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INTRODUCTION	

	

	 In	 the	 final	 decades	 of	 the	 20th	 century,	 there	was	 a	 shift	 in	 the	way	 actions	

tackling	situations	of	violence,	safety	and	crime	were	proposed	and	 interpreted.	One	

of	 the	 key	 characteristics	 marking	 this	 period	 was	 an	 interdisciplinary/intersectoral	

expansion:	violence	and	safety-related	issues	have	evolved	from	being	specific	to	the	

areas	of	public	 safety	and	criminal	 justice,	 to	being	 regarded	as	 social	problems	 in	a	

broader	 sense,	 impacting	 the	 fields	 of	 health,	 education,	 culture,	 development	 and	

social	 justice,	 among	others.	One	of	 the	 characteristics	of	 this	period,	which	may	be	

considered	a	consequence	of	this	broadening	process,	 is	the	emergence	in	the	public	

setting	 of	 issues	 that	 were	 traditionally	 treated	 as	 issues	 pertinent	 to	 the	 private	

sphere,	 such	 as	 problems	 of	 domestic	 and	 family	 violence,	 including	 situations	 of	
																																																													
1	Paper	for	discussion	at	the	workshop	“Prevention	of	Violence	against	Children	in	Latin	America”	of	the	
9th	Annual	Meeting	of	the	Brazilian	Forum	on	Public	Safety,	28-29/7/2015,	Fundação	Getúlio	Vargas,	Rio	
de	Janeiro.	
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gender	 violence	 or	 violence	 by	 an	 intimate	 partner	 as	 well	 as	 against	 elderly	 and	

children.		

Violence	 against	 children	 represents	 a	 serious	 global	 problem	 given	 the	

deleterious	 effects	 of	 victimization	 (direct	 and	 indirect)	 on	 cognitive,	 affective	 and	

social	 development	 of	 children	 and	 on	 both	 physical	 and	 mental	 health.	 Concerted	

efforts	have	been	made	to	estimate	the	magnitude	of	this	problem,	with	a		number	of	

global/other	reports	and	local	studies	focusing	on	important	regional	specificities.		

Comparative	global	studies	on	homicides,	such	as	the	World	Report	on	Violence	

and	Health	(2002)	and	the	Global	Status	Report	on	Violence	Prevention	(2014)	by	the	

WHO,	the	Global	Studies	on	Homicide	series	by	UNODOC,	and	the	recently	 launched	

Homicide	Monitor	from	the	Igarapé	Institute,	provide	a	clear	view	of	the	distribution	

and	 evolution	 over	 time	 of	 deaths	 by	 homicide	 worldwide.	 Not	 unexpectedly,	 Latin	

America	figures	as	the	region	with	some	of	the	highest	levels	of	violence,	especially	for	

homicides.	Little	is	known	however,	on	the	fatal	victimization	of	children	in	the	region	

as	a	result	of	community	violence.	A	general	overview	 is	 lacking	 	–	both	globally	and	

specifically	for	Latin	America		–	indicating	the	prevalence	and	way	in	which	children	are	

killed	as	a	result	of	interpersonal	community	violence,	i.e.	non-familial	violence.	

The	 objective	 of	 the	 present	 paper	was	 to	 compile	 the	 information	 available	

drawn	from	different	reports	on	fatal	victimization	of	children	in	the	public	setting	due	

to	 interpersonal	 community	 violence	 in	 the	 countries	 of	 Latin	 America.	 The	 primary	

aim	was	 not	 to	 collect	 new	 information	but	 to	 identify,	 among	 the	different	 studies	

currently	 available,	 the	 existing	 information	 on	 this	 specific	 type	 of	 violence	 against	

children	 in	 order	 to	 build	 a	 more	 meaningful	 picture	 and	 identify	 knowledge	 gaps,	

allowing	a	more	accurate	diagnosis	of	the	problem.		

To	this	end,	the	paper	is	organized	under	three	main	sections.	The	first	section,	

“Age	 ranges	 and	 concepts	 for	 understanding	 fatal	 victimization	 of	 children	 due	 to	

interpersonal	 community	 violence	 in	 Latin	 America”,	 seeks	 to	 define	 the	 age	 ranges	

used	 for	characterizing	childhood	and	 includes	a	brief	discussion	on	 the	definition	of	

violence,	particularly	violence	against	children	and	interpersonal	community	violence.	
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The	section	also	features	a	discussion	on	the	importance	of	the	issue	and	its	impact	on	

the	social	and	cognitive	development,	as	well	as	on	the	health,	of	these	children.	The	

second	 section	 focuses	 on	 Latin	 America	 and	 the	 structural/contextual	 factors	

rendering	 children	 vulnerable	 to	 fatal	 victimization	 due	 to	 interpersonal	 community	

violence	 in	 the	 region.	Problems	such	as	activities	by	“extermination“	groups,	gangs,	

police	violence,	organized	crime,	economic	and	social	situation	of	the	countries,	illegal	

migration,	 border	 crossings,	 among	 others,	 are	 also	 briefly	 addressed.	 The	 objective	

was	to	present	the	underlying	foundation	that	underpins	the	problem	at	hand.	As	far	

as	possible,	general	 issues	for	the	regions	are	addressed,	along	with	those	specific	to	

some	 countries.	 The	 third	 section,	 “Fatal	 victimization:	 homicides	 of	 children	 and	

adolescents	 in	Latin	America”	provides	a	compilation	of	available	data	 in	an	effort	to	

provide	a	picture	portraying,	albeit	partially,	the	magnitude	of	the	problem	in	LA	as	a	

whole	 and	 in	 its	 constituent	 countries.	 This	 section	 draws	 largely	 on	 comparative	

reports.	The	paper	concludes	with	final	considerations.	

	

AGE	 RANGES	 AND	 CONCEPTS	 FOR	 UNDERSTANDING	 FATAL	 VICTIMIZATION	 OF	
CHILDREN	DUE	TO	INTERPERSONAL	COMMUNITY	VIOLENCE	IN	LATIN	AMERICA	 	

	

Despite	the	cultural	differences	in	the	concept	defining	biological	maturity	and	

age	of	new	generations	as	well	as	in	its	social	role,	“childhood”	has	been	increasingly	

defined	as	a	differentiated	time	in	the	process	of	human	development	which	calls	for	

special	protection.	This	concept	 is	explicit	 in	the	legal	sphere,	with	the	definition	and	

adoption	 of	 international	 and	 national	 instruments	 to	 ensure	 specific	 rights,	 whose	

most	notable	 legal	 framework	 is	 currently	 the	1989	Convention	on	 the	Rights	of	 the	

Child.	According	to	Rosemberg	and	Mariano	(2010),	this	Declaration,	as	compared	to	

previous	 international	 declarations,	 is	 innovative	 not	 only	 for	 its	 scope	 but	 in	

conferring	to	children	all	the	rights	and	freedoms	upheld	in	the	Declaration	of	Human	

Rights.	 This	 means	 that	 children	 and	 adolescents	 were	 granted	 rights	 to	 freedom,	

hitherto	 reserved	only	 for	adults.	However,	 the	1989	Convention	also	 recognizes	 the	

specificity	 inherent	 to	 this	 time	 of	 life,	 “adopting	 a	 concept	 similar	 to	 that	 of	 the	
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preamble	of	 the	1959	Declaration	of	Rights	of	 the	Child:	 ´the	 child,	 by	 reason	of	his	

physical	 and	 mental	 immaturity,	 needs	 special	 safeguards	 and	 care,	 including	

appropriate	legal	protection,	before	as	well	as	after	birth´”	(ROSEMBERG	&	MARIANO,	

2010,	 p.699).	 In	 addition,	 the	 Declaration	 conceives	 childhood	 as	 a	 period	 spanning	

from	birth	to	18	years	of	age.		

Other	studies	have	also	adopted	this	same	age	range,	 including	 investigations	

aimed	at	determining	the	extent	of	violence	against	children	and	proposing	preventive	

measures	 (UN,	 2006;	 UNICEF,	 2014a).	 However,	 age	 subdivisions	 have	 also	 been	

adopted	as	a	means	of	identifying	the	transformations	which	unfold	during	this	period	

involving	the	different	phases	of	physical,	mental	and	social	development	which	tend	

to	be	associated	with	different	forms	of	violence.	In	the	report	Hidden	in	plain	sight:	a	

statistical	 analysis	 of	 violence	 against	 children	 (UNICEF,	 2014a),	 this	 period	 is	

subdivided	 into	 early	 childhood,	 middle	 childhood,	 late	 childhood	 and	 adolescence.	

Currently,	no	clear	definition	or	consensus	exists	on	 the	age	 ranges	of	each	of	 these	

phases	but,	according	to	the	definition	set	forth	by	the	Center	for	Disease	Control2	and	

Unicef3	,	early	childhood	can	be	delimited	as	the	period	spanning	from	birth	to	5	or	6	

years	of	 life,	middle	childhood	 from	6/7	 to	10/11	and	 late	childhood/adolescence	as	

the	period	spanning	from	11/12	to	18/19	years	of	age.	During	these	phases,	different	

manifestations	of	violence	prevail,	as	well	as	specific	vulnerability	factors.	

Akin	to	the	lack	of	consensus	on	the	definition	of	childhood	and	its	stages,	no	

single	definition	exists	of	violence	in	general	or	of	violence	specifically	against	children.	

Violence	against	children	is	a	worldwide	problem	which	can	manifest	in	different	forms	

depending	on	cultural,	economic	and	social	factors	of	the	region	and	the	countries	in	

which	it	occurs.	Given	its	multifaceted	nature,	many	studies	on	the	theme	(UN,	2006;	

UNICEF,	2006a;	UNICEF,	2012)	have	adopted	the	definition	set	forth	in	article	19	of	the	

1989	Convention	on	Rights	of	 the	Child	which	encompasses	 “all	 forms	of	physical	or	

mental	 violence,	 injury	 or	 abuse,	 neglect	 or	 negligent	 treatment,	 maltreatment	 or	

exploitation,	 including	 sexual	 abuse”	 practiced	 against	 the	 child.	 Thus,	 although	 the	

																																																													
2	http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/positiveparenting/infants.html		
3	http://www.unicef.org/cwc/cwc_58619.html		
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Declaration	falls	short	of	providing	a	definition	of	violence	against	the	child	per	se,	 it	

makes	explicit	the	role	of	States	in	the	protection	of	children	against	a	wide	range	of	

violent	acts.		

In	the	World	Report	on	Violence	and	Health	(Krug	et	al.,	2002)	the	WHO	defines	

violence	 as:	 “The	 intentional	 use	 of	 physical	 force	 or	 power,	 threatened	 or	 actual,	

against	oneself,	another	person,	or	against	a	group	or	community,	that	either	results	in	

or	 has	 a	 high	 likelihood	 of	 resulting	 in	 injury,	 death,	 psychological	 harm,	

maldevelopment	 or	 deprivation”	 (p.5).	 According	 to	 the	 WHO,	 violence	 can	 be	

classified,	based	on	the	characteristics	of	the	perpetrators	and	victims,	as	self-directed,	

interpersonal	or	collective.	Interpersonal	violence	is	further	subdivided	into	family	and	

community	 violence,	 where	 violence	 against	 children	 is	 defined	 by	 the	 WHO	 as	 a	

subtype	of	interpersonal	family	violence.		

Specifically	 regarding	 the	 definition	 of	 violence	 against	 children,	 the	 WHO	

defines	child	maltreatment	in	the	Global	Status	Report	on	Violence	Prevention	(WHO,	

2014),	 as	 “...the	 abuse	 and	 neglect	 of	 children	 under	 18	 years	 of	 age.	 It	 includes	 all	

types	 of	 physical	 and/or	 emotional	 maltreatment,	 sexual	 abuse,	 neglect,	 negligence	

and	commercial	or	other	exploitation,	which	results	in	actual	or	potential	harm	to	the	

child’s	 health,	 survival,	 development	 or	 dignity	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 relationship	 of	

responsibility,	 trust	 or	 power	 (p.70)”.	 Thus,	while	 the	World	 Report	 on	 Violence	 and	

Health	 refers	 to	 child	 violence	 as	 a	 subtype	 of	 interpersonal	 family	 violence,	 child	

maltreatment	in	the	WHO	report	is	limited	to	the	context	of	relationships	of	trust	and	

responsibility.	

The	 definitions	 and	 typification	 attempts	 outlined	 above	 illustrate	 the	

challenges	 inherent	 to	 the	 specific	 subject	 matter	 of	 this	 paper,	 namely:	 the	 Fatal	

victimization	 of	 children	 in	 the	 public	 setting	 due	 to	 interpersonal	 community	

violence.	Therefore,	the	aim	of	this	paper	was	not	to	present	a	systematization	of	the	

situation	of	violence	against	children	in	Latin	America	(as	a	type	of	family	violence	or	

that	occurs	specifically	in	the	context	of	trust	and	care)	but	to	elucidate	the	degree	to	

which	 interpersonal	 community	 violence,	 typical	 of	 public	 settings,	 fatally	 affects	

children	in	the	region.		
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Interpersonal	community	violence	is	defined	by	the	WHO	as	violence	occurring	

among	 individuals	who	are	unrelated	although	may	be	acquaintances,	 that	generally	

takes	place	“outside	the	home"	i.e.	in	public	settings	and	institutional	settings	such	as	

schools,	workplaces,	 correctional	 facilities	 and	 others	 (Krug	 et	 al.	 2002).	 Victims	 are	

predominantly	 young	male	 adults.	However,	 the	definition	of	 community	 violence	 is	

not	restricted	to	a	specific	 type	of	victim	 in	terms	of	age	or	gender	but	refers	to	the	

setting	in	which	it	occurs	and	the	type	of	victim-perpetrator	relationship.	Thus,	based	

on	 the	 typology	 defined	 by	 the	 WHO,	 violence	 against	 children	 can	 be	 family	 or	

community,	according	to	type	of	victim-perpetrator	relationship	and	includes	physical,	

sexual,	psychological	attacks	as	well	as	acts	of	negligence	and	deprivation.	

Another	 approach	 to	 tackling	 violence	 against	 children	 is	 by	 considering	 the	

different	 settings	 where	 this	 takes	 place,	 including	 the	 home	 (encompassing	 family	

interactions),	 school,	 workplaces,	 institutions	 of	 justice	 and	 custody,	 as	 well	 as	 the	

community	(UN,	2006;	UNICEF,	2006;	2013;		Movimento	Mundial	pela	Infância	(World	

Movement	for	Childhood),	2011;	2012).	It	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	paper	to	embark	

on	an	 in-depth	discussion	on	these	scenarios	or	the	risk	 factors	and	types	associated	

with	 violence	 in	 each	 case.	 In	 generalized	 terms,	 all	 types	 of	 violence	 –	 physical,	

psychological,	 sexual	 and	 in	 the	 form	of	 neglect	 –	may	 occur,	 to	 a	 lesser	 or	 greater	

degree,	 in	all	of	these	settings.	The	profile	of	perpetrators	 is	also	varied	and	includes	

parents,	caregivers,	family	members,	teachers,	authorities	responsible	for	applying	the	

law	 and	 even	 other	 children.	 This	 is	 the	 case	 because	 acts	 of	 violence	 committed	

against	children	are	often	legitimized	by	the	State	and	by	society,	since	they	take	place	

under	the	guises	of	“tradition”	or	“discipline”.		

The	 repercussions	 for	 children	are	associated	with	 the	 frequency,	 recurrence,	

gravity	of	the	acts	and	type	of	perpetrator-victim	relationship.	It	is	noteworthy	that	a	

substantial	 number	 of	 studies	 affirm	 that	 the	 experiences	 of	 violence	 are	

interconnected	 and	 cumulative	 (UNICEF,	 2006;	 2013)	 and	 that	 children	 tend	 to	 be	

victims	of	violence	in	different	settings	and	by	different	perpetrators.		

Reiterating,	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 to	 establish	 the	 magnitude	 of	 fatal	

victimization	of	children	in	the	public	setting	due	to	interpersonal	community	violence.	
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Referring	 again	 to	 the	 definition	 by	 the	WHO,	 interpersonal	 community	 violence	 is	

violence	 that	 takes	place	outside	 the	home,	encompassing	 four	of	 the	 five	 scenarios	

outlined	 above	 (school,	 workplace,	 institutions	 of	 justice	 and	 custody,	 and	 the	

community).	Fatal	child	victimization	due	to	interpersonal	community	violence	is	that	

which	 occur	 in	 the	 community	 setting	 (excluding	 cases	 of	 violence	 among	 peers,	

violence	 in	 the	 school	 setting	 and	 bullying)	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 interest	 of	 the	 present	

paper.	

Fatal	 victimization	 of	 children	 through	 interpersonal	 community	 violence	 has	

been	little	explored.	There	is	scant	knowledge	on	the	role	of	violence	in	the	community	

(such	as	urban	crime,	gang	activities,	organized	crime	and	other	forms)	in	the	death	of	

children	 worldwide:	 information	 available	 is	 scarce	 and	 poorly	 systematized,	

hampering	 accurate	 global	 diagnosis	 of	 the	 issue	 in	 terms	 of	 magnitude	 and	

determinants.		The	majority	of	studies	seek	to	estimate	the	prevalence	of	victimization	

in	 the	 general	 population,	 tend	 to	 involve	 samples	 of	 adult	 populations,	 and	 rarely	

include	children.	This	gap	in	knowledge	is	even	greater	when	considering	cases	of	fatal	

victimization.	The	vast	majority	of	 studies	on	homicide	of	children	address	situations	

within	the	family	setting	or	report	data	on	homicides	without	specifying	the	context	in	

which	the	deaths	occurred.	Most	of	the	global	comparative	studies	on	homicides	are	

limited	to	rates	for	the	general	population,	stratified	by	gender,	or	for	the	youth	age	

group.	One	 exception	 is	 the	 report	 by	UNICEF	 (2014a),	 containing	 data	 for	 the	 0-19	

years	age	range.	

Some	 studies	 however,	 have	 sought	 to	 define	 the	 most	 common	 types	 of	

violence	 for	 different	 age	 brackets4.	 In	 early	 childhood,	 small	 children	 are	 more	

vulnerable	to	violence	occurring	within	the	domestic	environment	by	their	caregivers	–	

generally	mothers	–	and	other	members	of	the	family,	owing	to	their	dependence	and	

limited	 social	 interactions	 outside	 the	 domestic	 sphere.	 For	 the	 middle	 childhood	
																																																													
4	Besides	the	age	factor,	some	groups	of	children	are	more	vulnerable	to	different	types	of	violence,	as	
is	 the	 case	 of	 children	 belonging	 to	 marginalized	 groups,	 such	 as	 children	 who	 are	 handicapped,	
orphans,	 indigenous,	 ethnic	 minority,	 displaced	 and	 refugees,	 street	 children	 and	 those	 residing	 in	
juvenile	 detention	 institutions.	 In	 addition,	 for	 children	 living	 in	 communities	 where	 inequality,	
unemployment	and	poverty	are	highly	concentrated,	the	risk	of	violence	is	even	greater	(UN,	2006),	as	
seen	in	the	case	of	Latin	American	countries.	
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period	 (from	 5/6	 to	 10/11	 years),	 there	 is	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 risk	 of	 interpersonal	

community	 violence,	 since	 these	 children	not	only	go	 through	a	period	of	 increasing	

independence	 in	 their	 family	 relationships,	 potentially	 leading	 to	 conflict	 and	

consequent	 “disciplinary”	 punishments,	 but	 are	 also	 exposed	 to	 school	 environment	

and	 subject	 to	 new	 forms	 of	 victimization.	 During	 late	 childhood	 and	 adolescence	

(from	11/12	to	18	years),	also	known	as	the	pubertal	period,	children	begin	to	explore	

their	independence	and	frequent	other	settings	other	than	the	domestic	environment;	

in	this	phase	they	are	more	 likely	to	display	high-risk	behaviors,	such	as	use	of	drugs	

and	alcohol	and	to	indulge	in	unprotected	sex.	Moreover,	the	greater	social	interaction	

favors	involvement	in	political	movements,	armed	conflicts	or	criminal	activities	which	

attract	 largely	 marginalized	 children	 living	 in	 unfavorable	 socioeconomic	 settings,	

greatly	increasing	the	risks	of	death	due	to	homicide	(UNICEF,	2014a).	

Irrespective	of	 the	 type	of	violence	 to	which	 they	are	exposed,	 it	 is	a	general	

consensus	 that	 victimization	 or	 exposure	 to	 violence	 can	 impact	 the	 physical	 and	

mental	health	of	the	child	and	also	their	process	of	 future	socialization.	Studies	have	

shown	that	 if	 they	do	not	become	fatal	victims,	 they	can	present	serious	 irreparable	

damage	 throughout	 life	 and/or	 long-term	 psychological	 disturbances,	 such	 as	 post-

traumatic	 disorders	 which	 may	 affect	 their	 development	 and	 consequently	 reduce	

their	 learning	 ability,	 including	 their	 social	 and	 affective	 relationships	 (UN,	 2006;	

UNICEF,	 2014a).	 Other	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 children	 exposed	 to	 systematic	

violence,	 such	 as	 those	 growing	 up	 in	 societies	marked	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 terrorist	

organization	or	other	armed	groups,	have	a	high	risk	of	interpersonal	victimization	and	

often	themselves	become	violent	(UNICEF,	2014a).	

Vulnerability	of	children	to	violence	can	be	seen	even	in	countries	that	officially	

guarantee	their	commitment	to	the	instruments	devised	to	protect	human	rights	and	

promote	 childhood	 development	 (UN,	 2006:	 PINHEIRO,	 2006)	 evidencing	 the	

complexity	of	elements	 that	structure,	 reinforce	and	 legitimize	 lethal	victimization	of	

children	 as	well	 as	 the	 need	 to	 develop	 effective	 tools	 for	 quantifying	 this	 problem	

(HUNNICUT	&	LAFREE,	2008).	There	are	a	series	of	factors	which,	when	combined,	are	

conducive	 to	 the	occurrence	of	violence.	These	are:	 the	characteristics	of	 the	victim,	
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their	family,	of	the	perpetrator,	the	setting	in	which	the	victim	resides,	and	the	general	

characteristics	 of	 the	 society	 (UN,	 2006:	 PINHEIRO,	 2006).	 These	 transversal	 risk	

factors	create	a	 social	atmosphere	conducive	 to	violence	and,	as	a	 result,	 contribute	

more	 specifically	 to	 child	 vulnerability	 to	 violence	 with	 lethal	 outcomes.	 These	 risk	

factors	 encompass	 specific	 settings	 involving	 the	 presence	 of	 children	 at	 borders	 or	

locations	of	armed	conflict,	 the	custody	of	 children	 in	a	 range	of	different	 settings	–	

albeit	 institutions	 such	 as	 the	 school	 environment.	 assistance	 and	 special	 care	

networks	 or	 juvenile	 detention	 institutions	 –	 and	 the	 presence	 of	 children	 in	 work	

places	 and	 living	 on	 the	 streets.	 These	 are	 components	 associated	 with	 high-risk	

situations	that	contribute	to	lethal	outcomes.	The	panoramas	that	follow	represent	a	

convergence	 of	 elements	 which	 potentially	 contribute	 to	 increased	 vulnerability	 of	

children	from	Latin	America	to	fatal	violence.	

	

STRUCTURAL/CONTEXTUAL	FACTORS	RENDERING	CHILDREN	VULNERABLE	TO	FATAL	
VICTIMIZATION	DUE	TO	INTERPERSONAL	COMMUNITY	VIOLENCE	IN	LATIN	AMERICA	

	

Latin	America	 is	 a	 large,	 plural	 region	 in	 cultural	 and	 socioeconomic	 terms.	 It	

covers	a	huge	land	area	encompassing	countries	in	both	Central	and	South	Americas.				

The	chart	below	depicts	the	countries	making	up	the	region,	in	addition	to	some	data	

which	 serve	 to	 illustrate	 the	 wide	 diversity	 of	 scenarios	 regarding	 degree	 of	

socioeconomic	 development	 and	 global	 levels	 of	 violence,	 as	measured	by	 homicide	

rate	 per	 100,000	 population.	 Despite	 the	 large	 disparity	 in	 homicide	 rates	 (whose	

values	range	from	4.6	in	Chile	to	85.5	in	Honduras),	the	gravity	of	the	problem	in	the	

region	since	the	mid-1980s	is	clear.	Based	on	data	from	the	Global	Status	Report	(OMS,	

2014),	13	out	of	 the	20	LA	countries	have	a	homicide	rate	exceeding	10	per	100,000	

population,	and	of	over	20	per	100,000	in	9	territories.		

	

Country	
Total	

Population	 Land	area	
Population	
density		

GNP	per	
capita*		

	
	
Homicide	rate	
(/100,000)	
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Argentina	 41,803,125	 2,780,400	 15	 14.56	 6.0***	
Belize	 339,758	 22,970	 15	 4.510**	 39	
Bolivia	 10,847,664	 1,098,580	 10	 2.83	 33	
Brazil	 202,033,670	 8,515,770	 24	 11.76	 24.3	
Chile	 17,772,871	 756,096	 24	 14.9	 4.6***	
Colombia	 48,929,706	 1,141,748	 44	 7.78	 34	
Costa	Rica	 4,937,755	 51,100	 97	 9.75	 8.8	
El	Salvador	 6,383,752	 21,040	 308	 3.78	 70	
Ecuador	 15,982,551	 256,370	 64	 6.04	 13.79	
Guatemala	 15,859,714	 108,890	 148	 3.44	 34.2	
Guyana	 803,677	 214,970	 4	 3.97	 17	
Honduras	 8,260,749	 112,490	 74	 2.19	 85.5	
Mexico	 123,799,215	 1,964,380	 64	 9.98	 24	
Nicaragua	 6,169,269	 130,370	 51	 1.83	 12	
Panama	 3,926,017	 75,420	 53	 10.97	 17	
Paraguay	 6,917,579	 406,752	 17	 4.15	 9.7***	
Peru	 30,769,077	 1,285,220	 24	 6.41	 6.5	
Surinam	 543,925	 163,820	 3	 9.370**	 9.4	
Uruguay	 3,418,694	 176,220	 20	 16.36	 7.9***	
Venezuela	 30,851,343	 912,050	 35	 12.82	 57.6***	

	
SOURCE:	2014	data	for	total	population,	land	area,	population	density	and	GNP	per	capita,	obtained	
from	the	World	Bank	Group	(web	site:	www.worldbank.org).	Homicide	rates:	Global	Status	Report	on	
Violence	Prevention	(WHO,	2014).		
*	Gross	national	product	(converted	to	USD)	divided	by	the	population	midyear.		
**Owing	to	absence	of	data	for	2014,	the	last	data	available	was	used	in	these	fields	(from	2013	in	both	
cases).	
***Data	extracted	from	tables	published	as	a	statistics	annex	to	the	Global	Status	Report	on	Violence	
Prevention	(WHO,	2014).	All	 remaining	data	was	drawn	from	the	profiles	of	each	country	given	 in	the	
body	of	same	report.	

	

This	 	section	discusses	several	contextual	factors	,	characteristic	of	some	Latin	

American	countries,	that	contribute	to	greater	child	vulnerability	to	fatal	victimization	

resulting	from	interpersonal	community	violence.	The	objective	was	not	to	conduct	an	

exhaustive	 discussion	 on	 the	 cited	 aspects	 nor	 to	 explore	 the	 specificities	 of	 each	

individual	country,	tasks	outside	the	scope	of	this	paper.		

Pinheiro	 (UN,2006)	 stated	 that	 when	 the	 focus	 of	 analysis	 is	 specifically	

directed	 towards	 violence	 against	 children,	 the	 violent	 acts	 are	 not	 confined	 to	

geographic	 borders,	 class,	 race,	 religion	 or	 culture.	 Violence	 against	 children	

encompasses	 a	wide	 range	of	 different	 settings:	 the	domestic	 environment,	 schools,	

workplaces,	venues	for	entertainment,	the	public	setting,	centers	for	special	care	and	

assistance	 as	 well	 as	 juvenile	 detention	 institutions	 (UN,	 2006:	 PINHEIRO,	 2006;	

FINKELHOR	 &	 DZIUBA-LEATHERMAN,	 1994).	 In	 fact,	 violence	 against	 children	 is	 a	
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global	problem	on	an	epidemic	scale	which	can	affect	children	anywhere	(albeit	in	the	

home,	school	or	streets)	and	can	even	span	generations	(UNICEF,	2014).		

Although	 violence	 is	 a	 global	 problem	 affecting	 children	 worldwide,	 some	

children	are	known	to	be	especially	susceptible	owing	to	their	age,	gender,	race,	ethnic	

origin,	 disability	 or	 social	 status.	 Moreover,	 contextual	 characteristics	 also	 result	 in	

different	patterns	of	vulnerability	 to	violence.	Globally	speaking,	all	 types	of	violence	

are	 associated	 with	 social	 factors	 such	 as	 poverty,	 social	 and	 cultural	 norms	 and	

gender,	unemployment,	sharp	social	changes,	inequality	of	gender	and	income	(WHO,	

UNODOC	&	UNDP,	2014).	According	to	data	from	UNICEF	(2014),	of	those	children	who	

are	subjected	to	violence,	60%	are	living	in	poverty.			

Although	mapping	a	single	scenario	specifically	for	Latin	America	is	unfeasible,	

the	high	levels	of	violence	appear	to	be	linked	with	inequality,	the	cultural	dimension	

of	 a	 “macho”	 attitude,	 social	 exclusion	 	 –	 evidenced	by	 the	 stark	 contrasts	 between	

wealth	and	extreme	poverty	-	the	unequal	life	opportunities	faced	by	Latin	Americans	

–	both	 in	 term	of	educational	development	and	also	 the	 job	market	as	 result	of	 the	

high	concentration	of	youths	in	the	region	-	and	with	the	weak	legitimacy	of	the	state	

monopoly	of	violence	resulting	from	shortcomings	of	the	rule	of	democratic	law	and	of	

corrupt	practices	rife	within	the	police	forces,	with	a	notable	growth	and	strengthening	

of	 groups	 involved	 in	 organized	 crime	 (IMBUSCH,	MISSE	&	 CARRIÓN,	 2011;	 UNICEF,	

2006).	

	

Institutional	violence	practiced	by	police	authorities	

The	 report	 La	 violencia	 contra	 niños,	 niñas	 y	 adolescentes	 (Violence	 against	

boys,	 girls	 and	 adolescents)	 (UNICEF,	 2006)	 identified	 institutional	 violence	 as	

stemming	from	different	forms	of	violence	practiced	by	State	institutions,	bodies	and	

agents.	 Institutional	 violence	 occurs	 both	 within	 institutions	 and	 bodies	 for	 the	

confinement	 of	 delinquent	 boys,	 girls	 and	 adolescents	who	have	 broken	 the	 law,	 as	

well	 as	 in	 the	 public,	 particularly	 urban,	 setting	 during	 routine	 stops	 carried	 out	 by	

police	 authorities	 of	 boys,	 girls	 and	 adolescents	 for	 acting	 suspiciously.	 The	 same	
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report	showed	that	police	violence	includes	physical	violence	(also	exemplified	by	the	

practice	 of	 extrajudicial	 summary	 execution	 and	 for	 failure	 to	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	

victims	 of	 lynching),	 emotional	 and	 property	 violence,	 and	 may	 also	 include	 sexual	

abuses.		According	to	UNICEF	(2006),	the	Comité	de	los	Derechos	del	Niño	(Commission	

of	the	Rights	of	the	Child)	has	received	formal	complaints	of	police	maltreatment	and	

brutality	and	although	most	Latin	American	countries	prohibit	the	death	penalty,	the	

participation	 of	 police	 authorities	 in	 the	 assassination	 of	 adolescents	 from	 poor	

neighborhoods	or	 living	 in	 the	streets	appears	 to	be	more	common	than	 is	 stated	 in	

the	media.	In	the	vast	majority	of	these	cases,	the	nature	of	these	police	activities	are	

clandestine	 and	 are	 not	 supported	 by	 institutional	 policies	 but	 involve	 activity	 of	

corrupt	members	of	the	institutions	(UNICEF,	2006).	In	these	situations,	the	violations	

are	committed	by	 institution	members	who,	 in	 theory,	 should	be	responsible	 for	 the	

protection	 of	 the	 children	 and	 adolescents	 (UNICEF,	 2014).	 Data	 contained	 in	 the	

report	 by	 the	 MOVIMENTO	 MUNDIAL	 PELA	 INFÂNCIA	 (WORLD	 MOVEMENT	 FOR	

CHILDHOOD)	 (2012)5	 indicate	 that	 in	 Honduras,	 a	 large	 contingent	 of	 police	 agents	

operate	 outside	 the	 law,	 in	 complicity	 with	 their	 superiors	 and,	 allied	 to	 groups	 of	

organized	 crime,	 contributes	 to	 a	 negative	 image	 of	 the	 police	 force	 as	 being	 a	

dangerous	 institution	 whose	 officers	 are	 easily	 bribed.	 Also	 according	 to	 the	

Movimento	Mundial	 pela	 Infância	 (2012),	 the	 police	 of	 El	 Salvador	 instill	 a	 sense	 of	

fear,	lack	of	respect	and	risk	of	suffering	repressive	measures	for	no	apparent	reason	

and,	according	to	local	perceptions	in	Costa	Rica,	demands	made	by	police	should	not	

be	obeyed	owing	to	the	poor	example	set	by	some	members	of	the	force.	According	to	

the	report	Easy	targets:	Violence	against	children	worldwide	(HUMAN	RIGHTS	WATCH,	

2001),	 in	 Guatemala,	 children	 are	 systematically	 submitted	 to	 beatings,	 theft	 and	

sexual	 abuse	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 the	National	 Police	 and	 private	 security	 guards.	 These	

violations	tend	to	occur	at	night,	when	it	is	harder	to	identify	individuals	who	can	bear	

																																																													
5	Violencia	contra	 los	niños,	niñas	y	adolescentes:	Estado	de	situación	de	 los	países	de	Centroamérica,	
México,	Cuba,	y	República	Dominicana	en	relación	con	la	violencia	contra	los	niños,	niñas	y	adolescentes	
en	seguimiento	al	Estudio	de	Naciones	Unidas	sobre	la	Violencia	contra	los	Niños.	(Violence	against	boys,	
girls	and	adolescents:	status	of	the	situation	of	the	countries	of	Central	America,	Mexico,	Cuba	and	the	
Dominican	Republic	on	violence	against	boys,	girls	and	adolescents	in	the	UN	Study	on	Violence	against	
Children).			
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witness	 to	 the	 actions,	 and	 typically	 in	 deserted	 areas,	 backstreets	 and	 police	

precincts.	 Guatemala´s	 street	 children	 are	 also	 subject	 to	 extrajudicial	 summary	

executions.	According	 to	 the	 report	Homicídios	de	Crianças	e	 Jovens	no	Brasil:	1980-

20026	(Homicides	of	Children	and	Youths	 in	Brazil:	1980-2002)	(PERES	et	al.,	2006),	 in	

Brazil,	 police	 violence	 played	 a	 role	 in	 over	 50%	of	 victims	 of	 Serious	Human	Rights	

Violations	aged	0-4	years	and	5-9	years	(53.66%	and	54.14%,	respectively)	and	likewise	

in	over	50%	of	victims	aged	10-14	and	15-19	years	(52.83%	and	53.50%,	respectively).		

Also	 based	 on	 the	 data	 from	 the	 NEV/USP	 (Center	 for	 Studies	 on	 Violence	 of	 the	

University	of	São	Paulo)	(PERES	et	al.,	2006),	88%	of	cases	of	 lynching	and	68.53%	of	

cases	of	police	violence	perpetrated	against	children	and	adolescents	aged	0-19	years	

in	Brazil	took	place	within	police	precincts	(PERES	et	al.,	2006).		

As	stated	by	Jesus	&	Jesus	Filho	(2012),		the	proportion	of	court	decisions	made	

by	 the	 Law	Courts	 in	 the	 Southeast	 region	 of	 Brazil	 in	 cases	 of	 the	 crime	 of	 torture	

against	children	and	adolescents	account	for	35.1%	of	all	such	cases,	comprising	25.7%	

against	 children	 and	 9.4%	against	 adolescents.	However,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 take	 into	

consideration	that,	according	to	the	authors,	the	number	of	cases	effectively	reported	

to	the	police	officers	or	to	other	formal	control	entities,	appears	not	to	reflect	the	true	

number	of	cases	of	 reports	of	 torture	that	are	made.	This	same	alarming	situation	 is	

also	 seen	 in	 Honduras	 where,	 between	 May	 2002	 and	 March	 2004,	 a	 total	 of	 59	

children	and	youths	aged	under	23	years	of	age	died	while	in	detention,	41	of	whom,	

according	to	claims	by	local	NGOs,	were	illegally	executed	by	agents	of	the	State	(UN,	

2006).	

Mexico	has	seen	growing	levels	of	violence	in	recent	years,	including	homicides,	

directly	impacting	children.	According	to	Human	Rights	Watch	(2011),	since	2006,	via	a	

national	 policy	 of	 “waging	 war”	 against	 drugs	 trafficking	 characterized	 by	 the	

deployment	 of	military	 forces,	 there	 have	 been	 numerous	 instances	 of	 extrajudicial	

																																																													
6	These	data	were	collected	from	the	Data	Base	on	Human	Rights	Violations	of	the	Center	for	Studies	on	
Violence	of	the	University	of	São	Paulo	(NEV/USP).	This	database	consists	of	cases	of	lynching,	summary	
execution	and	police	violence	reported	by	the	printed	press	between	1980	and	2003,	and	holds	data	on	
serious	 human	 rights	 violations	 in	 which	 the	 direct	 victims	 (fatal	 or	 otherwise)	 and	 indirect	 victims	
(witnesses)	were	children	and	adolescents	aged	0-19	years.		
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executions,	disappearances	and	torture.	Thus,	the	security	policy	adopted	has	not	only	

failed	to	combat	crime,	but	has	promoted	further	violence,	illegality	and	fear	in	many	

regions	 across	 the	 country.	 Therefore,	 as	 shown	 by	 Emmerich	 (2011),	 almost	 1,000	

children	 and	 adolescents	 have	 lost	 their	 lives	 as	 a	 result	 of	 this	 policy.	 Between	

December	2006	and	October	2010,	944	children	were	assassinated	in	the	fight	against	

organized	 crime.	 In	 the	 2000-2006	 period,	 the	 number	 was	 503	 children,	

demonstrating	the	rise	 in	this	type	of	violence	within	a	relatively	short	timeframe.	 In	

addition,	 a	marked	 increase	 in	 the	 stigma	 surrounding	 children	 killed	during	military	

action	 against	 drugs	 trafficking,	 immediately	 associating	 them	with	 criminal	 activity,	

without	 evidence	 or	 investigation.	 The	 damage	 of	 this	 “war”	 are	 even	 more	

accentuated	 for	children	with	meagre	 financial	 resources	 living	 in	 the	border	 regions	

with	 high	 levels	 of	 violence,	 such	 as	 Ciudad	 Juarez	 and	 Tijuana.	 Besides	 the	

assassinations	 of	 children,	many	 end	 up	 being	 orphaned	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 violence.	

Despite	 this	 situation,	 little	 has	 been	 done	 to	 investigate	 the	 cases	 and	 bring	 those	

responsible	to	account.		

	

	

Gangs	and	organized	crime	groups	

	

Violence	related	to	the	use	and	trafficking	of	drugs	has	become	commonplace,	

especially	in	fast-growing	cities	with	scant	investment	in	infrastructure	or	in	the	justice	

system.	In	Latin	America,	adolescents	have	been	the	most	common	victims	of	this	type	

of	 violence.	 In	 general	 terms,	 almost	 a	 third	of	 all	 assassinations	 that	 take	place	are	

gang	related7	or	 in	some	way	involved	with	trafficking	of	drugs	or	other	 illegal	goods		

(UNICEF,	 2014).	 According	 to	 Rodgers	 (1999),	 gangs	 exist	 in	 many	 Latin	 American	

countries	such	as	Peru,	Mexico,	Nicaragua,	Costa	Rica,	Guatemala,	Chile,	El	Salvador,	

Brazil,	Colombia	and	Argentina.	There	is	also	evidence,	albeit	scarce,	on	the	existence	
																																																													
7	For	each	of	the	countries,	the	gangs	have	specific	names:	in	El	Salvador,	Guatemala	and	Honduras,	they	
are	 called	maras;	 in	 Colombia	 and	 Ecuador,	 bandas;	 in	 Peru,	 chimbas	 or	manchas;	 in	 México	 and	
Nicaragua,	pandillas;	in	Argentina,	barras;	in	Costa	Rica,	parchas	or	chapulines	and	in	Brazil,	quadrilhas	
or	galeras	(IMBUSCH,	MISSE	&	CARRIÓN,	2011,	p.130,	italics	by	the	authors).	
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of	 gangs	 in	 Venezuela,	 Panama,	 Uruguay,	 Belize	 and	 in	 Honduras	 (RODGERS,	 1999).	

According	 to	 Imbusch,	 Misse	 &	 Carrión,	 (2011),	 the	 1990s	 marked	 the	 start	 of	 an	

exponential	increase	in	the	recruitment	of	very	young	members	into	gangs	across	Latin	

America.	 According	 to	 UNICEF	 (2006),	 this	 process	 arose	 due	 to	 the	 conditions	 of	

poverty	and	lack	of	work	and	study	options	among	children	and	youths	living	in	regions	

untouched	by	the	opportunities	of	development.	Such	conditions	lead	to	children	and	

adolescents	 becoming	 involved	 in	 illegal,	 clandestine	 and	 criminal	 activities.			

Consequently,	 these	 individuals	 become	 targets	 of	 arbitrarity,	 police	 violence	 and	 in	

the	 worst	 case	 scenario,	 extrajudicial	 summary	 executions	 (MOVIMENTO	 MUNDIAL	

POR	INFANCIA,	2012).	

Estimating	data	on	gangs	 is	challenging,	but	the	number	of	gangs	 is	known	to	

be	 large.	 According	 to	 the	 report	 Crime	 and	 violence	 in	 Central	 America:	 A	

Development	challenge	(BANK	MUNDIAL,	2011),	 in	2011,	there	were	over	500	known	

gangs	 in	 operation	 in	 Central	 America.	 The	 number	 of	members	 belonging	 to	 these	

groups	was	estimated	at	around	70,000,	as	shown	in	the	chart	below	(WORLD	BANK,	

2011,	p.15):	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

CHART	SHOWING	GANG	INVOLVEMENT	IN	CENTRAL	AMERICA	

Country	
Number	of	gang	

members	
Number	of	

gangs	
Honduras	 36,000	 112	
Guatemala	 14,000	 434	
El	Salvador	 10,500	 4	
Nicaragua	 4,500	 268	
Costa	Rica	 2,660	 6	
Panama	 1,385	 94	
Belize	 100	 2	
Total	 69,145	 920	
Source:	Central	American	and	Caribbean	Commission	of	Police	Chiefs	.	
In:	 WORLD	 BANK.	 Crime	 and	 violence	 in	 Central	 America:	 A	
Development	challenge.	Washington,	DC:	World	Bank,	Sustainable	
Development	 and	Economic	Management	Unit,	 Latin	America	 and	
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the	Caribbean	Region,	2011.	p.15.	
The	 same	 report	 	 (WORLD	 BANK,	 2011)	 also	 showed	 that	 gangs	 in	 Central	

America	were	 involved	 in	 illegal	 activities	 ranging	 from	petty	 crime	 and	delinquency	

(such	 as	 thefts,	 muggings	 and	 extortion	 of	 local	 bus	 and	 taxi	 firms	 in	 exchange	 for	

protection	in	the	“turf”	controlled	by	the	gangs,	as	seen	in	the	operations	of	maras	in	

Honduras,	 El	 Salvador	 and	 Guatemala)	 to	 crimes	 involving	 extreme	 violence.	 In	 El	

Salvador,	it	is	estimated	that	gangs	were	responsible	for	8%	of	homicides	in	2003,	9.9%	

in	 2004,	 13.4%	 in	 2005	 and	 10.7%	 in	 2006.	 In	 Guatemala,	 the	 participation	 of	 gang	

members	in	homicides	is	also	high.	Between	June	2002	and	August	2003,	members	or	

former	members	of	gangs	were	involved	in	an	estimated	1/3	of	all	recorded	homicides.	

In	 Honduras,	 around	 15%	 of	 homicides	 are	 estimated	 to	 be	 directly	 gang-related	

(WORLD	BANK,	2011).		

Across	 Central	 America	 in	 general,	 both	 perpetrators	 and	 victims	 of	 violence	

tend	 to	 be	 young	 males.	 In	 Nicaragua	 for	 example,	 around	 half	 of	 the	 men	 who	

committed	murder	were	 aged	 between	 15	 and	 25	 years	whereas	 in	 El	 Salvador	 the	

majority	 of	 people	who	 committed	 violent	 crime	were	 youths	 averaging	 23	 years	 of	

age.	Among	victims	of	homicides	in	Central	America,	the	majority	were	men	between	

15	and	34	years	of	age	(WORLD	BANK,	2011).		

The	 World	 Bank	 (2011)	 employed	 the	 ecological	 model	 to	 delimit	 the	 risk	

factors	 leading	 to	 youths	 involvement	 in	 gangs,	 revealing	 that	 youths	 belonging	 to	

gangs	 represent	 a	 vulnerable	 stratum	 of	 society.	 The	main	 social	 factors	 were:	 a)	 A	

culture	of	violence,	including	a	set	of	standards,	values	and	attitudes	which	legitimize	

the	 practice	 of	 violence;	 b)	 Poverty	 and	 inequality,	 which	 although	 not	 exhibiting	 a	

causal	relationship	with	violence,	 influence	dropping	out	of	school,	which	 in	turn	 is	a	

risk	 factor;	 c)	 Rapid	 and	 uncontrolled	 urbanization,	 which	 contributes	 to	

disorganization	and	to	a	lack	of	urban	planning,	resulting	in	an	increase	in	the	level	of	

violence;	d)	Unemployment	and	a	lack	of	activities	for	young	people,	which	increases	

the	likelihood	of	involvement	of	youths	in	high-risk	behaviors;	e)	Migration,	especially	

among	children	and	youths	who	become	separated	from	their	parents,	as	is	the	case	of	

children	 that	 migrate	 to	 the	 USA	 alone;	 f)	 Drugs	 trafficking,	 which	 causes	 violent	
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behavior,	 chemical	 dependence	 that	 leads	 to	 involvement	 in	 illegal	 activities	 and	

promotes	participation	in	drug	distribution	networks	and	organized	crime.		

The	 community	 factors	 involved:	 a)	 Low	 investment	 in	 the	 schools	 system,	

which	 raises	 the	 risk	 of	 involvement	 in	 “professional”	 criminal	 activities;	 b)	 School	

violence,	 induced	 by	 corporal	 punishment	 meted	 out	 by	 teachers	 or	 violent	 acts	

committed	among	the	pupils;	c)	Free	access	to	the	pool	of	firearms	in	circulation.	The	

most	 notable	 factors	 of	 an	 interpersonal	or	 relational	nature	 included:	 a)	 Poverty	 in	

terms	 of	 housing,	 which	 forces	 parents	 to	 undertake	 long	 work	 commutes,	 leaving	

their	 children	 without	 their	 supervision;	 b)	 Family	 breakdown,	 having	 to	 deal	 with	

experiences	of	violence	 in	 the	 family	environment;	 c)	Friendship	networks	with	gang	

members.	 The	 individual	 factors	 included	 alcohol	 abuse	 and	 the	 process	 of	 identity	

building	 among	 youths	 and	 their	 need	 to	 belong	 to	 a	 group	within	 a	 system	 that	 is	

socially	excluding.	

Although	the	participation	of	children,	at	an	increasingly	early	age,	in	groups	of	

organized	crime	and	gangs	is	recognized,	no	data	are	available	to	estimate	the	extent	

of	this	problem	nor	determine	whether	they	become	fatal	victims	of	violence	(UNICEF,	

2014).					

	
	
	
	
Street-dwelling	children		

The	 risk	of	being	a	 victim	of	 violence	by	police	authorities	or	at	 the	hands	of	

professionals	 responsible	 for	 private	 security	 is	 higher	 among	 children	 living	 on	 the	

streets.	 Violent	 acts	 against	 street	 children	 committed	 by	 police	 involve	 extortion,	

torture,	sexual	abuse	and	often,	death.	Girls	living	on	the	streets	run	the	risk	of	being	

forced	to	have	sex	to	avoid	being	arrested	or	while	in	police	custody.	Among	the	range	

of	 key	 factors	 involved	 in	 these	 cases	 is	 the	 perception	 of	 the	 police	 that	 street	

children	 are	 vagrants	 and	 criminals,	 together	 with	 the	 corruption	 and	 culture	 of	

violence	inherent	to	police	officers,	the	shortcomings	and	lack	of	implementation	of	a	
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legal	 system	 of	 protection	 as	 well	 as	 the	 impunity	 among	 the	 officers	 who	 commit	

these	crimes.				

Street	 children	 are	 vulnerable	 because	 they	 are	 young,	 often	 small,	 poor,	

unware	of	their	rights	and	often	not	under	the	custody	of	an	adult.	When	taken	into	

custody	by	the	police,	some	children	are	subject	to	brutal	interrogations	and	methods	

of	torture	in	order	to	extract	 information	or	supposed	confessions.	 In	a	bid	to	obtain	

information,	 the	 police	 authorities	 submit	 children	 to	 severe	 physical	 punishment,	

isolation,	 lack	 of	 food,	 insults	 and	 physical	 confinement.	 Police	 occasionally	 regard	

these	children	as	a	source	of	money	in	exchange	for	protection	and	the	illegal	creation	

of	 custody	 documents	 (HUMAN	RIGHTS	WATCH,	 2001).	 Around	 230	million	 children	

have	no	legal	identity	and	consequently	have	no	means	of	accessing	the	justice	system	

(UNICEF,	2014).	In	addition,	some	of	the	abuse	–	which	can	sometimes	be	systematic	

in	nature,	and	in	some	cases	result	in	death	–	is	the	product	of	a	failure	by	government	

authorities	 to	 act	 effectively	 to	 punish	 perpetrators	 and	 to	 remain	 unswayed	 when	

faced	with	threats	of	retaliation	(HUMAN	RIGHTS	WATCH,	2001).	

According	to	Human	Rights	Watch	(2001),	in	Guatemala,	children	living	on	the	

streets	are	 subject	 to	 systematic	practices	 involving	 theft,	 sexual	abuse	and	beatings	

by	 the	National	Police	and	private	security	guards.	The	violations	 listed	 in	 the	 report	

tend	to	occur	at	night,	when	there	are	fewer	individuals	around	to	witness	the	crimes.	

For	 this	 reason,	 these	 violent	 acts	 are	 usually	 perpetrated	 in	 deserted	 areas,	

backstreets	 and	 within	 police	 precincts.	 Some	 of	 the	 most	 serious	 crimes	 in	 the	

country	are	cases	of	extrajudicial	summary	executions	against	street-dwelling	children	

(HUMAN	 RIGHTS	WATCH,	 2001).	 In	 Brazil,	 there	 are	 also	 reports	 and	 complaints	 of	

violence	 against	 street	 children,	 such	 as	 the	 1993	 ¨Candelária	Massacre”	 in	which	 8	

children	 were	 executed	 by	 an	 extermination	 group,	 also	 known	 as	 “death	 squads”	

numbering	police	officers	among	them	(ROSENBLATT,	2014).	

	
Children	in	zones	of	armed	conflict	
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In	 conflict	 situations,	 children	 are	 the	 most	 common	 targets	 of	 brutal	 and	

indiscriminate	violent	actions.	According	to	the	report	by	Human	Rights	Watch,	(2001)	

UNICEF	estimates	that	in	the	1990s,	around	2	million	children	died	as	a	direct	result	of	

armed	 conflicts,	 both	 through	 the	 activities	 of	 armed	 groups	 and	 the	 enlisting	 of	

children	 as	 “soldiers”	 in	 the	 conflicts.	 In	 zones	 of	 armed	 conflict,	 another	 group	 of	

susceptible	 children	are	 refugees,	who	are	at	 risk	of	becoming	victims	of	 violence	 in	

their	home	countries	and	at	the	borders	where	they	seek	refuge.	Besides	vulnerability	

due	to	loss	of	parents,	physical	abuse,	violence	and	sexual	exploitation,	these	children	

are	 also	 at	 risk	 of	 being	 caught	 up	 in	 attacks	 at	 the	borders,	 some	on	 a	 lethal	 scale	

(URUSQUIETA,	 2014;	 HUMAN	 RIGHTS	 WATCH,	 2001).	 Meanwhile,	 girls	 are	 more	

vulnerable	to	sexual	attacks.		

According	to	the	report	by	Human	Rights	Watch	(2001),	the	Guatemalan	Army	

announced	 the	 capture	of	 32	 children	aged	17	 years	or	under,	 some	of	whom	were	

younger	than	14	years	of	age,	and	a	third	were	females.	In	the	guerrillas,	if	the	children	

captured	 held	 any	 information	 on	 the	 security	 forces,	 they	 could	 face	 death	 as	

punishment.	 Among	 the	 soldiers	 killed	 in	 armed	 conflicts,	 the	 Army	 reported	 the	

presence	of	20	children.	In	the	period	from	1995	to	2000,	Human	Rights	Watch	(2001)	

documented	 the	 recruitment	 of	 children	 as	 soldiers	 in	 armed	 conflicts	 in	 Colombia,	

placing	their	lives	at	great	risk.	Of	these,	ten	were	killed	or	captured	after	clashes	with	

government	 troops	 or	 the	 Revolutionary	 Armed	 Forces	 of	 Colombia	 (FARC).	 The	

Colombian	paramilitary	forces	began	recruiting	children	from	as	young	as	8	years	old	

and,	according	to	estimates,	over	50%	of	the	paramilitary	forces	consisted	of	children.	

	
Child	refugees	at	borders	

Children	in	war	or	conflict	situations	are	highly	vulnerable	due	to	the	lethal	risks	

of	 war	 and	 circumstances	 forcing	 them	 to	 flee	 their	 countries,	 sometimes	

accompanied	 by	 their	 families	 but	 often	 without	 the	 protection	 of	 parents,	 seeking	

assistance	in	their	new	country	of	exile	(UNICEF,	2014).	The	reasons	why	such	children	

head	 to	 border	 regions	 unaccompanied	 are:	 the	 search	 for	 jobs	 or	 education	

opportunities,	 fleeing	 from	 situations	 of	 abject	 poverty,	 abuse	or	 domestic	 violence;	
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the	 search	 for	 status,	 through	 access	 to	 consumer	 goods	 or	 entertainment	

opportunities;	 to	 rebuild	 their	 lives	 following	 the	 impact	 caused	by	 conflicts,	 natural	

catastrophes	 or	 due	 to	HIV	 and	AIDS;	 to	 escape	 situations	 of	 discrimination	 (REALE,	

2008).	Amid	wars,	girl	refugees	are	more	vulnerable	to	rape	and	other	forms	of	sexual	

violence.	 In	 2013,	 8	 million	 children	 were	 forced	 to	 leave	 their	 countries	 (UNICEF,	

2014).		

According	 to	 the	 American	 Immigration	 Council	 (2014),	 the	 vast	 majority	 of	

unaccompanied	 children	 entering	 the	 USA	 illegally	 were	 from	 Mexico,	 Honduras,	

Guatemala	 and	 El	 Salvador.	 The	 same	 report	 reveals	 that	 a	 total	 of	 68,541	 children	

were	 apprehended	 unaccompanied	 at	 the	 Southwest	 border	 of	 the	 USA8	 by	 the	

Department	of	U.S.	Customs	and	Border	Protection,	where	27%	of	the	children	were	

from	 Honduras,	 25%	 from	 Guatemala,	 24%	 El	 Salvador	 and	 23%	 from	 Mexico	

(AMERICAN	IMMIGRATION	COUNCIL,	2014).	Another	factor	reported	by	the	American	

Immigration	 Council	 (2014)	 is	 that	 this	 migration	 of	 children	 –	 accompanied	 or	

unaccompanied	–	is	not	confined	to	the	USA,	since	there	is	a	flow	of	people,	due	to	the	

situation	 of	 insecurity	 faced	 in	 El	 Salvador,	 Guatemala	 and	 Honduras,	 from	 these	

countries	seeking	refuge	in	Mexico,	Nicaragua,	Panama,	Costa	Rica	and	in	Belize.	

	

FATAL	 VICTIMIZATION:	 HOMICIDE	 OF	 CHILDREN	 AND	 ADOLESCENTS	 IN	 LATIN	

AMERICA	

Homicide	 is	 defined	 here	 as	 illegal	 killing	 committed	 intentionally	 by	 an	

individual.	 The	 underlying	 reasons	 are	 generally	 multiple	 and	 overlapping,	 including	

interpersonal	 conflicts,	 criminal	activities,	 among	others	 (UNODOC,	2013).	 	 From	 the	

perspective	of	life	evolution	,	Christoffel	(1984)	shows	the	possible	characterization	of	

homicides	 in	 children	 into	 three	 subtypes,	 based	 on	 changes	 in	 vulnerability	 during	

child	 development:	 Infanticide,	 child	 abuse	 and	 fatal	 neglect,	 and	 homicide	 in	 the	

community.	 This	 classification	 reflects	 the	 different	 factors,	 settings	 and	 actors	

involved	 in	 these	deaths.	 Infanticide	 is	 related	 to	difficulties	 in	parental	 care	 in	early	

																																																													
8	Between	1st	October	2013	and	30th	September	2014.	
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life,	associated	with	factors	of	stress	and	other	emotional	problems	of	the	caregivers	

which	may	lead	to	fatal	victimization.	With	the	growth	of	the	child,	the	homicides	are	

strongly	 linked	to	corporal	physical	punishment	as	a	form	of	discipline.	Having	grown	

up	 further,	 the	 situations	of	 interaction	 in	 the	 community	play	 a	 greater	 role	 in	 this		

type	of	violence,	which	becomes	more	prevalent	among	boys	(UNICEF,	2014a).		

Thus,	 a	 number	 of	 different	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 the	 occurrence	 of	

homicides	among	children	vary	according	to	age	of	the	victim,	where	the	group	aged	

15-17	years	is	at	the	most	risk.	The	second-most	vulnerable	group	is	infants.	The	risk	of	

death	can	be	three	times	higher	in	infants	under	one	year	of	age	than	in	1-4	year-olds	

who,	 in	 turn,	 face	 double	 the	 risk	 of	 individuals	 aged	 5-14	 years	 	 (UN,	 2006).	 In	

addition,	the	younger	the	child,	the	greater	the	likelihood	of	their	death	being	caused	

by	a	close	family	member.	The	majority	of	assassinations	of	children	under	one	year	of	

age	are	perpetrated	by	one	or	both	parents	of	the	child,	more	often	the	mother.	While	

around	 50-75%	homicides	 of	 children	 aged	 under	 10	 years	 are	 committed	 by	 family	

members,	this	proportion	falls	to	approximately	20%	in	10-14	year-olds,	and	5%	in	15-

19	 year-olds	 (UN,	 2006).	 By	 contrast,	 the	 vulnerability	 of	 a	 child	 to	 violence	 in	 the	

community	increases	with	age,	maturity,	and	intensity	of	contact	with	other	spheres	of	

sociability.	

Despite	 these	 general	 patterns,	 another	 important	 aspect	 of	 victimization	 of	

child	 by	 homicides	 concerns	 the	 social	 contexts	 in	which	 they	 occur.	 	 Consequently,	

homicide	 rates	 of	 different	 countries	 differ	 greatly.	 The	 World	 Health	 Organization	

estimates	that	child	homicide	rates	in	2002	were	twice	as	high	in	low-income	than	in	

high-income	 countries	 (2.58	 versus	 1.21	 per	 100,000	 population)	 (UN,	 2006).	 In	

absolute	terms,	in	the	0-17	age	group,	52,904	children	were	victims	of	homicides,	42%	

of	whom	were	aged	15-17	years	and	75%	boys	(UN,	2006).	Although	these	figures	do	

not	specify	the	place	where	these	homicides	took	place,	data	from	police	statistics	and	

other	surveillance	systems	suggest	that	most	cases	in	the	age	group	spanning	between	

15	 and	 17	 years	 occurred	 in	 the	 public	 setting.	 Nevertheless,	 few	 studies	 have	

examined	 the	 victim-aggressor	 relationship,	 where	 those	 investigating	 this	 aspect	

suggest	 that	 authors	 of	 homicides	 are	 often	 friends	 or	 acquaintances	 of	 the	 victim,	
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driven	by	disputes	involving	interpersonal	conflicts,	and	are	often	under	the	influence	

of	alcohol	or	motivated	by	the	use	or	trafficking	of	drugs	(UN,	2006).		

This	 type	 of	 violence	 takes	 place	 worldwide,	 but	 is	 more	 commonplace	 in	

poorer	 regions,	 as	 is	 the	 case	 in	 Latin	 America,	 with	 contexts	 characterized	 by	

overpopulation,	 poverty,	 high	 levels	 of	 unemployment,	 educational	 standards,	 low-

quality	 housing	 and	 the	 absence	 of	 social	 infrastructure.	 This	 environment	 renders	

youths	 susceptible	 to	 involvement	 in	 illegal	 criminal	 activities.	 In	 places	 with	 easy	

access	 to	 firearms,	 the	 chances	 of	 homicides	 are	 even	 greater.	 Data	 indicate	 that	

around	140,000	homicides	per	year	take	place	in	Latin	America,	whose	rate	is	double	

the	global	average,	 ranking	 it	 the	second-most	violent	 region	 in	 the	world	after	Sub-

Saharan	Africa	(World	Bank,	2006).	Moreover,	the	studies	showed	that	the	chances	of	

a	 male	 youth	 becoming	 a	 victim	 of	 homicide	 in	 the	 region	 is	 70-fold	 that	 of	 his	

counterpart	living	in	the	United	Kingdom	for	example	(UNICEF,	2014a).			

The	 Pan-American	Health	Organization	 considers	 the	 violence	 in	 the	 region	 a	

pandemic,	 which	 has	 increased	 alarmingly	 since	 the	 1970s,	 representing	 a	 major	

obstacle	to	 its	development.	As	evidenced	globally,	besides	factors	 including	age,	sex	

and	 socioeconomic	 development,	 the	manifestations	 of	 violence	 are	 heterogeneous	

and	 highly	 particular,	 varying	 according	 to	 level	 of	 urbanization,	 across	 different	

regions	and	cities,	and	even	within	the	same	cities	(World	Bank,	2006;	UNICEF,	2006)	

An	 overview	 of	 the	 deaths	 by	 homicide	 in	 the	 region	 is	 given	 below,	 initially	

focusing	 on	 homicide	 rates	 in	 general	 and	 then	 specifically	 in	 children.	 In	 this	 latter	

group,	the	0-19	years	age	group	was	adopted	due	to	the	data	available	(based	on	main	

international	sources).	

According	to	the	UNODOC,	in	2012,	homicides	accounted	for	the	death	of	half	a	

million	people	(437,000)	people	worldwide,	with	highest	proportions	in	the	Americas,	

followed	 by	 Africa	 and	 Asia	 (36%,	 31%	 and	 28%,	 respectively).	 Regarding	 homicide	

rates,	the	global	average	for	the	same	year	was	6.2	per	100,000	population.	However,	

disparities	 across	 sub-regions	 are	 great:	 In	 South	 Africa	 and	 Central	 America,	 rates	

exceeded	24/100,000	population,	followed	by	South	America,	“Middle	Africa”	and	the	
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Caribbean	 (with	 rates	 of	 between	 16	 and	 23/100,000	 population).	 By	 contrast,	 East	

Asia,	Southern	Europe	and	Western	Europe	are	the	sub-regions	with	the	lowest	levels	

of	homicide.			

Therefore,	with	regard	to	Latin	America,	this	region	has	become	characterized	

as	having	the	highest	levels	of	violence	compared	to	other	regions	of	the	world:		“Latin	

America	has	long	been	a	violence-prone	continent.	No	other	region	of	the	world	knows	

higher	 homicide	 rates	 nor	 has	 such	 a	 variety	 of	 violence.	 Political	 violence,	 guerilla	

movements	and	civil	wars,	bloody	revolutions,	brutal	dictatorships,	domestic	violence,	

criminal	violence,	and	youth	violence	are	all	well	known	throughout	history”	(IMBUSCH	

et	al.,	 2011,	p.88).	 Imbusch	et	al.	 (2011)	 suggested	 that	 the	high	 level	of	 violence	 in	

Latin	 America,	 whose	 homicides	 are	 only	 the	 tip	 of	 the	 iceberg,	 is	 linked	 in	 part	 to	

great	 social	 inequality	 with	 processes	 of	 social	 exclusion,	 a	 fragile	 legitimacy	 of	 the	

state	monopoly	of	violence,	flawed	democratic	law	and	entrenched	police	corruption.			

Between	 2000	 and	 20129,	 according	 to	 the	 UNODOC	 report,	 most	 of	 the	

countries	of	the	region,	besides	displaying	high	rates	over	the	period,	showed	a	steady	

increase	in	violence,	of	over	100%	in	some	cases	(such	as	Belize	and	Mexico).	Declines	

in	violence	were	seen	in	three	countries:	Colombia,	Ecuador	and	Paraguay.		

Graph	1	
	

Taking	2012	as	the	base	year,	the	countries	with	the	highest	homicide	rates	in	

Latin	 America	 were	 Honduras,	 with	 a	 rate	 of	 90.4/100,000	 population,	 followed	 by	

Venezuela,	Belize,	El	Salvador,	Guatemala	e	Colombia,	as	depicted	in	the	graph	below	

(no	data	for	the	current	year	is	available	for	French	Guiana	and	Argentina).	A	number	

of	 countries	however,	had	 rates	of	under	10/100,000,	 such	as	Paraguay,	Peru,	Costa	

Rica,	Uruguay,	Surinam	and	Chile.		

Graph	2	
	

	
																																																													
9	Based	on	data	from	UNODOC,	data	for	the	whole	time	series	is	not	available	for	the	following	
countries:	Brazil,	Bolivia,	Surinam,	Chile,	French	Guiana	and	Chile.		
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VICTIMIZATION	 BY	 HOMICIDE	 AMONG	 CHILDREN:	 WORLDWIDE	 AND	 IN	 LATIN	

AMERICA	

	
One	 of	 the	 most	 important	 recent	 studies	 on	 victimization	 of	 children	 by	

violence	worldwide	is	the	report	“Hidden	in	plain	sight:	a	statistical	analysis	of	violence	

against	 children”	 (UNICEF,	 2014a).	 Besides	 including	 data	 on	 different	 types	 of	

violence,	 the	 report	 carries	 a	 special	 section	 dedicated	 to	 dimensioning	 homicides	

against	 children	 (0-19	 years),	 revealing	 patterns	 and	 differentiations	 by	 region,	 sub-

region,	country,	as	well	as	victim	gender	and	age.		

According	to	this	report,	in	2012	alone,	almost	95,000	children	and	adolescents		

aged	between	0	and	19	years	were	victims	of	homicide	worldwide	(i.e.	in	2012,	almost	

one	 in	every	 five	homicide	victims	belonged	 to	 this	age	group).	The	data	 shows	 that	

around	30,000	of	these	children	were	under	10	years	of	age,	with	19,000	aged	only	0	

to	4	years	when	killed.	This	 illustrates	that	during	the	period	from	birth	to	4	years	of	

age	is	the	first	critical	time	for	this	type	of	violence,	subsequently	declining	at	5-9	years	

and	10-14	 years	 (11,000	 in	 each	 case).	However,	 the	 situation	worsens	 in	 the	 15-19	

years	age	bracket,	accounting	for	57%	of	total	deaths	by	homicide	among	children	and	

adolescents	aged	0-19	years.		

																						
	
																								Graph	3	
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Number	of	vicbms	aged		0-19	years,	by	age	group,	2012.	
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Source:	UNICEF,	2014a.		
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On	a	 global	 level,	 according	 to	UNICEF	 (2014),	 the	majority	of	 child	homicide	

victims	reside	in	low	to	middle-income	countries,	most	notably	Latin	America	and	the	

Caribbean.	The	highest	levels	of	homicides	in	this	age	group	are	found	in	these	regions,	

totaling	25,400	deaths	by	homicides	among	children	and	adolescents	aged	0-19	years,	

equivalent	to	a	rate	of	12	homicides	per	100,000	inhabitants.	Furthermore,	the	highest	

risk	 is	 observed	 among	 boys,	 who	 make	 up	 around	 70%	 of	 child	 victims	 (UNICEF,	

2014a).	Although	this	elevated	risk	is	found	worldwide,	it	reaches	much	higher	levels	in	

these	two	regions,	where	boys	are	almost	seven	times	more	likely	to	die	by	homicide	

than	 girls.	 The	 data	 indicates	 that	 in	 Panama,	 Venezuela,	 El	 Salvador,	 Brazil,	

Guatemala,	 and	 Colombia,	 homicide	 constitutes	 the	 leading	 cause	 of	 deaths	 among	

adolescent	males	aged	10-19	years.	The	report	also	shows	that	globally,	boys	are	more	

susceptible	to	being	killed	by	strangers,	due	to	the	greater	probability	of		involvement	

in	criminal	activities,	gangs	or	 interpersonal	conflicts	 in	public	settings,	 in	contrast	 to	

girls,	where	 the	main	perpetrators	 of	 killings	 are	members	 of	 the	 family	 or	 intimate	

partners	(UNICEF,	2014a).	

Separate	analysis	of	individual	Latin	American	countries	revealed	that,	in	2012,	

the	 country	 with	 the	 highest	 homicide	 rate	 among	 0-19	 year-olds	 was	 Honduras,	

followed	by	Guatemala	 and	Venezuela.	 In	 all	 three	 of	 these	 countries,	 the	mortality	

rates	 by	 homicides	 were	 greater	 than	 or	 equal	 to	 20	 per	 100,000	 population.	

Nevertheless,	some	countries	have	much	lower	rates,	such	as	Chile,	Uruguay,	Peru	(all	

with	rates	of	2	per	100,000	population)	and	Surinam	(whose	rate	was	zero).		

	
Graph	4	
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As	outlined	above,	a	major	discrepancy	exists	 in	the	risks	for	girls	and	boys	of	

becoming	victims	of	this	type	of	violence,	where	this	is	no	different	in	Latin	American	

countries,	as	can	be	seen	 in	Graph	5.	For	Honduras	 in	2012	for	example,	 the	highest	

rate	 is	 found	 amongst	 boys,	 with	 a	 homicide	 rate	 of	 42/100,000	 population	 versus	

11/100,000	among	girls.	In	this	case,	the	relative	risk	is	3.8	and	is	even	greater	in	some	

countries,	 such	 as	 Venezuela,	 where	 boys	 have	 an	 18.5	 times	 greater	 chance	 of	

becoming	a	victim	of	homicide	than	girls.		

	
Graph	5	

	

These	disparities	 remain	after	disaggregation	of	 the	data.	Thus,	on	comparing	

boys	aged	10-14	years	with	those	aged	15-19	years,	there	is	a	marked	increase	in	risk	

of	death	by	homicide.	This	situation	is	even	more	serious	in	countries	of	Latin	America	

and	 the	 Caribbean.	 According	 to	 data	 from	UNICEF	 (2014a)	 for	 2012,	 around	 4%	 of	

homicide	victims	worldwide	are	boys	aged	between	15	and	19	years	in	this	region.	This	

typifies	Brazil´s	case,	both	with	regard	to	disparities	in	age	and	sex.	In	Brazil,	while	the	

homicide	 rate	 among	 children	 0-9	 years	 is	 less	 than	 1	 per	 100,000	 population,	 this	

figure	rises	to	32	per	100,000	population	in	the	10-19	years	age	group,	with	levels	10	

times	higher	for	boys	than	for	girls	(58	per	100,000	versus	5	per	100,000,	respectively)	

(UNICEF,	2014a,	p.38).	The	same	is	seen	 in	Venezuela,	where	the	homicide	rate	rises	

from	1.2	per	100,000	population	 in	children	aged	under	10	years,	 to	39	per	100,000	

27	
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Homicide	rate	per	100,000	populabon,	aged	0-19	years,	in	Labn	American	
Countries,	2012.	

Source:	UNICEF,	2014a.		
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population	among	those	aged	10-19	years,	with	significant	gender	differences	(74	per	

100,000	in	boys	versus	3	per	100,000	in	girls).		

The	chart	below	shows	the	distribution	of	risk	of	death	due	to	homicide	by	age	

in	the	0-19	age	bracket	in	Brazil	and	its	evolution	between	2000	and	2010	(Waiselfisz,	

2012).	 From	 the	 chart,	 it	 is	 immediately	 evident,	 as	 previously	mentioned,	 that	 the	

mortality	rate	among	children	under	1	year	is	greater	than	that	among	children	aged	1-

12	years.	 The	mortality	 in	 this	 younger	age	group	 in	Brazil	 is	 greater	 than	 the	death	

rate	by	homicide	 in	 the	general	 population	as	 a	whole	 for	 countries	 such	as	Canada	

Belgium,	Croatia,	China,	France,	and	Germany	(WHO,	2014).	A	substantial	 increase	 in	

risk	occurs	with	the	passage	into	adolescence,	as	of	13	years,	especially	from	14	to	19	

years.		

	

Evolution	in	homicide	rates	(in	100,000)	of	children	and	adolescents	(<1	to	19	years)	by	age.	
Brazil,	2000-2010.	

	
Age	 2000	 2010	 Increase	
0	 2.4	 2.7	 13.8	
1	 0.8	 1.2	 36.0	
2	 0.8	 1.0	 20.4	
3	 0.9	 0.8	 -9.4	
4	 0.7	 0.8	 7.6	
5	 0.7	 0.6	 -20.1	
6	 0.5	 0.7	 36.2	
7	 0.5	 0.7	 30.1	
8	 0.9	 0.7	 -18.7	
9	 0.8	 0.8	 5.2	
10	 1.1	 0.9	 -11.9	
11	 1.4	 1.4	 0.2	
12	 1.5	 1.8	 15.1	
13	 3.3	 4.9	 46.4	
14	 8.7	 9.8	 13.1	
15	 16.7	 22.2	 32.9	
16	 28.9	 37.0	 28.1	
17	 44.2	 52.5	 18.8	
18	 51.8	 58.2	 12.4	
19	 60.4	 60.3	 -0.1	
0	to	19		 11.9	 13.8	 15.8	
Source:	Waiselfisz,	Map	of	Violence,	2012.		
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Also	 concerning	 Brazil,	 various	 other	 studies	 have	 shown	 the	 severity	 of	

victimization	by	homicide	of	children	and	adolescents.	According	to	Peres	et	al.	(2006),	

between	 1980	 and	 2002,	 there	 were	 696,056	 deaths	 by	 homicide	 in	 Brazil,	 16%	 of	

which	 (110,320)	 were	 in	 the	 0-19	 age	 group.	Most	 victims	were	 in	 the	 15-19	 years	

group,	totaling	96,588	deaths	(87.6%).	The	distribution	for	the	other	age	groups	was	as	

follows:	 0-4	 years	 (3.1%;	 3,465	 children	murdered);	 5-9	 years	 (1.9%;	 2,145	 children	

murdered);	 10-14	 years	 (7.4%;	 8,122	 children	 and	 adolescents	 killed).	 The	 same	

pattern	of	high	victimization	remained	 in	 the	subsequent	periods.	Thus,	according	to	

Melo	&	Cano	(2011),	who	analyzed	deaths	by	homicide	among	adolescents	aged	12-18	

years	 for	Brazilian	cities	with	a	population	of	over	100,000,	homicides	accounted	 for	

44%	of	deaths	 among	adolescents	 in	2008	 versus	6%	 in	 the	 general	 population.	 The	

same	 study	 is	 part	 of	 series	 of	 publications	 (MELO	 &	 CANO,	 2012;	 MELO	 &	 CANO,	

2014)	 aimed	 at	 calculating	 the	 “Homicide	 Rate	 in	 Adolescence”,	 expressed	 as	 the	

expected	 number	 of	 adolescent	 (12-18	 years	 of	 age)	 lives	 lost	 due	 to	 homicide,	 for	

each	 group	 of	 1000	 twelve-year-old	 adolescents.	 In	 2008,	 the	 Homicide	 Rate	 in	

Adolescence	 for	 cities	 with	 over	 100,000	 inhabitants	 in	 Brazil	 was	 2.27	 adolescents	

killed	 for	 every	 group	 of	 1000	 twelve-year-old	 individuals.	 This	 rate	 rose	 to	 2.61	 In	

2009,	 2.98	 in	 2010;	 and	 to	 3.32	 in	 2012,	 showing	 a	 significant	 increase	 over	 time,	

predominantly	due	to	a	rise	in	deaths	by	homicide	in	the	Brazil´s	Northeast	and	Mid-

West	regions.				

In	 addition,	 this	 series	 of	 studies	 indicates	 that	 in	 2008	 the	 risk	 of	 male	

adolescents	becoming	victims	of	homicide	was	approximately	 fourteen	times	greater	

than	for	female	adolescents.	In	subsequent	years,	this	relative	risk	was	slightly	lower,	

although	 exhibited	 the	 same	 upward	 trend	 (11.5	 in	 2010,	 and	 11.92	 in	 2012).	

Differences	 were	 also	 found	 regarding	 color	 or	 race	 of	 adolescents	 and	 the	modus	

operandi	used	by	the	perpetrators	of	the	homicides.	In	2008,	for	the	population	of	all	

cities	with	a	population	of	over	100,000,	black	adolescents	were	four	times	more	likely	

to	be	assassinated	than	whites,	pointing	to	significant	racial	inequality	(value	of		2.78	in	

2010	and	2.96	in	2012).	With	regard	to	modus	operandi	used,	 in	2008,	the	risk	of	an	

adolescent	being	a	victim	of	homicide	by	use	of	a	firearm	was	six	times	that	of	other	
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means	(risk	was	5.6	in	2010	and	4.67	in	2012).	This	finding	underscores	the	central	role	

played	by	firearms	in	lethal	violence	against	this	age	group.		

This	 reality	 pervades	 the	 different	 countries	 of	 Latin	 America	 which	 have	 an	

overall	 rate	 of	 17,827	 deaths	 per	 100,000	 population	 caused	 by	 firearms,	 a	 figure	

exceeding	African	rates	by	50%	and	three	times	higher	than	those	of	Europe	and	Asia.		

This	scenario	 is	even	more	alarming	 in	relation	to	the	young	population,	attaining	an	

average	of	35.4	fire-arm	related	deaths	per	100,000,	with	highest	rates	in		Venezuela	

(104.7),	Colombia	(80.l5)	and	El	Salvador	(78.1)	(WAISELFISZ,	2008)10.		

Peres	et	al.	 (2006)	also	highlighted	the	role	of	violence	within	 the	community	

setting	 in	 the	victimization	of	children	and	adolescents	 in	Brazil.	This	 is	 illustrated	by	

data	on	the	occurrence	of	serious		human	rights	violations	in	Brazil	(fatal	and	non-fatal)	

in	 which	 children	 and	 adolescents	 between	 0	 and	 19	 years	 were	 victims	 (direct	 or	

indirect).	These	data	better	qualify	the	occurrence	of	homicides	 in	the	country	(since	

many	of	these	violations,	when	fatal,	may	have	been	officially	recorded	as	homicides).	

The	information	comprises	part	of	a	data	base	containing	newspaper	stories11,	which	

despite	 the	 methodological	 limitation,	 is	 an	 important	 source	 of	 data	 on	 such	

violations,	 which	 entail	 summary	 executions,	 lynching	 and	 police	 violence.	 Between	

1980	 and	 2003,	 the	 cases	 of	 serious	 violations	 of	 human	 rights	 against	 children	 and	

adolescents	 in	Brazil	 reported	by	 the	press	 totaled	 5,718	 victims,	where	most	 (53%)	

involved	summary	execution,	occurring	in	3,033	children	and	adolescents	(between	0	

and	 19	 years).	 There	were	 a	 total	 of	 2,468	 victims	 (43%)	 of	 police	 violence	 and	 217	

victims	 (4%)	of	 lynching.	The	data	show	that	overall,	most	cases	of	serious	violations	

(52%)	took	place	in	public/open	places	(particularly	the	“streets”),	where	in	the	case	of	

executions,	 this	 proportion	 was	 even	 higher	 at	 55%.	 In	 addition,	 the	 main	 motives	

identified	 in	 cases	 of	 execution	 were	 “revenge	 and	 retribution”,	 followed	 by	 those	

involving	“drugs	(use	or	trafficking)	and/or	the	“jogo	do	bicho”	gambling	racket.		

	

																																																													
10	Author	uses	data	from	the	2004	and	2005	World	Health	Organization	mortality	database.	
11	Data	Base	on	Serious	Human	Rights	Violations	of	the	Center	for	Studies	on	Violence	of	the	University	
of	São	Paulo	(NEV/USP).	This	is	a	database	containing	cases	of	lynching,	summary	execution	and	police	
violence,	reported	by	the	press	(print	media)	between	1980	and	2003.	



	
	
	
	
	

30	
	

	

	

FINAL	CONSIDERATIONS	

	

It	 is	widely	 recognized	 that	 the	group	most	 susceptible	 to	violence	comprises	

children,	women	and	the	elderly	(WHO,	UNODOC	&	UNDP,	2014).	Studies	conducted	

to	date	show	that	childhood	is	highly	victimized	by	both	fatal	and	non-fatal	violence,	

including	 homicides.	 	 The	 adoption	 of	 the	Declaration	 of	 the	 Rights	 of	 the	 Child	 led	

some	 signatory	 countries	 to	 creating	 their	 own	 legislation	 promoting	 and	 protecting	

the	 rights	 of	 the	 child,	 but	 this	 has	 not	 prevented	 different	 forms	 of	 violence	 from	

occurring.	 Up	 until	 2014,	 in	 spite	 of	 UN	 recommendations,	 only	 41	 countries	 had	

created	legal	instruments	addressing	this	issue	(UNICEF,	2014);	on	top	of	this,	in	many	

places	no	system	for	receiving	and	investigating	this	kind	of	report	exists.	Where	these	

systems	are	in	place,	the	statistical	data	compiled	by	them	which	should	contribute	to	

better	recognition	of	the	problem	and	consequent	intervention,	tend	to	underestimate	

the	magnitude	of	 the	problem.	 This	 can	be	due	 to	 lack	of	 access	 to	 all	 cases,	 either	

because	not	all	get	reported	or	due	to	the	fact	that	in	many	countries,	violence	against	

children	 is	 tolerated	 in	 the	 name	 of	 tradition,	 or	 socially	 accepted	 as	 a	 disciplinary	

measure,	and	therefore	does	not	constitute	a	crime	(World	Report	on	Violence	Against	

Children,	UNICEF;	2006).	

Despite	recent	concerted	efforts	to	dimension	and	increase	the	visibility	of	the	

issue,	 entailing	 fact	 finding,	 analysis	 and	 recommendation	 by	 a	 range	 of	 different	

international	organizations	(UN,	2006;	UNICEF,	2014a),	violence	remains	a	challenging	

problem	 to	 measure.	 This	 hampers	 monitoring	 of	 the	 phenomenon	 over	 time	 in	

different	countries.	Data	on	the	impact	of	community	violence	on	fatal	victimization	of	

children	and	adolescents	is	scarce.		Currently,	it	is	not	possible	to	accurately	estimate	

the	number	or	rate	of	child	mortalities	resulting	from	this	type	of	violence.	However,	

the	 use	 of	 firearms	 and	 the	 sharp	 rise	 in	 homicide	 rates	 with	 the	 passage	 into	
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adolescence,	 are	 important	 factors	 in	 this	 relationship,	 both	 globally	 and	 in	 Latin	

America.		

The	 objective	 of	 the	 present	 paper	was	 to	 compile	 the	 information	 available	

drawn	from	different	reports	on	fatal	victimization	of	children	in	the	public	setting	due	

to	 interpersonal	 community	 violence	 in	 the	 countries	 of	 Latin	 America.	 The	 results	

found,	despite	the	limitations	of	the	data	available,	provide	confirmation	that	this	is	a	

serious	problem	in	the	region	and	highlight	the	complexity	of	the	factors	involved.		It	is	

important	 to	 note	 that	 the	 impact	 of	 interpersonal	 community	 violence	 during	

childhood	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 death.	 Data	 on	 non-fatal	 victimization	 are	 even	 more	

scarce,	as	 is	 information	on	 indirect	victimization	by	exposure	to	violent	situations	 in	

the	public	setting	and	involvement	as	victims	or	aggressors	of	families.					

Since	the	1990s,	Latin	America	has	been	recognized	as	one	of	the	most	violent	

areas	in	the	world.	Violence	in	the	region	is	endemic	and	homicide	rates	are	elevated.	

Victimization	 of	 children	 is	 no	 exception.	 As	 previously	 outlined	 in	 this	 paper,	 the	

homicide	rate	in	the	0-19	age	group	is	high,	particularly	in	the	10-19	years	age	group.	

Few	studies	however,	provide	a	break-down	of	 this	 rate	 into	narrower	age	brackets,	

hampering	a	more	accurate	diagnosis	of	the	problem.	Moreover,	scant	studies	report	

homicide	 rates	by	weapon	 type,	particularly	with	 respect	 to	 the	phases	of	 early	 and	

middle	childhood,	although	the	role	of	firearms	in	violent	death	is	acknowledged.		

As	 pointed	out	 earlier,	 although	 key	 differences	 among	 the	 countries	 exist,	 a	

series	 of	 factors	 can	 explain	 the	 high	 levels	 of	 violence	 found.	 A	 strong	 presence	 of	

organized	 crime	 and	 gangs,	 police	 violence,	 street-dwelling	 children,	 migration	 and	

armed	 conflict	 all	 emerge	 in	 a	 scenario	 of	 poverty	 and	 inequality,	 together	 renders	

children	particularly	susceptible	to	community	violence	with	lethal	outcomes.	
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Intentional	homicide	count	and	rate	per	100,000	population,	by	country/territory	(2000-2012)	
Countries	 2000	 2001		 2002		 2003		 2004		 2005	 2006	 2007	 2008	 2009	 2010	 2011	 2012	 Increase	
Honduras	 50.9		 54.8		 55.8		 61.4		 53.8		 46.6		 44.3		 50.0		 60.8		 70.7		 81.8		 91.4		 90.4	 77.6	
Venezuela	 32.9		 32.0		 38.0		 44.0		 37.0		 37.3		 45.1		 47.6		 51.9		 48.9		 45.0		 47.8		 53.7	 63.2	
Belize	 17.2		 26.1		 34.6		 25.9		 29.8		 29.8		 33.0		 33.9		 35.1		 32.2		 41.8		 39.2		 44.7	 159.9	
El	Salvador	 39.3		 36.9		 37.0		 36.4		 45.8		 62.2		 64.4		 57.1		 51.7		 70.9		 64.1		 69.9		 41.2	 4.8	
Guatemala	 25.9		 28.1		 30.9		 35.1		 36.4		 42.1		 45.3		 43.4		 46.1		 46.5		 41.6		 38.6		 39.9	 54.1	
Colombia	 66.5		 68.6		 68.9		 53.8		 44.8		 39.6		 36.8		 34.7		 33.0		 33.7		 32.3		 33.6		 30.8	 -53.7	
Brazil	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 23.5		 23.9		 23.0		 22.2		 23.4		 25.2	 	
Mexico	 10.3		 9.8		 9.5		 9.3		 8.5		 9.0		 9.3		 7.8		 12.2		 17.0		 21.8		 22.8		 21.5	 108.7	
Panamá	 9.8		 9.8		 12.0		 10.4		 9.3		 10.8		 10.8		 12.7		 18.4		 22.6		 20.6		 20.3		 17.2	 75.5	
Guyana	 9.9		 10.6		 18.9		 27.3		 17.3		 18.7		 20.0		 14.9		 20.4		 15.0		 17.8		 16.4		 17.0	 71.7	
Ecuador	 14.6		 13.0		 14.6		 14.6		 17.7		 15.4		 17.0		 15.9		 18.0		 17.8		 17.6		 15.4		 12.4	 -15.1	
Bolivia	 	 	 	 	 	 7.0		 6.3		 8.1		 8.6		 8.4		 10.4		 10.0		 12.1	 	
Nicaragua	 9.3		 10.4		 10.6		 11.9		 12.0		 13.4		 13.1		 12.8		 13.0		 14.0		 13.5		 12.5		 11.3	 21.5	
Paraguay	 18.6		 24.1		 24.6		 22.6		 20.9		 18.2		 15.5		 12.8		 13.4		 12.9		 11.5		 10.0		 9.7	 -47.8	
Peru	 5.0		 4.9		 4.2		 4.9		 5.6		 11.0		 11.2		 10.4		 11.6		 10.3		 9.3		 9.6		 9.6	 92.0	
Costa	Rica	 6.4		 6.4		 6.3		 7.2		 6.6		 7.8		 8.0		 8.3		 11.3		 11.4		 11.3		 10.0		 8.5	 32.8	
Uruguay	 6.4		 6.6		 6.9		 5.9		 5.8		 5.7		 6.1		 5.8		 6.6		 6.7		 6.1		 5.9		 7.9	 23.4	
Surinam		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 6.1	 	
Chile	 	 	 	 3.2		 	 3.5		 3.6		 3.7		 3.5		 3.7		 3.2		 3.7		 3.1	 	
French	
Guiana	

	 	 	 	 29.8		 22.3		 20.1		 13.1		 14.5		 13.3	 	 	 	 	

Argentina	 7.2		 8.2		 9.2		 7.6		 5.9		 5.5		 5.3		 5.3		 5.8		 5.5		 5.5	 	 	 	
Source:	UNODOC,	2013.		

Homicide	rate/	100,000	pop.	(2012)	–	0	to	19	years	
Country				 M	 F	 Total	
El	Salvador			 42	 11	 27	
Guatemala			 31	 12	 22	
Venezuela					 37	 2	 20	
Brazil												 31	 3	 17	
Panama								 26	 4	 15	
Colombia					 22	 3	 13	
Honduras					 15	 11	 13	
Mexico									 12	 2	 7	
Paraguay							 12	 2	 7	
Bolivia										 9	 5	 7	
Ecuador							 10	 2	 6	
Belize											 10	 1	 6	
Guyana											 8	 3	 6	
Costa	Rica				 8	 2	 5	
Nicaragua					 6	 2	 4	
Argentina				 5	 1	 3	
Chile													 3	 1	 2	
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Uruguay								 3	 1	 2	
Peru															 2	 1	 2	
Surinam						 0	 0	 0	
Source:	UNICEF,	2014.		
	
	
	


