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Foreign Aid to the Northern Triangle 

 

The countries of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, collectively known as the 

Northern Triangle, are home to some of the most dangerous and violent conditions in the world. 

Displacement both internally and internationally has been astronomical, with significant 

challenges to dealing with migrants and preventing the systemic issues that face these countries. 

Foreign aid has shown some promise in alleviating the problems that underlay the Northern 

Triangle, but much has yet to be done to stem the flow of de facto refugees and improve the 

systemic problems that cause them.  

American foreign aid to Latin America has long historical roots dating back to the cold 

war. The “Good Neighbor” policy of FDR and Kennedy’s “Alliance for Progress,” which was an 

outgrowth of an Eisenhower administration policy, were prominent foreign aid establishments 

that are still influential to this day. These policies were mainly meant to prevent the stem of 

revolution from taking hold in Latin America, but with the end of the Cold War, parties’ ideas 

have changed regarding what types of aid are most desirable. (Gries, p. 149) Liberals in general 

score higher in levels of warmness towards Latin American Countries (Gries, p. 138), which is 

evidenced by former administrations, who generally take differing approaches to implementing 

foreign aid. 

 The American public’s beliefs about current rates of foreign aid are considerably 

misunderstood. In polls, Americans expect foreign aid to take up about 25% of the United States’ 

budget and feel that it should be around 10%. In reality, it comprises less than 1% of the United 

States budget, which is lagging behind the usual international commitment of .7% of GNP, 

which is viewed as the desired international goal for more developed nations. Every 

administration after the Truman administration has been a strong proponent of foreign aid of 

some kind, with the exception of the present-day administration. Only a minority of assistance 

goes to governments, with NGOs and multilateral organizations being used to prevent the funds 

from going through corrupt or autocratic governments. There is much evidence that international 

assistance contributes significantly to development. (Brookings Institution) 

The conflict in the Northern Triangle has been compared to war-like environments 

around the world, but since the violence is coming from non-state actors (such as gangs), those 

who are displaced internally or internationally are not legally recognized as refugees according 

to international law. (Medrano, p. 129) The United States has so far allocated $65 mil. to El 

Salvador, $98 mil. to Honduras, and $112 mil. to Guatemala. (Medrano p. 139) The Central 

American Council of Lawyers currently recommends implementing the Cortagena Declaration, 

which would expand refugee status to those affected by non-state actors. (Medrano, p. 138) The 

foreign aid that is promised currently has no definitive and consistent method for being dispersed 

and are instead channeled through multiple agencies and congressional committees that lack the 

regional and cultural expertise necessary to be most effective in their respective areas. (Perito,  

p. 70) The Northern Triangle countries comprise a strategic location for smuggling, with most 

US policy aimed at stemming the flow of narcotics. Little is done about the underlying problems 

of dysfunctional institutions and poor mechanisms for countries to address these issues. (Perito, 



p. 74) The tough on crime policy approaches that have been implemented by recent 

administrations within the region known as “mano dura” or “iron fist,” and supported by the US, 

have proven to have little effect on stemming crime. (Briscoe, p. 153) In order to stem the 

massive outflow of migrant children the Northern Triangle countries have embraced the Alliance 

for Prosperity plan which focuses on development and institution building, with less going to 

security measures. However, this has been criticized for focusing too much on the interests of 

foreign investors and not enough of on repairing the systemic problems that these countries face. 

(Briscoe, p. 166) Both the Bush and Obama administrations had committed to funding through 

the Alliance for Prosperity plan, but the Trump administration represents a stark reversal of this 

policy. Foreign Aid to the northern Triangle countries has been slashed in favor of increased 

border security and deportation, which has resulted in increased separation of migrant children 

fleeing the region. (CFR) 

The correlation between instability, foreign aid, and migration is stark. For every 10 

murders in the Northern Triangle, 6 children seek refuge in the United States. US foreign aid has 

also shown to have a great impact, with homicide rates declining 42% in El Salvador, 13% in 

Guatemala, and 23% in Honduras from 2015 to 2017. USAID agricultural programming helped 

increase rural farming sales by 51% and created an estimated 20,000 jobs in Guatemala. As the 

result of targeted USAID and State Department actions, El Salvador’s homicide rate in violent 

neighborhoods declined 45% between 2015-2017. Through USAID investments and Feed the 

Future initiatives, 89,000 people were taken out of extreme poverty in Honduras alone. (USGLC) 

 Despite these improvements, the Northern triangle remains one of the most dangerous 

and tumultuous regions in the globe today. If we want to alleviate the problems of the Northern 

Triangle countries, two general solutions that would be unequivocal would be expanding and 

sustaining our commitments to foreign aid to the Northern Triangle as well as adopting new 

international legal structures such as the Cortegena agreement that would expand refugee status 

to those affected by conflict of non-state actors. The expansion of foreign aid should be twofold, 

with the first being the expansion of funding, and the second being the reform of dispersing the 

funds. It should instead be the responsibility of a definitive administrative body with the 

expertise necessary to disperse aid most effectively. The long-term ramifications of cutting 

foreign aid in exchange for increased border security are still unknown. Worsening economic 

and security situations in unstable regions will only lead to more displacement and a larger influx 

of migrants looking for refuge elsewhere. This may in turn require more border security to 

prevent the increased immigration, and effectively seal off the United States from migrants while 

the situation worsens outside of its borders. Swift and comprehensive action is still needed to 

address the conflicts outside of the United States and offset the flow of displaced migrants that 

affect our nation and others as well.  
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