operational
structures while combatting transnational organised crime
and drug trafficking.

Opponents
The MS-13, other smaller gangs and local DTOs.

Structure
PMOP has eight combat battalions and one canine battalion.
The FNAMP has not publicly defined its operational structure.

Affiliates/allies
The national police, the TIGRES special-forces unit of the
police, the military and US military/police trainers.

Drivers

Resources/capabilities

Total military budget: US$306.9 million, increased from
US$281.9m in 2018. Line items of budgets have not been
published publicly.

The conflict stems from endemic poverty, corrup-
tion, political disenfranchisement and widespread
impunity. These factors, combined with a weak
overall state capacity, the electoral crises (of 2006,
2013 and 2017) and the ongoing allegations of
drug trafficking at the highest levels of govern-
ment, have led to a legitimacy crisis for Honduras’s
democratic institutions. Honduran residents must
choose between an ineffective state and a violent
- though increasingly less brutal — gang, without
many alternative options. The MS-13 is gaining
legitimacy as an alternative governance provider
in many areas of the country, further undermining
state legitimacy.

Poverty

Poverty and a lack of economic opportunities con-
tinue to drive the conflict, the most visible result
of which is forced migration towards the US.
Approximately 56% of the population in Honduras
lives in poverty, with approximately 17% living in
extreme poverty, the highest rate in Latin America
after Haiti.® The World Bank estimates that 77% of
Hondurans worked in the informal economy in
2017 (the latest statistics available) and were thus
deprived of the security and benefits guaranteed in
the formal sector.” The state has consistently failed to

deliver job opportunities or economic growth. With
jobs increasingly scarce in rural areas of the country,
individuals move to urban areas and encounter the
MS-13, often for the first time. Lacking community
ties, internal migrants become easy targets for extor-
tion and violence. This cycle only exacerbates an
already bleak economic situation. In many cases,
and for young men particularly (only about 10%
of the MS-13's fully fledged members are women),
working for the MS-13 is one of the few viable
employment options.

Corruption and impunity

High levels of corruption and impunity are key
drivers of the conflict. Increasingly, high-profile
corruption cases fail to receive sentences, while
lower-level cases are not fully investigated. The
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights esti-
mates that the impunity rate in Honduras is between
95% and 98%. At least 153 attorneys were murdered
between 2002 and 2018, while many more have
received death threats while attempting to pros-
ecute cases.® At least 63 Honduran journalists were
killed during the same period.® In October 2019,
in the most high-profile case of the year, President
Hernandez’s brother and confidant, Tony, was con-
victed of cocaine trafficking in the US. Days later, the



primary witness to his case was assassinated inside
a maximum-security prison while guards looked
on. President Hernandez’s brother’s conviction and
the subsequent murder rocked Hondurans’ trust in
their president and in the state.

Electoral crises

Another driver of the conflict is the recurrence of
electoral crises that have eroded the state’s political
legitimacy. Disputed election results in 2006 and a
coup d’état in 2009 preceded likely fraudulent results
in 2013 and significantly discredited the electoral
process. In November 2017, President Hernandez’s
victory — likely the result of more significant fraud —
further delegitimised both the state and the current
administration.” The October 2019 conviction of
President Herndndez’s brother — who exercised sig-
nificant influence with the president — on charges
of international drug trafficking, exposed a key link
between the Hernandez family and illicit activities,
increasing the attractiveness of the MS-13 as an alter-
native governance structure.

Disputed border control

The MS-13’s efforts to control key informal bor-
der-crossing points has fuelled the conflict at the
regional level. The gang’s expansion in 2019 aimed
at gaining control of key routes for the transit of illicit

Political Developments
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products on the southern border with Nicaragua,
the northern and western borders with Guatemala
and El Salvador, and parts of the Guatemala-Mexico
migrant border crossings. The strategy of forcibly
evicting the state or other armed groups from those
crucial nodes, and the need to fend off attempts
by rivals to retake the territory, led to a sharp rise
in violence in all three border regions." This vio-
lence further displaced residents, exacerbating
an already bleak economic and security situation
for Hondurans, particularly those living along the
Atlantic coast and in border communities.

Political protests and attacks
The MS-13 continued to engage in both political
participation and targeted attacks against secu-
rity forces in 2019 — consolidating its presence
and visibility on the national political scene. The
gang participated in multiple violent mass mobi-
lisations against the administration of President
Hernandez, including protests in May, where
the US Embassy’s entrance in Tegucigalpa was
torched. While the Hernandez government suf-
fered from a significant erosion of legitimacy, the
MS-13 benefitted from its decision to halt the extor-
tion of small businesses in their areas of control, as
well as to ban rape and violence in the communi-
ties under its control.

The MS-13 enforces these rules of engagement
with the community systematically, while it seeks to
provide social services and implement rudimentary

judicial structures. As a result, it has gained growing
trust within many communities. One indicator of
the pay-off for this increased social engagement is
that Hondurans now commonly refer to MS-13 as
La Mara Buena (the Good Gang). This positive title is
in direct contrast to common references to both rival
gangs and the government. Such a development
does not imply that the gang is no longer violent or
does not make use of arbitrary punishments. It only
indicates that the MS-13’s behaviour is less abusive
than that of other groups, including Honduran law-
enforcement and military forces.

Migrant smuggling

The MS-13 has increasingly provided human-
smuggling services. Thanks to its internal military
consolidation and structural reforms, the gang
has grown to be a disciplined group, capable of
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organising reliable services to smuggle migrants
into Mexico — and in some cases all the way to
the US border. Some of the organisers of the 2018
migrant caravans have been forced to abandon
their operations or to work as employees for the
gang. In interviews with migrants who returned
to Honduras, the gang was described as the only
organisation that would deliver people at the
agreed-upon price with no attempts to renegotiate
along the way. At the US-Mexico border, the MS-13
introduces migrants to Mexican criminal groups
with whom they negotiate their way into the US,

Military Developments

either for cash payments or in exchange for cocaine-
trafficking services.

Migrant-smuggling services provide a signifi-
cant new revenue stream to the MS-13 and give
the gang an opportunity to interact with Mexican
criminal groups which may eventually assist them
in establishing a more robust drug-trafficking part-
nership. At the same time, this new relationship has
displaced significant parts of the traditional politi-
cal and criminal structures in Honduras, which
revolved around migrant-smuggling at border
crossings into El Salvador and Guatemala.

In 2019, violent incidents in Honduras were largely
single-victim homicides or assassinations of small
groups of people (three or four). Overall, there
were 4,133 homicides in Honduras, a rate of 42.8
murders per 100,000 inhabitants.”? Moreover, for the
first time in at least five years, the homicide rate has
actually increased in Honduras: this represented an
increase of 300 homicides on the previous year.?
The province of Cortés, where the MS-13 is fight-
ing for control of maritime shipping routes, was
the most violent region.** These statistics do not
include unreported killings by gangs, police and
criminal groups, where victims are dismembered
or clandestinely buried. This widespread, seem-
ingly unpredictable, violence creates an atmosphere
of instability over broad areas of the country and
contributes to a feeling that the MS-13 can provide
protection from violence in areas under its control.

Key Events in 2019
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The ‘social turn’ of the MS-13’s activity in
Honduras has resulted in a steady decrease of hom-
icides, despite the minor uptick in 2019. In 2011 the
murder rate in Honduras was approximately 85
deaths per 100,000 residents — among the highest in
the world.”» However, homicides are also often an
unreliable indicator of the conflict and should not
be understood as a sign of an improving security
situation. In the areas of MS-13 control, the rates
of homicides and other violent crimes often drop
because the gang has achieved military victory
and no longer needs to kill people to occupy the
territory.

In December, prison riots erupted in El Porvenir
and Tela, killing 37 inmates. The government
declared a state of emergency in the prison system,
with Assistant Security Minister Luis Suazo saying
that the MS-13 had ordered the attacks.!

The public prosecutor, with
investigators from the Organisation of
American States, announces the first
major ‘narco-politics” case over the
state granting contracts to DTOs.

The MS-13 in Honduras expands into
at least two communities in Mexico to
smuggle migrants and traffic cocaine
— establishing direct contact with
Mexican DTOs.

Military/
Violent events

Clashes between police and marchers
protesting new austerity measures
include the burning of municipal offices
and widespread looting in Tegucigalpa.
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The impact of the conflict in Honduras manifests
in three primary ways: the weakening and del-
egitimisation of state institutions, the mass exodus
of migrants towards the US and the humanitarian
effects of territorial and political expansion by the
MS-13 within the country.

Human rights

Throughout 2019, Human Rights Watch doc-
umented human-rights violations in
Honduras, including police abuse and corruption,
an increasingly violent crackdown on non-violent
protests, and attacks on advocates and lawyers.!®
The Inter-American Court for Human Rights has
described Honduras as one of the ‘most hostile and
dangerous countries for human-rights defenders’.”
From 2001 until November 2019, 229 journalists
and lawyers were murdered in Honduras, and the
impunity rate for the crimes was 91%, consistent
with the national average for homicides.?” Violent
crime remained rampant. Prisons continued to be
severely overcrowded (17,712 prisoners were held
in prisons with capacity for 8,000 people), lacking in
services, violent and often under the direct control
of the MS-13.»

several

Humanitarian

Hundreds of thousands of people left Honduras
in 2019 to seek asylum or economic opportunities
in the US. The primary causes for the exodus were
gang violence, food insecurity caused by negative
climatic fluctuations and a lack of employment

18 October

Tony Hernéndez is
convicted of drug
trafficking in New York,
setting off riots against
the president.

27 October

A key witness in Tony
Hernandez's case is
assassinated. He claimed
to have ledgers proving
drug payments to the

opportunities. More than 330,000 Hondurans
were apprehended along the US southern border
in fiscal year 2019, or approximately 4% of the
Honduran population.? In addition, thousands
of internally displaced people flee the vio-
lence and relocate mostly in urban areas, but do
not report their cases to the government. The
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre esti-
mated that, as of December 2018, approximately
190,000 Hondurans had been internally displaced
(approximately 950 more than the previous year
and about 2% of the population). Given that only
a small number of people register with the United
Nations refugee offices, the real number is likely
much higher.

Economic

After growing 4.8% in 2017 and 3.7% in 2018, GDP
is projected to grow 3.3% in 2019. The ongoing
violence, extortion of large foreign and national
companies and investors, and the lack of govern-
ment capacity and legitimacy led to the ‘emergence
of two mutually reinforcing cycles in the country:
1) a high crime-low growth cycle; and 2) an immi-
gration/remittance flows-low growth cycle.”? This
means that, with high crime levels tamping down
economic growth, the pressure to migrate to the
US to earn money grows. Rather than leading
to economic investment, remittances are often a
primary source of income to avoid hunger and
extreme poverty for family members who remain in
Honduras.

Opposition leaders form an alliance
to remove President Hernandez from
power by whatever means necessary,
including a national strike.

president.

A violent protest against the
government with MS-13 participation
sees significant property destruction
and the burning of tyres at the entrance
of the US Embassy.

Five people are
massacred in Omoa
Beach, the largest
targeted massacre of the
year.'7

20-22 December

37 are killed in gang
violence across two
prisons. A government
official blames the MS-13.
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Relations with neighbouring and international
partners

The government’s primary ally in combatting the
MS-13 is the US. However, ongoing accusations
of corruption and human-rights abuses within
Honduras — up to the level of the Honduran presi-
dent — have made the relationship more tense.
In addition, uncertainty over the continuation of
US economic and security aid under President
Donald Trump’s administration — including the
suspension of aid for five months in 2019 — weak-
ened the two nations” historic partnership. While
Honduras maintains cordial political relations

Trends

with El Salvador and Guatemala (and while both
neighbours are also combatting the MS-13), the
three Northern Triangle countries do not boast
significant intelligence-sharing capabilities or
the ability to conduct joint operations. The MS-
13’s primary allies are its branches in El Salvador,
Guatemala and the US. These relationships allow
it to move across borders easily, learn from the
experiences of other MS-13 groups and expand
criminal activities. The MS-13 is increasingly
allied with the Mexican Sinaloa Cartel for the
shipment of cocaine through Mexico and into the
us.

Political trajectories

The MS-13’s political trajectory over the past three
years has been rapidly ascendant and successful.
The gang is learning how to exercise direct politi-
cal control in territories where it operates while
simultaneously displacing state power. The politi-
cal trajectory of the Hernandez administration
has been downward since the president’s likely
fraudulent re-election in 2017, with the situation
further exacerbated by his brother’s drug-traffick-
ing conviction in October 2019, which linked the
president to criminal activities. In September, an
important group of senior police and military offi-
cials publicly asked Hernandez and top military
commanders to resign following allegations of
massive institutional corruption. While the revolt
was tamped down, it was an important indica-
tor of the government’s fragile hold on its combat
forces.

Conflict-related risks

The participation of the MS-13 in mass protests in
May showed the gang's ability to put the Hernandez
government under siege and to appear as a poten-
tially viable partner in a new political coalition. If
pursued further, these political aspirations would
likely prompt a robust military response by the gov-
ernment against the MS-13 in heavily populated
areas, which would in turn lead to many civilian
casualties. The MS-13 has also established itself as
a successful DTO with the economic resources to
launch more sustained and sophisticated military
attacks on security forces.

Prospects for peace

Prospects for peace are slim given that the MS-13
has no incentive to negotiate in a substantive
way and the government has publicly vowed not
to negotiate in any way with the gang. In con-
trast to El Salvador, there is no evidence that the
Honduran government has negotiated with the
MS-13 to date. As the gang’s revenues increase —
thanks to the growing cocaine-transport business,
its entry into migrant-smuggling services and its
monopoly on the local drug market — its members
will likely become better trained and better armed.
The government, particularly if it opts to maintain
strong relations with the Trump administration in
Washington, will have to respond with force. A sce-
nario where the MS-13 would be willing to give up
territory, political power and economic resources to
a government that is perceived as weak and illegiti-
mate seems highly unlikely.

Strategic implications and global influences

The strategic implications of the conflict are both
national and regional. On the national level, the
government will face a growing crisis of govern-
ance and legitimacy. On a regional level, the flow
of migrants toward the US will likely continue, as it
represents the only escape left to a desperate popu-
lation seeking security and economic survival. The
flow of migrants out of Honduras will likely affect
Guatemala, with the impending implementation of
an asylum-cooperation agreement (which would
require migrants en route to the US to apply first for
protections in Guatemala, El Salvador or Honduras).



It also has a destabilising effect on Mexico, where
people are now warehoused in camps waiting for
asylum hearings in the US. Neither country has the
resources to deal with the crisis or migrants there.
The unrest in Honduras and the consolidation of

Notes
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the MS-13 as a cross-national criminal organisation
will keep the Central America-Mexico-US corridor
in turmoil for the foreseeable future, while contin-
uing to weaken the legitimacy and capacity of the
Honduran government.
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Overview

The conflictin 2019
The conflict among the major drug-trafficking
organisations (DTOs) and between the DTOs and
the Mexican state continued to generate high levels
of violence and widespread human-rights abuses in
2019. According to official figures from the Mexican
government, in 2019 there were 29,421 intentional
homicides, a 1.1% increase from 2018, at a rate of
23.24 per 100,000 inhabitants, a marginal increase
from 2018.! On 17 October, the ‘Battle of Culiacan’
saw the National Guard (GN) apprehend and then
release Ovidio Guzman, son of Joaquin ‘El Chapo’
Guzman and a senior figure in the Sinaloa Cartel.
The leading Mexican government official overseeing
the “war on drugs’ between 2007 and 2012, former
secretary of public security Genaro Garcia Luna,
was arrested in the United States on g December. He
is accused of protecting the Sinaloa Cartel.
Immediately after taking office on 1 December
2018, President Andres Manuel Lépez Obrador
(popularly known as ‘AMLO’) announced changes
in the government’s strategy to combat DTOs: a
shift of focus from war to peace. He criticised the
militarised approach of the two previous presidents,

Felipe Calderén and Enrique Pefia Nieto, and stated
that US assistance (through the Mérida Initiative, a
security-cooperation agreement) should be reori-
ented to social programmes and to combat poverty.
On 31 January 2019, Lépez Obrador announced that
‘there is no longer a war against drug traffickers” and
launched instead a ‘war on corruption’, recognising
this as one of the engines that facilitated the growth
of common and organised crime.

Lopez Obrador’s headline security policy was
the creation of the GN to tackle organised crime.
The new force includes military personnel from the
army, the navy and the Federal Police (particularly
the Scientific Division and the Intelligence Division),

Key statistics

Type Internal
Start date 2006
IDPs total (31 December 2019) 364,000
Refugees total (31 December 2019) 66,915

People in need Not applicable



with reassignment beginning in January 2019.
Congress passed the National Guard Act on 27 May,
and the GN was officially established.? The Secretary
of Security and Citizen Protection (SSPC), a civilian,
leads the GN and oversees its military commander.
Its two main missions in 2019 were to curtail fuel
theft (mainly between January and March) and to
detain migrants from Central America, with approx-
imately 20,000 personnel deployed between June
and December to Mexico’s northern and south-
ern borders. This was at the behest of US President
Donald Trump, who had threatened to impose tariffs
unless Mexico took action to curb illegal migration
to the US.

Despite the promised demilitarisation, during
2019 military personnel oversaw a variety of non-
military tasks, among the most prominent of which
were the construction of a new airport and banking
facilities, the transportation of fuel and monitor-
ing of pipelines, the distribution of medicines and
textbooks, securing ports and the containment of
migrants. The armed forces were thus empowered
within the cabinet.

Notwithstanding these changes, however, and
broad support for Lopez Obrador, 68% of Mexicans
believed that the government was failing to reduce
organised crime and violence’ At the end of
November 2019, 44% of the population still wanted
drug trafficking to be fought, even if that generated
more violence, and only 35% of Mexicans supported
negotiating with DTOs.*

The conflict to 2019

Since the beginning of the 1970s, Mexican criminal
groups trading in cocaine from South America have
appeared and gradually strengthened. During the

Key Conflict Parties
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twentieth century, large DTOs were in control of
specific regions and operated under a common Pax
Mafiosa that limited violence contestation. The polit-
ical party in office, the Institutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI), had agreements and protection rackets
in place with DTOs, especially the Sinaloa Cartel.
Confrontations arose once the PRI lost power in
2000 after 70 years in office and these agreements no
longer held.

On 10 December 2006, Calderén declared
Mexico’s war on drugs. The situation escalated
when the Mérida Initiative began in October 2007.
The Mérida Initiative is the second Mexico-US
military-cooperation agreement in support of the
war on drugs. Under this initiative, the US has trans-
ferred US$2.88 billion to Mexico between 2008 and
2019.° The 2020 requirement is US$76.3 million.®

With US support, the Mexican government
designed a strategy to combat DTOs similar to that
applied against terrorist groups in the Middle East;
one centred on high-value targets, aiming to capture
leaders and decapitate their organisations.” By the
end of Pefia Nieto’s tenure in December 2018, 110
of the 122 criminal leaders wanted by the govern-
ments of Mexico and the US had been captured.® The
unintended consequences of this strategy were the
fragmentation of DTOs and the diffusion of many
more groups across the Mexican territory, and a rise
in the number of casualties, both within the DTOs
and among the civilian population. Although ascer-
taining the number of fatalities that have resulted
from the contestation among the DTOs and between
the DTOs and the government is impossible for
several reasons, the overall number of fatalities —
while not all conflict-related — indicate a rising level
of violence in Mexico between 2007 and 2019.°

Criminal DTOs

Sinaloa Cartel

Strength

Approximately 500 leaders, a business-support force of 5,000
money-laundering entrepreneurs and a soldier/killers force
of 30,000.

Areas of operation

Headquartered in Culiacén, Sinaloa, but present in all 32
states. Its main partners are in Colombia, where the cocaine
it traffics is produced. Outside Mexico, the Cartel is active in
Asia, Central America, Europe and Canada. In the US, it has
an important presence in California; Colorado; El Paso, TX;
and New York.
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Sinaloa Cartel

Leadership

Historical leader El Chapo was captured in 2016 and
imprisoned for life in the US in 2019. His number two is Ismael
‘El Mayo’ Zambada, who is currently fighting for leadership
with El Chapo's sons, Ovidio and Archibaldo.

Objectives

Control drug markets (of cocaine and methamphetamine

in particular), including production networks in Colombia,
distribution in Central America and Mexico, and consumption
in the US.

Structure
Hierarchical organisation, with three sub-divisions: finance/
business, logistics for drug transportation and military.

History

Preceded by the Guadalajara Cartel, co-founded in the late
1970s by leader Rafael Caro Quintero. In the 1990s, following
the peace processes in Central America, ground transit of
cocaine began on a large scale. In the mid-1990s, El Chapo
became leader of the Sinaloa Cartel, opened routes from
Guatemala to Mexico and the Tijuana route, and forged
alliances with the Medellin Cartel in Colombia. At his trial in
New York in mid-2019, El Chapo was charged with ten crimes
and ordered to give up US$12.6bn in forfeiture. For 20 years
the cartel focused on cocaine, but is currently diversifying
into heroin, methamphetamine and fentanyl.

Opponents

Other DTOs, including the Gulf, the Tijuana and the Juarez
cartels. The Mexican navy's and army'’s intelligence and
special forces. The US's Drug Enforcement Administration
(DEA) and Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA).

Affiliates/allies

Many subordinate medium-sized and small DTOs at the
regional level. Many corrupt Mexican officials are partners. A
large number of Sinaloa governors are suspected to support
the cartel.

Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG)

Resources/capabilities

High-powered weapons, such as the Barrett M107 sniper rifle,
anti-aircraft missiles and a large fleet of drug-transportation
planes. At his sentencing, the judge calculated EI Chapo's
personal wealth at more than US$12bn.

Strength
5,000 members globally.

Areas of operation

Headquartered in the city of Guadalajara, Jalisco, with a
presence in 25 states, particularly Jalisco, Michoacan,
Colima, Nayarit, Guerrero and Guanajuato. It also controls
the Pacific ports of Manzanillo and Lazaro Cardenas, where
chemicals from China enter Mexico. According to the DEA, it
has rapidly expanded in the US, where it has a solid presence
in 35 states and in Puerto Rico.

History

Formed in 2011 in Guadalajara, Jalisco, CJNG initially
produced methamphetamine in rural laboratories in Jalisco
and Michoacan. In 2012-13, it expanded to Veracruz. Since
2015-16 its influence has grown throughout the country,
thanks in part to gaps left after the government successfully
targeted other DTOs (the Michoacan Family, the Knights
Templar, Los Zetas and the Sinaloa Cartel).

Leadership
The main leader is Nemesio Oseguera Cervantes, commonly
known as ‘El Mencho'.

Objectives
Fully replace the Sinaloa Cartel at the helm of Mexico’s
criminal networks.

Structure

El Mencho successfully co-opted all regional leaders of the
Michoacan Family and the Knights Templar to control the
laboratories in the Michoacan mountains.

Opponents
Sinaloa Cartel, Los Zetas, Mexico's Federal Police and the
special forces of the navy and the army.

Affiliates/allies

Demobilised members of the Michoacan Family and the
Knights Templar, as well as large numbers of collaborating
peasants.

Resources/capabilities

Estimated capital of US$1bn from the sale of
methamphetamine and fentanyl as well as the extortion of
merchants and money-laundering activities in Guadalajara.

Strength
Unknown. A decentralised organisation, the cartel was hit
hard by the government between 2012 and 2016.

Areas of operation

Tamaulipas State, mainly along the border with Texas, as well
as Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, Veracruz, Tabasco and the area
along the border with Guatemala.

Leadership

Founded by Heriberto Lazcano, former member of the
Mexican army. Since 2013, 33 of its main leaders have been
arrested or killed in combat by military forces.
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Structure

Horizontal, decentralised structure that works as a large
business with multiple criminal activities. Unsuccessful at
drug trafficking, its cells carry out extortions and kidnappings,
collect criminal taxes from merchants and traffic migrants
from Central America to Texas.

Objectives
Control criminal activity in the Gulf of Mexico states.

Opponents
CJING, Gulf Cartel and the special forces of the Mexican navy.

History

Originally the armed wing of the Gulf Cartel, drawing most
of its members from the Mexican and Guatemalan armies.
Notorious for perpetrating mass violence against the civilian
population and migrants. Between 2010 and 2012, the navy
undertook a major military offensive to dismantle the ‘Gulf
Corridor’, which weakened the group significantly. It is the
DTO against which the Mexican government has been most
successful.

Affiliates/allies
Criminal networks in Tamaulipas State.

Resources/capabilities
Migrant smuggling and criminal taxes on merchants.

Strength
Between 3,000 and 5,000 full-time members.

Areas of operation

Operates and controls territories in Tamaulipas State,
particularly the border area with Texas, including strategic
border cities, such as Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa and
Matamoros.

Objectives
To smuggle drugs on the Texas—Tamaulipas border and
control drug trafficking in the northeast US.

Opponents
Los Zetas, CING and the special forces of the Mexican army
and navy.

Leadership

The current leader is Homero Cardenas Guillén. Many former
leaders have been killed in combat or detained and extradited
to the US.

Affiliates/allies

Closely linked to Tamaulipas State’s governors (three
former governors have been charged in Texas) and criminal
networks.

Structure
Unstable, with fragmented leadership.

Resources/capabilities
Approximately 5,000 full-time members, and many Tamaulipas
businessmen who support the cartel in laundering money.

History

The second-oldest DTO in the country, smuggling alcohol,
weapons and drugs across the US border since the 1940s.
After forging a partnership with the Colombian Cali Cartel in
the 1990s, the group focused on introducing cocaine to the US
market. It has undergone many changes of leadership, with its
internal structure destabilised by fragmentation — particularly
the violent separation of Los Zetas in 2010.

Beltran Leyva Organisation (BLO)

Strength
Approximately 1,000 members.

Areas of operation

The cartel’s main activity is in the states of Guerrero and
Morelos, and the Mexico City—Acapulco highway. The group
controls poppy production and the export of heroin from
Iguala (Guerrero) to Chicago, IL.

Structure

Based around vertically organised cells. After the death or
imprisonment of the four brothers, seven local criminal groups
emerged in Guerrero State: Cartel Independiente de Acapu,
Guerreros Unidos, Los Ardilles, Los Granados, Los Mazatecos,
Los Rojos and Los Ruelas Torres.

Leadership

Founded by brothers Arturo, Alfredo, Carlos and Héctor

Leyva — Arturo was killed and the other three imprisoned, with
Héctor later dying.

History

Originally from Sinaloa. A breakaway group of the Sinaloa
Cartel formed in 2008 and moved to the South Pacific —
Acapulco (Guerrero State), Morelos and Mexico State.

Objectives
Control heroin traffic in the South Pacific and from Mexico to
Chicago.
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Beltran Leyva Organisation (BLO)

Opponents
Sinaloa Cartel, CJNG and the special forces of the Mexican
army.

Resources/capabilities
Profits from the sale of heroin in the US, and from criminal
activities such as extortion and kidnapping in Mexico.

Affiliates/allies

An estimated 100,000 peasants who grow poppies in Guerrero.

Michoacan Family/Knights Templars

Strength

The Michoacan Family became powerful with the production
of methamphetamines, importing chemical precursors from
China. After the government conducted a major offensive
between 2013 and 2016, the cartel’s current strength is
estimated at 300 members. Following the capture of its first
leaders, the Michoacéan Family became the Knights Templar in
2013-14, under the leadership of Servando Gomez.

History

Founded by Nazario Moreno in 2005, the organisation was
practically dismantled by Mexican government forces
between 2013 and 2016. Initial recruitment was based on a
religious discourse. Between 2006 and 2012, the group built a
broad network of collaborators among the population, bought
a large number of local politicians on the Pacific coast of
Michoacan and ran methamphetamine labs in the mountains.

Areas of operation
The surviving criminal cells moved to Guanajuato, Guerrero
and Mexico State.

Leadership
Leader Servando Gomez was arrested in 2015 by the Federal
Police.

Structure
Organised into independent cells.

Objectives

The organisation engages in a great deal of criminal activity
beyond drug trafficking. It aims to control mining and
agricultural production (of avocados for export to the US) in
Michoacan State; the port Lazaro Cardenas (for smuggling
the chemical base for producing methamphetamine); and the
theft of fuel in Guanajuato State.

Opponents
Sinaloa Cartel, CJNG, Los Zetas, the Federal Police and the
special forces of the Mexican army.

Affiliates/allies
A large number of collaborating peasants.

Resources/capabilities
The revenue from criminal taxes on economic activities.

Tijuana Cartel (a.k.a. Arellano Felix Family Organisation)

Strength

It has between 2,000 and 3,000 members in the city of Tijuana.
Since 2018 its strength has increased again. The cartel is a
bi-national, cross-border organisation operating between
Tijuana and San Diego, CA.

Areas of operation
Tijuana; San Diego; Los Angeles, CA.

Leadership

Benjamin Arellano Felix and his brothers Ramaén, Eduardo,
Luis Fernando, Francisco, Carlos and Javier — all imprisoned
in California jails.

History

During the 1980s and 1990s, the Arellano Felix brothers
controlled the north of the country, and transported drugs
across the border through tunnels, migrants, and people
walking and driving. The Tijuana Cartel is one of the groups
which perpetrates the most violence against the population.
In 2018 the intentional-homicide rate in Baja California was
79.43 per 100,000 inhabitants, and in 2019 it was 72.77 per
100,000, the second highest in the country.'

Objectives
Control drug trafficking from Baja California to California, US.

Structure

Groups of young people are divided into gunmen and middle-
class youth who have visas to cross the border and export the
cocaine. Their leaders are family members.

Opponents

Sinaloa Cartel, the special forces of the Mexican army and US
intelligence services at the border which cooperate with the
Mexican authorities.

Affiliates/allies
Many people cross the border daily with small amounts of
drugs.

Resources/capabilities
Revenue from the cross-border cocaine trade.
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Juarez/La Linea Cartel

Strength

Between 4,000 and 5,000 members. A bi-national, cross-
border organisation operating between Ciudad Juarez and El
Paso.

Areas of operation
North Chihuahua; North Sonora; Southwest Texas; Las Cruces
and Albuquerque, NM; and Tucson, AZ.

Leadership
It was founded by Amado Carrillo Fuentes in the 1990s. His
brother Vicente Carrillo Fuentes directs it from prison.

History

The cartel was founded by Amado Carrillo Fuentes, the

‘Lord of the Heavens’, in the 1990s; Carrillo orchestrated the
smuggling of drugs in small planes at low altitude, which
went undetected by radars. It began to fight with the Sinaloa
Cartel for control of the Central Mexican and the US-highway
trafficking routes. The cartel is controlled from jail by Vicente
Carrillo Fuentes, brother of Amado.

Structure

In Ciudad Juérez, there are three local cartels: La Linea, Los
Artistas Asesinos and Los Aztecas. Between the three of
them, they fight over cocaine shipments to be exported to El
Paso, Texas.

Objectives

Control drugs crossing from Ciudad Juarez to El Paso, and
into New Mexico and Arizona, and drug trafficking to the
northeast US.

Opponents
Los Zetas, CING, the special forces of the Mexican army and
the DEA.

Affiliates/allies
Groups of young people are divided into gunmen and middle-
class youth who have visas to cross the border.

Resources/capabilities
The proceeds from drug trafficking.

Government forces

Secretariat of National Defence (SEDENA) — Army and Air Force

Strength

214,157 members at the outset of 2019;"" 165,461 at the end
of 2019, after 48,696 were transferred to the GN between
January and December."

Areas of operation

Operates across the whole country but concentrates its
forces in the north and the Pacific region: in Tamaulipas,
Chihuahua, Baja California, Coahuila, Sonora, Michoacan,
Jalisco and Guerrero.

History

The Ministry of War and the Navy was created in 1821 to
supervise the army, navy and air force. In 1939 it was divided
into Secretariat of National Defence and Secretariat of the
Navy.

Objectives
Provide internal security and fight drug trafficking.

Leadership
General Luis Crecencio Sandoval heads SEDENA. General
Jesus Hernandez Gonzalez heads the air force.

Opponents
DTOs.

Structure

Since 1939 the Mexican federal government has had two
defence ministries: SEDENA, which includes the army and the
air force, and the Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR). The army
is divided into 12 military regions and 46 military zones. The
air force is divided into four air regions. The General Staff of
National Defence is divided into eight sections. The second
section (intelligence) and the seventh section (combatting
drug trafficking) focus on DTOs.

Affiliates/allies

Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR), GN and special-forces
combat group GAIN (Drug Trafficking Information Analysis
Group), which is in charge of capturing DTO leaders. Also
supported by the National Intelligence Centre (CNI) and the
Attorney General's Office, as well as foreign governments
through cooperation programmes (e.g. the Mérida Initiative
with the US).

Resources/capabilities
Infantry, armoured vehicles and combat helicopters. 2019
budget: US$4.92bn.

Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR)

Strength
57,824 personnel in June 2019, with 7,486 transferred to the
GN over the course of the year."

Areas of operation

The country’s coasts, divided into the Pacific and Gulf of
Mexico—Caribbean zones.

Leadership
Admiral José Rafael Ojeda.
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Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR)

Structure

Divided into General (70%) and Naval Infantry Corps (marines;
30%), which operate in eight naval regions and 18 naval zones
(12 in the Pacific and six in the Gulf and Caribbean). The
marines’ special forces also combat criminal groups in the
country's interior.

Opponents

DTOs, particularly those that traffic people through the
coasts, from South and Central America, and those that
transport drugs via sea from Colombia and Venezuela.

History
Created in 1821. SEMAR separated from the army in 1939.

Affiliates/allies
SEDENA, GN and CNI. Cooperates with US Coast Guard at the
border.

Objectives

Defend Mexico's coasts, strategic infrastructure (mainly oil
platforms in the Gulf of Mexico) and the environment at sea,
and fight piracy.

Resources/capabilities
Fast vessels for interception, exploration and intelligence;
supported by naval aviation. 2019 budget: US$1.67bn.

National Guard

Strength

92,090 personnel as of December 2019, drawn from the army
and military police (35,232), navy and naval police (6,871),
Federal Police (14,768), SEDENA (13,464) and SEMAR (615)."

Areas of operation

Across the whole country. Mexico, Jalisco, Michoacéan,
Oaxaca and Mexico City were the states with most GN troops
in 2019.

Leadership

Headed by Secretary of Public Security and Citizen Protection
(SSPC) Alfonso Durazo. Commanded by General Luis
Rodriguez Bucio, Retd.

Structure

Three inter-institutional groups — Federal Police, Army and
Navy — and 266 deployment regions. By December 2019, 150
were covered and had regional coordinators. The plan is to
have 266 regional coordinators on the ground by the end of
2023.

History

Began operating on 11 January 2019, by presidential order.
The law gives GN personnel the authority to stop suspected
criminals on the streets.

Objectives

Reduce the level of violence in the country and combat DTOs.
So far, the GN has mainly monitored highways to prevent the
passage of undocumented people and the theft of fuel.

Opponents
DTOs and medium-sized criminal organisations.

Affiliates/allies
Army, navy, and local and municipal police.

Resources/capabilities

Resources from the defunct Federal Police, including their
helicopter teams and equipment such as assault rifles. Relies
on intelligence from the army, the navy and the CNI.

NATIONAL GUARD
TOTAL 92,090
TOTAL DEPLOYED 70,920

ARMY (MILITARY POLICE) 35,232
RECRUITS IN TRAINING 21,170
@@= FEDERAL POLICE 14,738

@» SEDENA IN SUPPORT OF GN 13,464
NAVY (NAVAL POLICE) 6,871
©® SEMAR IN SUPPORT OF GN 615

FEDERAL POLICE
TOTAL 38,550

WITHDRAWN, JANUARY-NOVEMBER
’ 2019* 23,812

TRANSFERRED TO GN, NOVEMBER
201914,738

*Federal Police personnel are in a process of gradual retirement after the body

ceased to exist following the passage of the National Guard Act on 27 May 2019.
Those who decided to stay now operate in the GN uniform. At the close of 2019,
there was an ongoing labour dispute.

Source: SESNSP

Figure 1: Federal internal-security forces
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Geography and drugs

Mexico is located between Colombia to the south
and the US to the north. Colombia is the largest
producer of cocaine in the world, and the US is the
largest consumer of cocaine and synthetic drugs.
The vast revenues available through drug traf-
ficking have driven cartel activity and brought
the DTOs into conflict with each other and with
the Mexican and US governments. Violence arises
from competition between different DTOs and
their links with Colombian cocaine exporters, and
from the fights over shipments when drugs are
unloaded from the air or sea to cross the Mexico—
US border. The free sale of arms on the southern
border of the US provides DTOs with significant
firepower with which to assail other DTOs and the
government.'®

Mexican cartels use violence to discipline their
members, to prevent them from cooperating with
government officials and betraying the cartel, or to
prevent them from working for other DTOs. They
also use violence to extort businesspeople into traf-
ficking drugs or laundering money; to threaten
politicians and military, police and customs officials;
and to force migrants to traffic drugs across the US
border. Since the advent of the war on drugs in 2007,
DTOs have fought each other for territory, particu-
larly in border cities such as Judrez and Tijuana.
These two cities are among the most violent in the
world.

The legal transit of people between Mexico and
the US has increased since the advent of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994,
with an average of one million people crossing the
border every day. The two countries lack the capac-
ity to check goods containers, and the border is
also riddled with tunnels, many of them built by
the Sinaloa Cartel: this is one of the reasons why
it will be difficult for Trump’s proposed wall to be
successful in stopping drugs and migration. In addi-
tion, some Mexican criminal organisations have also
carried out human-trafficking activities, primarily
Los Zetas.™

Corruption and impunity

DTOs have infiltrated state and local governments,
particularly many state and county law-enforcement
agencies. They can operate openly and with impu-
nity, bribing or killing public officials, police chiefs,
mayors and judges when needed to pursue their
objectives. A weakened justice system and wide-
spread corruption have greatly hampered Mexico’s
efforts to fight DTOs. The 2018 Global Impunity
Index reported that in Mexico 93.7% of crimes go
unreported and only 17.1% of those accused of hom-
icides are imprisoned.” Corruption not only erodes
the country’s security and justice mechanisms, but is
estimated to cost Mexico circa 10% of its GDP.%

Poverty, inequality and migration

Poverty indirectly drives drug-related violence in
Mexico, where two out of every five people (52.4m)
live in poverty. Working for or with DTOs can
offer the opportunity to earn a significantly higher
income. Additionally, as of August 2019, 56.3% of
the working population worked in the informal
economy.? Such a high level of informality makes
money laundering and corruption extremely hard to
prove. DTOs hold the majority of their earnings in
cash flow, making it very difficult to measure their
financial power. Lopez Obrador has committed to
fighting these socio-economic roots of violence with
policies to improve the conditions of the poor.?
Whether this strategy is successful will only become
evident in the long term.

The desperate economic situation of some in
Mexico has driven them to attempt to migrate to the
US, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation. Some
Mexican DTOs, such as Los Zetas, have developed a
business in trafficking people from Central America
to the US, using the same highways as for drug traf-
ficking. Los Zetas, exploiting the severe corruption
of Guatemalan and Mexican officials, kidnap and
extort migrants. This has generated significant vio-
lence, especially towards women and child migrants.
It has become a serious security problem for Mexico,
informed US security and migration policy and led
the US to collaborate with the Mexican army and GN.
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Political Developments

Domestic developments

Lopez Obrador’s first major political act was the
abandonment of the war on drugs and the promise
of a change in strategy to combat the DTOs, on
31 January. (His criticism of the prior strategy was
that it resulted in the expansion of the territories
where DTOs fight each other and caused thousands
more victims among the civilian population.) His
political party, the National Regeneration Movement
(MORENA), was able to pass a major reform with
the creation of the GN, owing to it controlling both
parliamentary chambers (with 259 of 500 deputies
and 60 of 128 senators). With 56,182 personnel trans-
ferred from the armed forces, the GN numbered
92,090 personnel by November.

At the same time, Lopez Obrador declared a ‘war
on fuel theft’, which Pemex (the state oil company)
estimates affects up to 10% of the total sales of petrol
in the country.”? Carried out through the drilling of
illegal oil pipelines, fuel theft relies on a complex
network of corruption linking Pemex officials and
employees with criminal organisations.

This anti-corruption campaign has focused on
key public officials in the Calderén and Pefia Nieto
administrations. In the most prominent cases of
the year, in July arrest warrants were issued for
former Pemex director Emilio Lozoya (implicated
in the Odebrecht scandal), who fled the country,
and in October Supreme Court Justice Eduardo
Medina Mora resigned after the Mexican Financial
Intelligence Unit announced in June that he was
under investigation. And, on 9 December, Garcia

Luna - who had designed the war-on-drugs
Key Events in 2019

Lopez Obrador Lopez Obrador ends

strategy under the Calderén administration and
led the Federal Police — was arrested in Dallas, TX,
on charges of collaborating with the Sinaloa Cartel
and receiving US$5m in bribes. At least six state
governors have been incarcerated on counts of cor-
ruption and collaboration with the DTOs, including
those from Tamaulipas, Coahuila, Chihuahua and
Veracruz.

Mexico-US relations

From May 2019, at the behest of the Trump admin-
istration and with the negotiation of the new
US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) in jeop-
ardy, the army, navy and GN built a system of
migrant control in southern Mexico.

On 26 November, Trump announced plans
to designate Mexican DTOs as terrorists; Lopez
Obrador responded to this perceived intervention-
ism with ‘cooperation, yes; intervention, no’, and
Trump later announced that the plans would be
suspended. On 5 December, US Attorney General
William Barr visited Lépez Obrador in Mexico to
discuss border security. On 6 December, the govern-
ments of Mexico and the US signed a commitment to
reactivate the High-level Security Group (GANSEG),
in order to strengthen security-cooperation mecha-
nisms. This confirmed the cooperation of Mexico’s
GN in controlling the trafficking of Central American
migrants. The revised USMCA, a free-trade pact to
replace NAFTA, was signed on 10 December. With
these agreements, Mexico and the US reconfirmed
their status as strategic partners not only in trade,
but also in security, justice and defence.

The Chamber of Deputies
approves the law to
create the GN.

Trump announces that trade
tariffs will be imposed if
Mexico does not control the
transit of migrants through
its territory.

announces a war on

fuel theft. He creates
the SSPC, the GN and
the CNI.

the war on drugs and
focuses a new strategy
on pacification.

©

o
=
©
a

Secretary of Foreign
Affairs Marcelo

Ebrard announces the
deployment of 15,000 GN
to contain migrants at the
southern border.

GN deployment formally
begins in 150 regional
coordination offices.

Military/
Violent events
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Reorganisation of security forces
In 2019, Lopez Obrador undertook to change the
structure of Mexico’s security and defence appa-
ratuses by dismantling the Federal Police and
reducing its personnel and reforming the func-
tions of the Secretariat for Home Affairs (SEGOB).
Previously in control of the Federal Police, the
reformed SEGOB is now only in charge of the
National Institute of Migration (INAMI), religious
affairs and human rights, while the newly created
Secretariat of Security and Citizen Protection
(SSPC) controls the civil-intelligence system and
the CNL

During 2019, the army and navy have also been
readapting their forces to the new internal-security
missions. Circa 52,000 troops from the army and air
force were permanently assigned to public security
and the fight against drug trafficking. As a result,
the army carried out many non-military tasks — such
as supporting the GN in fighting fuel theft, helping
administer the rural programme ‘Sowing Life’ and
assisting the population affected by natural dis-
asters — which diminished its capacity to fight the
DTOs. In the navy, the Naval Intelligence Unit
(UIN) was strengthened with US support, while the
marines and the Fuerzas Especiales (FES), the spe-
cial-operations unit, continue to support the fight
against the DTOs. By the end of the year, however,
this new security strategy had come under heavy
criticism, due mostly to the failure of the military

operation against the Sinaloa Cartel on 17 October
and the assassination of the LeBaron family on 4
November.

The Battle of Culiacdn

After the Mexican government captured Ovidio
Guzman in Culiacan, Sinaloa on 17 October (fol-
lowing an extradition order by the US in 2018), the
Sinaloa Cartel initiated a series of acts of sabotage
and attacks throughout the city against military and
civilian vehicles, attacking a military helicopter and
threatening to attack military-family housing facili-
ties. The Battle of Culiacan lasted four hours, after
which the government freed Guzman in order to
prevent civilian deaths. Durazo acknowledged the
failure of the military operation, one of the most
prominent such failures since the start of the war on
drugs in 2007.

LeBaron family assassination

Weeks later, a Juarez Cartel commando killed nine
members of the LeBaron family (a very famous busi-
ness family in northern Mexico) in northern Sonora,
close to the Mexico-US border - territory disputed
with the Sinaloa Cartel. Three women and six chil-
dren died. The massacre caused a double crisis for
the Mexican government, both with the US, because
the family had US nationality, and at the national-
political level. For the first time, Mexico permitted
FBI agents to participate in the investigation.

10 December

Lopez Obrador
announces that his
security policy has not
yielded results.

Trump announces that
the flow of migrants
has decreased and
thanks Mexico for its
cooperation.

The revised USMCA is
signed in Mexico City.

Garcia Luna is arrested
in Dallas.

Trump suspends the
designation of Mexican
DTOs as terrorists.

17 October

Government forces
capture El Chapo's
son, Ovidio Guzman,
in Culiacan, Sinaloa.
The Battle of Culiacan
ensues.

A Juarez Cartel commando kills nine
members of the LeBaron family in
Sonora, close to the US border. The FBI
later joins the investigation.
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Impact

Humanitarian
The new strategy promoted by Loépez Obrador
since January, based on amnesties, pardons and
trying to promote negotiations with criminal
leaders to reduce violence, did not bear fruit by
the end of 2019. Violence has increased, with an
increase in overall homicides, murders of journal-
ists,* murders of women, kidnappings for ransom
and cases of human trafficking.? The dedication of
security forces — principally the GN and the army
- to overseeing border controls (at the behest of the
US) limited the government’s ability to provide a
robust response to the DTOs. This empowered the
DTOs, such as the Sinaloa Cartel, as was evident
on 17 October. Meanwhile, the contestation over
fuel theft meant an increase in violence in states
such as Guanajuato, which was the most violent
in the country in 2019, with 2,775 intentional
homicides.?

Lopez Obrador’s strategy of decreased direct
engagement with the DTOs was called into serious

Trends

question with the security crisis that began in
October with the Battle of Culiacan and contin-
ued with the massacre of the LeBaron family on
4 November in Sonora. 1 December was the most
violent day of the year, with the press reporting 127
people killed.”

Relations with neighbouring and international
partners

During 2019, Mexico’s security reforms caused
confusion within the US security establishment.
Cooperation continued, but the Trump administra-
tion did not have full confidence in Lépez Obrador.
Added to this was the issue of migration to the US
from Central America, with Mexico acting to quell
the flow after Washington exerted significant pres-
sure. While security relations are good between the
two countries, there is mutual distrust. Mexico’s
detention of migrants has also brought it into
diplomatic conflict with the countries of Central
America.

Increasing violence of DTOs and militarisation

The Battle of Culiacan demonstrated that the DTOs
have the capacity to make credible threats of mass
killings against the civilian population whenever
the state threatens their activities. Though Lépez
Obrador’s security response has so far proven
highly inadequate, he has reiterated that it will
not change, despite pressure from civil society,
the armed forces and the US government. If the
upward trend in violence continues in 2020, inten-
tional homicides will rise to more than 30,000 per
year (though not all conflict-related), with addi-
tional humanitarian consequences such as mass
displacement.

The media, and analysts of the war on drugs,
have criticised Lopez Obrador for the absence of
a strategy to combat criminal groups. The launch
of the war on fuel theft and the dismantling of the
Federal Police led to an increase in the use of mili-
tary personnel, and to Guanajuato becoming the
most violent state in the country in 2019, feeding
into the significant militarisation of public secu-
rity. With reform of the country’s security system

continuing in 2020, Lépez Obrador’s administration
has handed primary responsibility for public secu-
rity to the armed forces.

Rebuilding the Mexico-US partnership

The new system of migrant control established in
2019 will offer a common framework for Mexico
and the US to address cross-border migration, one
of the most sensitive political issues at play, going
forward. This, and the improvement in relations
signalled by the signing of the USMCA, will ensure
continued cooperation between the two govern-
ments in fighting organised crime. However, the
short term will see little done by the US to tackle
the liberalised sale of high-powered weapons on the
border — an important factor destabilising Mexican
internal security — with Trump rather continuing to
focus on immigration control.

Despite differences in the ideologies of the two
presidents, with Lopez Obrador broadly on the
left and Trump on the right, both have pointed out
that neighbourliness is the key to solving common
problems. The US will need Mexico to cooperate



in the control of migration. Mexico will want the
US to cooperate on gun control and help capture
corrupt former officials from previous Mexican
governments.

Legalisation of cannabis and opium poppies

In 2018, the Mexican Supreme Court of Justice
ruled the country’s prohibition of the personal
consumption of cannabis unconstitutional. This
opened the debate during 2019 in the Senate and
the Chamber of Deputies over the legalisation of
the drug. A large number of forums were held to
discuss the legalisation of the medical and recrea-
tional use of cannabis, and to propose a General
Law on the Production, Trade and Consumption
of Cannabis. A number of changes to the General
Health Law were also proposed across these
forums. The different initiatives coincide on the
need to eliminate prohibitionist regulation and
change existing laws according to a focus on
human rights, public health, sustainable develop-
ment, and peace and security. The law is planned
to be approved in April 2020. The approach is
similar to that of Uruguay, where the state con-
trols and grants permits for cannabis production
and trade. Similarly, in the state of Guerrero, it
has been proposed that the cultivation and trade
of opium poppies also be regulated, because there

Notes
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are many peasants who make a living from such
production. Senator Manuel Afnorve proposed that
an amnesty be granted to the estimated 120,000
peasants who grow poppies in Guerrero, the idea
being that this would serve to reduce the violence
caused by poppy cultivation and the shipment of
heroin to the US. Civilian groups such as Mexico
United Against Crime, which is leading a major
campaign on the issue, maintain that legalisation
would reduce violence and that the state would
benefit from the collection of taxes.

Security and elections, 2020-21

The US will have a presidential election in November
2020. Mexico will hold mid-term elections for
the Senate and Chamber of Deputies in July 2021.
With the US Senate acquitting him in his impeach-
ment trial, Trump will run for re-election. In this
US presidential campaign, the issue of Mexico and
migration does not seem to be as important as in the
2016 election cycle, following agreements reached
by the governments during 2019 for a new degree
of coexistence on economic and security matters. In
the case of Mexico, the issue of increased violence
is one of Lopez Obrador’s fundamental concerns. If
he does not manage to reduce violence and control
the DTOs, his high popularity among the Mexican
population could decline.
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Myanmar (EAOs) 92  Philippines (NPA) 116
Philippines (ASG & Moro) 104  Southern Thailand 126

Citizens prepare to vote in Cotabato
City, southern Philippines

Key trends Strategic implications

+ In Myanmar, violence intensified and peace » The Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) in the Philippines remained
negotiations made no progress. Similarly, the conflict the most active extremist group in the region, but the
between the Philippines and the New People’s Army risk of ISIS resurgence in Southeast Asia calls for the
(NPA) escalated and talks at government level ended strengthening of naval and intelligence cooperation
permanently. among neighbouring states.

Incidents in Southern Thailand remained low level, but ISIS struggled to infiltrate the ethno-nationalist conflict
the Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) proved able to strike in Southern Thailand, but anti-Muslim attitudes might
outside its main operational area, including in Bangkok. encourage recruitment.

-« As Western countries struggle to engage with Myanmar,
China’s influence on its politics is likely to increase.

The resumption of peace talks with the NPA is unlikely.

Worsening ethnic and religious animosity in Thailand does
not bode well for a long-term solution to the conflict.
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MYANMAR (EAOS)
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Overview

The conflictin 2019

Fighting in Rakhine State occupied centre stage
in the conflict in 2019, with violence intensify-
ing across more townships. The campaign of the
Myanmar armed forces (Tatmadaw) against the
Arakan Army (AA) led to more clashes in the first
half of the year than in all of 2018, according to the
Myanmar Institute for Peace and Security (MIPS),
with the most incidents in March (102) and
August (170), exceeding every monthly total of
2018.! The increased number of clashes reflect the
AA’s guerrilla-style tactics of hit-and-run attacks,
as well as abduction of government and mili-
tary personnel, and its reduced reliance on fixed

positions compared to other ethnic armed organi-
sations (EAOs). The Tatmadaw’s conflict with the
AA therefore differs from that with many other
EAOs.

Key statistics

Type Internal
Start date 1949
IDPs total (31 December 2019) 273,922
Refugees total (31 December 2019) 1,000,000
People in need (31 December 2019) 986,000



In December 2018, the Tatmadaw declared a
unilateral, four-month ceasefire in the Northern
Command in Kachin State, the Northeastern, Eastern
and Central Eastern Commands and the Triangle
Command in Shan State, covering most active hos-
tilities in Myanmar except for those with the AA in
Rakhine State, where the Tatmadaw aimed to con-
centrate forces. Although the ceasefire mostly held
until June, when fighting erupted in northern Shan
State, peace negotiations did not advance, and a 21st
Century Panglong Peace Conference (21CPC) did
not take place in 2019. Instead, confidence in the
Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) process
deteriorated, as the participation of the Karen
National Union (KNU) and the Restoration Council
of Shan State (RCSS) stalled.

Despite condemnation of the abuses in Rakhine
State, the government enhanced its list of inter-
national friends, signed new arms deals and
undertook a successful wave of defence diplomacy.
These developments exposed the limits of Western
influence in the lead-up to the 2020 elections, and
on the conflict’s future trajectory. The importance
of defending Myanmar against international criti-
cism for the domestic audience became apparent in
December, when State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi
appeared at the International Court of Justice (ICJ),
where a case accusing Myanmar of genocide was
being heard, to ‘defend the national interest’.?

The conflict to 2019

The ethnic Bamar majority took control of inde-
pendent Burma in 1948 following the signing of the
Panglong Agreement in 1947, which laid the founda-
tions for an administrative and financial framework
regulating the coexistence of dozens of minority
ethnic groups. Dissatisfaction with the implemen-
tation of the agreement led to the formation of
numerous EAOs.

Following a coup d’état in 1962, General Ne
Win’s regime attempted to ‘Burmanise’ the country,
provoking further armed backlash from ethnic
minorities. A second coup in 1988 against Ne Win's
Burmese Socialist Programme Party installed a
new junta that ushered in market-oriented reforms
and negotiated ceasefire agreements with some
EAOs, which gained limited territorial control.
In 1989, the junta changed the country’s name to
Myanmar. At the same time, following a mutiny, the
Communist Party of Burma (CPB) collapsed, ending
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a long-running military and political campaign
across the country’s northeast. The United Wa State
Army (UWSA) integrated much of the CPB’s arms
and manpower and continued the struggle. Despite
periodic ceasefires, fighting between the Tatmadaw
and non-ceasefire EAOs continued throughout the
2000s.

The 2008 military regime drafted a new con-
stitution, ushering in a period of political change.
Elections for national and regional legislatures in
2010, followed by a new presidential administration
in 2011, generated optimism and paved the way for
dialogue and the NCA. Though 15 EAOs agreed on
an initial draft, only eight signed the final NCA text
in 2015 — the All Burma Students” Democratic Front
(ABSDF), the Arakan Liberation Party (ALP), the
Chin National Front (CNF), the Democratic Karen
Benevolent Army (DKBA-5), the Karen National
Liberation Army-Peace Council (KPC), the KNU,
the Pa-O National Liberation Organisation (PNLO)
and the RCSS.

The landslide victory of Aung San Suu Kyi’s
National League for Democracy (NLD) party in the
2015 elections brought hope for expansion of the
NCA. Despite some success in initiating political
dialogue through the 21CPCs, beginning in August
2016, the peace process stalled. The complex power-
sharing arrangement between the Tatmadaw and
the government complicated attempts to broaden
the peace process. In 2018, two smaller EAOs - the
Lahu Democratic Union and the New Mon State
Party (NMSP) - signed the NCA. However, the same
year, the two largest signatories — the KNU and the
RCSS - suspended their participation.

The history of violence in Rakhine State, which
has led to the rise of various Rakhine national-
ist armed groups including the AA, is crucial
to understanding how the conflict in Myanmar
evolved in 2019. The conflict’s roots in this area
date back to 1784-85 when the Bamar Kingdom
invaded and defeated what was then the Arakan
or Rakhine Kingdom. Rakhine resistance and
nationalism has remained strong since independ-
ence through the various Arakan armed groups
fighting the government, including the Arakan
People’s Liberation Party, National United Party
of Arakan and the Arakan National Liberation
Party. In the 2015 elections, the Arakan National
Party (ANP) won the most seats in the state, but
was denied power by the NLD, which nominated



94  Asia-Pacific

a non-ANP chief minister who then formed a non-
ANP cabinet. These ‘betrayals’ have emboldened
the AA, a small but growing armed force with

Key Conflict Parties

support from larger northeastern EAOs, to lead an
offensive against the Tatmadaw in Rakhine State
in 2018 and 2019.

Non-state armed groups, militias and the Tatmadaw
populate Myanmar’s crowded conflict environ-
ment. There are more than 100,000 armed personnel
attached to EAOs in Myanmar.? These groups vary
in size, capability and ceasefire status. Militias are
formed by local communities or by private inter-
ests, and often protect illicit businesses. Accurate
numbers for militia membership are even murkier,
with an often-cited study suggesting that there
may be up to 180,000 members spread across 5,000
groups.*

Tatmadaw (Myanmar armed forces)

The Tatmadaw has been the primary actor in
Myanmar since 1962. Despite the country’s much-
lauded ‘transition” away from the junta-led regime,
the Tatmadaw maintains effective control over the
country. The 2008 military-drafted constitution
ensures its dominance over the civilian govern-
ment, reserving a quarter of parliamentary seats for
members of the armed forces and thus the ability
to veto legislation. Similarly, the Tatmadaw com-
mander-in-chief appoints the ministers of defence,
border affairs and home affairs. The progress
since the 2010 transition is the result of a care-
fully managed process by the Tatmadaw, and not
of Aung San Suu Kyi’s charismatic leadership or
popular pressure.

The Tatmadaw is estimated to comprise 406,000
active personnel. Since 2011 Senior General Min
Aung Hlaing has doubled down on Myanmar’s
military modernisation,® which has included acquir-
ing new materiel and reducing the Tatmadaw’s

overall size as well as producing the first defence
white paper in 2016. A history of poor-performing
procurements from China has led to acquisitions
from a range of new suppliers, including Israel and
Ukraine.

Ethnic armed organisations (EAOs)

There are some 135 recognised ethnic groups in
Myanmar, most of which have been engaged in
armed conflict at some point since independence.”
Alliances have been fluid, both as a result of the
Tatmadaw’s divide-and-rule tactics and due to dis-
putes between ethnic groups over territory. Some
EAOs have turned into Tatmadaw-commanded
Border Guard Forces or militias, while others have
grown in strength through the production of nar-
cotics or support from external actors. The EAOs
therefore do not form a unified bloc against the
Tatmadaw; they are a highly heterogeneous group
with both competing and converging interests.

An uncomfortable truth in the conflict is that
an EAO’s survival and prospect of peace comes
through strength and deterrence against the
Tatmadaw, as the UWSA - the most capable of
these groups — has effectively shown. Since the most
recent peace process has stalled, EAOs have sought
to strengthen their negotiating position, either by
acquiring weapons or by making powerful allies.
One recent example is the AA, which, allied with the
Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and the Northern
Alliance, displayed in a recent recruitment video an
elite Barrett MRAD sniper rifle and a US-made M6o
machine gun.

Overview of ethnic armed organisations active in Myanmar

EAO Umbrella Date NCA Previous  Strength Alliances Opposition  Activity
group signed (if  ceasefires (approximate) (current) (active) location
signed) (if any)
All Burma Students’ NCA-S 2015 2013 400 KIA, KNU Tatmadaw  Kachin State,

Democratic Front
(ABDSF)

Karen State,
Shan State




Myanmar (EAOs) 95

Overview of ethnic armed organisations active in Myanmar

EAOQ Umbrella Date NCA Previous  Strength Alliances Opposition  Activity

group signed (if  ceasefires (approximate) (current) (active) location
signed) (if any)

Arakan Liberation NCA-S 2015 2012 <100 KNU Tatmadaw  Karen State,

Party/Arakan Liberation Rakhine

Army (ALP/ALA) State

Chin National Front NCA-S 2015 2012 200 Tatmadaw  Chin State

(CNF)

Democratic Karen NCA-S 2015 2011 1,500 KNU, KPC Tatmadaw  Karen State

Benevolent Army/Klo
Htoo Baw Battalion

(DKBA-5)
Kachin Independence FPNCC; 1994 12,000 AA, MNDAA, Tatmadaw Kachin State
Organisation/Kachin Northern NDAA,
Independence Army Alliance SSA-N,
(KIO/KIA) TNLA, UWSA
Karen National Union NCA-S 20159 2012 5,000 DKBA-5, KPC MNLA, Bago Region,
(KNU) Tatmadaw  Karen State,
Tanintharyi
Region
Karen National NCA-S 2015 2007 200 DKBA-5, KNU Tatmadaw Karen State
Union/Karen National
Liberation Army—Peace
Council (KPC)
Karenni National 2005,2012 600 Tatmadaw  Kayah State
Progressive Party
(KNPP)
Lahu Democratic Union  NCA-S 2018 <200 Tatmadaw  Shan State
(LDU)
Myanmar National FPNCC; 2,000 AA, KIA, Tatmadaw  Shan State
Truth and Justice Three NDAA,
Party/Myanmar Brother SSA-N,
National Democratic Alliance; TNLA, UWSA
Alliance Army Northern
(MNTJP/MNDAA) Alliance
National Socialist 2012 500 National Tatmadaw  Northeast
Council of Nagaland— Socialist India
Khaplang (NSCN-K) Council of (Manipur,
Nagaland— Nagaland),
Isak Muivah Sagaing
(India) State
(NSCN-IM)
New Mon State Party/  NCA-S 2018 1995,2012 800 KNU, Mon State
Mon National Liberation Tatmadaw
Army (NMSP/MNLA)
Palaung State FPNCC; 6,000 AA, KIA, Pansay Shan State
Liberation Front/Ta’ang  Three MNDAA, militia,
National Liberation Brother NDAA, SSA-S,
Army (PSLF/TNLA) Alliance; SSA-N, Tatmadaw
Northern UWSA

Alliance
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Overview of ethnic armed organisations active in Myanmar

EAO Umbrella Date NCA Previous  Strength Alliances Opposition  Activity
group signed (if  ceasefires (approximate) (current) (active) location
signed) (if any)
Pa-0 National NCA-S 2015 2012 400 Tatmadaw  Shan State
Liberation Organisation/
Pa-0 National
Liberation Army
(PNLO/PNLA)
Peace and Solidarity FPNCC 2011 4,000 AA, KIA, Tatmadaw  Shan State
Committee/National MNDAA,
Democratic Alliance NDAA
Association—East Shan SSA-N,
State (PSC/NDAA) TNLA, UWSA
Restoration Council of NCA-S 201510 2012 8,000 SSA-N, Shan State
Shan State/Shan State Tatmadaw,
Army-South (RCSS/ TNLA
SSA-S)
Shan State Progress FPNCC 1989 8,000 AA, KIA, SSA-S, Shan State
Party/Shan State Army— MNDAA, Tatmadaw
North (SSPP/SSA-N) NDAA, TNLA,
UWSA
United League FPNCC; 7,000 KIA, MNDAA, Tatmadaw Chin State,
Army/Arakan Army Three NDAA, Kachin State,
(ULA/AA) Brother SSA-N, Rakhine
Alliance; TNLA, UWSA State, Shan
Northern State
Alliance
United Wa State Party/  FPNCC 2011 1989,2011 30,000 AA, KIA, Tatmadaw  Wa State
United Wa State Army MNDAA,
(UWSP/UWSA) NDAA,
SSA-N, TNLA
Wa National 1997 <200 UWSA (asof  Tatmadaw  Shan State
Organisation/ 2017)

Wa National Army
(WNO/WNA)

Drivers

Geography and exclusion

Myanmar’s geography has historically made it
difficult to govern. Lowland populations living
along the alluvial plains of the Irrawaddy River
and Delta have long attempted to rule over bor-
derland people, with limited success.! The
rugged terrain of these border areas separated
their inhabitants from Myanmar’s ‘strong centres
of state formation’? and left them outside the
lowland kingdoms’ and the Tatmadaw’s control
for much of the country’s history. These geo-
graphical realities have resulted in border people
being largely excluded from public services and
the workings of the state, and ultimately fostered

further resentment. These sentiments continued in
2019.

Unequal access to services, endemic corruption
and poor governance continued to drive the conflict.
Rural people make up approximately 70% of the
population, the majority still relying on subsistence
farming. Greater discussion about decentralisation
of public services is gaining traction and would be a
boon for ethnic and rural populations. This is most
notable in the government’s ambitious plans for uni-
versal healthcare. According to one recent report,
the most vulnerable townships were located in areas
of conflict or natural disaster and had low levels of
education, sanitation and literacy, as well as poor



access to government services.” These areas, largely
comprising ethnic minorities, disproportionately
witnessed conflict in 2019 compared to other town-
ships. The election of the NLD party in 2015 brought
hopes of swift reforms, but these soon gave way to
renewed distrust and resentment of the Tatmadaw
and government.

In 2019, the three EAOs that formed the Three
Brother Alliance fought to ensure their territorial
security and inclusion in the peace process. The
three EAOs have been excluded from the main
peace process by the Tatmadaw and often fight
together. Much of the violence by the AA, MNDAA
and TNLA aimed to maintain key alliances with the
large EAOs that they rely on for support. Unlike
other EAOs, the AA and TNLA traditionally do not
control a large, defined territory from which to gen-
erate income. Support for the AA, however, grew
in Rakhine State in 2019. The group has capitalised
on grievances created by the NLD government’s
poor management of relations with the Rakhine
population. Remittances and support from outside
Myanmar in 2019 began to reshape how the AA is
funded and could change its capabilities.

Illicit economies

Historical mistrust of Burmese military regimes
and decades of conflict have led many of these
contested areas to maintain separate economies
or rely on neighbouring countries and their popu-
lations for military support and commerce. Illicit
goods, particularly narcotics including opium and
methamphetamine or yaba, have been a mainstay
of some EAOs’ financing. Myanmar remains the
world’s second-largest opium-poppy grower, with
37,300 hectares under cultivation in 2018 according

Political Developments
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to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC). As the opium trade has declined the
methamphetamine trade has boomed. The UNODC
reports that the use of methamphetamine has
increased annually, with seizures of methampheta-
mine tablets increasing from ten million in 2013 to
over 10oom in 2018.% Some EAOs have used their
control over the drug trade to successfully barter
for peace, leveraging or relinquishing their involve-
ment for benefit in negotiations.'s

Neighbouring countries

China was the most prominent external actor
shaping the course of the conflict in Myanmar in
2019. Chinese investment in Myanmar increased:
in the first half of the year, mainland Chinese and
Hong Kong money accounted for 84 of the 134
newly approved foreign investments, an increase
of about 140% from that source. Development
of large-scale projects carrying the Belt and Road
Initiative label continued, and included further
details agreed in April on cooperation for the China—
Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC). Military ties
also improved as Senior General Min Aung Hlaing
met with Chinese President Xi Jinping and Chinese
military leaders in Beijing. Influential Chinese state
support for the Federal Political Negotiation and
Consultative Committee (FPNCC) — a political nego-
tiation team formed by seven EAO non-signatories
to the NCA — continued. State and non-state actors
in Bangladesh, India, Laos and Thailand have previ-
ously supported non-state armed groups operating
in border areas. Ethnolinguistic similarities across
border populations support exchanges and finan-
cial or military support. To varying degrees, this
continued in 2019.

The power-sharing arrangement between the
Tatmadaw and the NLD government underwent
further transformation in 2019 following a contin-
ued backlash from Western governments, many
of which had been vocal supporters of the NLD’s
Aung San Suu Kyi. In January, the Tatmadaw
claimed that the State Counsellor had demanded
a response to AA attacks in Rakhine State. The
statement greatly exaggerated the power of Suu
Kyi, who does not command the military, but it

nevertheless angered the Rakhine population. This
likely helped swell AA ranks in 2019 and may pre-
cipitate a fall in support for the NLD in the state in
the 2020 elections.

The overriding goal of the peace process for
EAO:s is to establish a federal system in which they
hold a degree of autonomy. The desired degree of
autonomy varies between groups. Importantly, in
early 2019, both the AA and the UWSA called for a
confederation of states, rather than a federal state.
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The UWSA used its 3o0th anniversary to call for rec-
ognition of the Wa self-administered zone as an
autonomous ethnic state.”” Importantly for prospects
for peace, the UWSA leads the FPNCC. The UWSA
is heavily influenced and supported by Chinese
state actors, including the People’s Liberation
Army, and it is often characterised as a prefecture of
China.”® In January, AA Commander-in-Chief Major
General Twan Mrat Naing noted that his group
also wanted a confederation of states, highlighting
the UWSA’s ambitions. These calls are an affront
to the Tatmadaw, which stresses that the integrity
of the Union and the centrality of Naypyidaw are
non-negotiable. They also further destabilised an
already uncertain peace process.

EAOs appeared to be waiting until after the 2020
elections to work on the peace process with a new
government. However, the discord between NCA
signatories in 2019 did not inspire hope for the post-
election peace process. In May, at a special summit of
NCA signatories in Chiang Mai, Thailand, the KNU,
the largest EAO signatory, announced its intention
to leave the Peace Process Steering Team (PPST),
the decision-making and negotiating body of EAO
signatories. Vying for more power and a level of
autonomy in decision-making more commensurate

Military Developments

with its size, the KNU proposed a new but similar
structure, the Peace Process Consultative Meeting
(PPCM). At the meeting’s conclusion, in an effort
to retain the KNU’s cooperation in the PPST, it
was agreed that PPST and PPCM structures would
work in parallel. In August the KNU returned to the
peace process after largely internal rifts challenged
its participation in the NCA. The move improved
the prospects of the PPST, but continued jostling
for position among EAOs in the NCA - both at the
negotiating table and in inter-EAO territorial skir-
mishes — suggests that ceasefire agreements, let
alone the peace process, still have a long way to go
in 2020.

In July, the NLD government attempted to
amend the constitution, the first such attempt in
four years, with 4,000 proposed changes. Following
this failed bid, in October, Suu Kyi declared that the
NLD would again attempt to amend the constitu-
tion if it won another term in the 2020 elections.”
While this is a popular proposal across Myanmar,
the Tatmadaw’s resolve to remain in control means
that change to the constitution is unlikely. The
assassination of the NLD’s constitutional lawyer U
Ko Ni in 2017 highlighted the deep-seated resist-
ance to constitutional change.?

Solidarity between EAOs weakened in 2019. The
Northern Alliance members —the AA, KIA, MNDAA
and TNLA - largely respected the Tatmadaw’s uni-
lateral ceasefire, turning their back on their usual
ally the AA and allowing the military to concentrate

Key Events in 2019

forces in Rakhine State. Fighting therefore inten-
sified in the first quarter of the year between the
AA and Tatmadaw in Rakhine State, around the
previously popular tourist site Mrauk U, with the
Tatmadaw deploying fighter jets and helicopters.

NCA signatory meetings
continue informally.

21 March 11 April

Some success during The Tatmadaw commander-in-chief
peace talks in Naypyidaw meets with members of China’s Central
involving seven EAOs. Military Commission, thanking them for

Internal EAO tensions
mount during the Peace
Process Steering Team
NCA signatory summit in
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The AA attends. their support. Thailand.
29 January-5 February 9 April May

The AA attacks a
police outpostin
Ponnagyun township,
Rakhine State, killing
nine people.

The Tatmadaw seizes
the NSCN-K headquar-
ters, earning praise
from India.

Fighting between the AA
and Tatmadaw intensi-
fies in Rakhine State.

Fighting continues
between the AA and
Tatmadaw around
Mrauk U, Rakhine
State.

Tatmadaw—AA fight-
ing continues in
Rakhine State. The
unilateral ceasefire
holds in northeastern
Myanmar.

Military/
Violent events




The use of anti-vehicle improvised explosive
devices (IEDs) and anti-personnel mines continued
in 2019, particularly in northern Rakhine and Shan
states. The use of civilians as cover increased, par-
ticularly by the AA. This, combined with Tatmadaw
clearance operations in civilian areas, resulted in
civilian casualties. In October a German tourist was
killed by a landmine in northern Shan State. There
were 13.5 IED and mine incidents on average per
month in 2018, according to the MIPS. In 2019 (up
to October), there were 12.8 incidents per month;
this figure is significant given that it does not
include three of the most intense months of fight-
ing (October-December), and contains a period of
unilateral ceasefire across most of the country. The
AA also carried out an increased number of kid-
nappings in late 2019, including of government
representatives and Tatmadaw forces.

As in previous years, EAOs concentrated many
attacks along the Lashio-Muse highway in 2019,
confirming the continuing tactical significance of
the area. The group that can maintain control or,
at least, create instability along this key China—
Myanmar trade route can have more leverage in
negotiations. On 15 August, a small group of fight-
ers from the AA, MNDAA and TNLA attacked the
Defence Services Technological Academy in Pyin Oo

Impact
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Lwin with 107-mm rockets and killed 15 people.
The attack took place at the seat of the Myanmar
military, a designated Tatmadaw white- or safe-
zone in Mandalay Region.?? Five days of skirmishes
followed, the Tatmadaw responding with heavy
artillery and an attack helicopter. This was one of
the most embarrassing incidents for the Tatmadaw
in years and demonstrated the vulnerability of
targets around the country and the potential reach
of EAOs. If EAOs were to expand these tactics to
target Tatmadaw or government sites in urban
environments — hitherto such incidents have been
sporadic and largely avoided Burman-majority
areas — the conflict would enter a new and danger-
ous chapter.

India—-Myanm