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RE: The MS-13 and M-18 in El Salvador 
 
Dear Mr. Manning, 
 
I write in response to your questions regarding the MS-13 and M-18 in El Salvador. In 
particular you queried me to explain what a “gang” in El Salvador is, how these particular 
groups operate, their relationship to violence, and the political context on the ground in El 
Salvador.  
 
I was a 2013-2014 United States Fulbright Fellow conducting field research on the ground in 
El Salvador related to the gang phenomena and its effect on migration, especially women 
and children, for most of this year. I am also a doctoral candidate at San Diego State 
University and the University of California at Santa Barbara. My studies and research focus 
on unaccompanied child migrants, protection response to Central American forced 
migration, and Central American family dynamics. I hold a Masters of Science degree from 
the University of Oxford in Oxford, England in Refugee and Forced Migration Studies; a BA 
in Humanities, and a BA in Government from the University of Texas at Austin. I am the 
author of numerous reports and publications on El Salvador's gang phenomena and the 
causes of migration from Central America. I have conducted extensive on the ground field 
research in El Salvador. I have conducted research with Central American children and 
adults for over eight years. For example, I have interviewed over 1,500 Central American 
migrants to the US about their reasons for migrating. In the past year, I have interviewed 
over 1,000 deported Central American child migrants in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras 
and Mexico about the effects of their return. I have also interviewed 60 Salvadoran and 
Honduran asylum seekers in the region fleeing organized crime. I maintain contact with 
experts on Central America and on forced migration throughout the region and world. I am 
the author of numerous published studies and reports. I am the recipient of numerous 
awards and recognition for my research. 
 
You have asked me to answer the following questions based on my research, 
investigations, and studies in and about El Salvador, Central America, and the gang 
phenomena: 
 

1. What is a "gang" as it that word is used in El Salvador? 
2. Are certain gangs more advanced or powerful than other gangs in El Salvador? If so, 
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do these gangs have political motives? 
3. How does a gang operate? Describe its organizational structure, its communication 

structure, and its relationship to and use of violence? 
4. Would you comment on the ability of the legitimate government of El Salvador to 

respond to the gang's use of power? In particular, would you assess whether the 
gang operates as a de facto government within the territory of El Salvador, operates 
in collaboration with the legitimate government of El Salvador, or other? 

5. How would a gang react to a woman or youth who defied or was perceived as 
defying an order of the gang to participate in gang activity or provide gang 
assistance? Does a gang operate to target family members of a perceived opponent? 

 
The two largest “gangs” in El Salvador are MaraSalvatrucha 13 (MS13) – frequently referred 
to as “MS,” “13,” or “Salvatruchas” – and Barrio 18 (M18) – frequently referred to as “18.” 
Between them, these two gangs are conservatively thought to have over 20,000 members 
in El Salvador, a nation with just over six million citizens. A study released by the 
Universidad Centroamericana’s Public Opinion Institute last year speculated that gang 
membership in MS13 and M18 is likely between 250,000 and 400,000 when counting active 
and “retired” gang members and their family members. Thus, based on membership alone, 
these two gangs are far more powerful than other, smaller gangs and than the police, 
military and all other government institutions combined. At the same time, MS13 and M18 
are internationally networked and have operating revenues of billions of dollars and large 
weapons stockpiles. For this reason, the US Department of Treasury classified MS13 as a 
transnational criminal organization, and the Salvadoran government classifies them as 
terrorists. 
 
Unlike a typical street gang in the United States, the MS-13 and the M-18 have transformed 
themselves into two of the most powerful actors in the daily lives of the Salvadoran 
population. Although originally turf-oriented street gangs engaging in localized violence and 
crime, MS-13 and M-18 has evolved into high order gangs that resemble in many parts of El 
Salvador as the sole and dominant form of on the ground power. MS-13 and M-18 are 
sophisticated organizations with their own organizational objectives and use their power 
over the population in the vast areas that they control to function much the way a 
government does. In El Salvador, MS-13 and M-18 display their raw power by marking the 
areas it controls with graffiti, levying “taxes” against residents who live within their territory, 
and enforcing their rules against anyone who does not respect their control. Their reach in 
El Salvador is vast. The MS-13 and M-18 are present in far more places than they are not in 
El Salvador.  
 
The MS-13 and the M-18 have normalized crime as a rule in the spaces they govern. Their 
primary activities include extortion, forced recruitment of children, kidnapping, murder, rape, 
robbery, theft, and trafficking. Like a legitimate government, the MS-13 and M-18 levy 
“taxes” through extortion. The population refers to the amounts extorted on a one-time, 
monthly or weekly basis as “renta,” or rent. If a gang is present in poor and middle-class 
neighborhoods, most – and sometimes all – residents pay renta, although residents pay 
varying amounts. In a way similar to a government’s taxing power, the MS-13 and M-18 fix 
the amount a resident must pay based upon the resident’s income or perceived income. For 
example, a single woman with three children selling tortillas on the street daily and making 
about $150 a month is expected to pay $15 a week, whereas a taxi driver with a wife and 
two children making $500 a month may be expected to pay $100 a week. The MS-13 and 
M-18 determine payment schedules based on the periodic nature of their residents’ income. 
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For example, vendors and transporters (including bus, truck and taxi drivers) are paid 
weekly, so gang members expect them to dedicate a portion of their pay to the gang 
weekly. Teachers and restaurant workers are paid monthly, so they pay their renta monthly. 
 
The MS-13 and M-18 levy renta against remittances. If a resident in their territory receives 
money from family members living abroad or in other parts of the country, the MS-13 and M-
18 will expect a portion – and sometimes all – of this transfer. Residents who receive a one-
time remittance may be expected to pay some or all of the transfer. In this regard, people 
who receive remittances or are thought to have family in the US or elsewhere outside El 
Salvador are especially vulnerable to extortion. 
 
The MS-13 and M-18 enforce this economic tax-via-extortion scheme within their territories 
through a sophisticated combination of intelligence gathering and violence. They gather 
intelligence on income from a variety of sources including obtaining wire transfer lists from 
institutions like Western Union, monitoring who lives in which home and what frequency the 
residents travel outside the neighborhood, and identifying wage earners, homes with 
multiple earners, and multiple adult males. The enforcement of the tax-via-extortion is 
transparent: the MS-13 and M-18 murder those who refuse to pay. This simplicity of this rule 
is what drives the power of the rule. The MS-13 and M-18 publically declare that residents 
who do not pay this renta or report the demand to pay renta to the police, will be killed. It is 
a simple casual equation and because the MS-13 and M-18 do in fact kill those who do not 
pay and those who report, the rule is widely obeyed even when the amount levied creates 
an economic hardship on the resident. Like any sophisticated rule-enforcer, the MS-13 and 
M-18 also displays acts of leniency and mercy both to further aggrandize their power over 
residents and maximize their financial base. For example, a resident who does not pay 
her/his renta the first time might be spared death and instead, the MS-13 or M-18 would rob 
the home and directly take goods or money; or they may even set fire to the home and 
destroy the property rather than murder the person who failed to pay.  
 
In El Salvador, the MS-13 and M-18 have normalized violence in order to demonstrate their 
control of an area and to instill fear in residents so that their control is respected. In this 
sense, the MS-13 and M-18 engage in exercising political power at its most basic element: 
obey the rules and orders of the MS-13 and M-18, or face violent reprisals. The refusal to 
obey rules and orders is viewed by the MS-13 and M-18 as defiance to their control. To 
maintain their control, the MS-13 and M-18 brutally suppress defiance in whatever form it 
takes. First and foremost is the desire for their control to be respected. They thus demand 
this “respect” by making residents so afraid of them that they will not challenge or report 
them. For example, if a resident refuses to join the gang after being ordered to do so, the 
refusal to join is not viewed by the gang so much as a determination of affiliation. Rather the 
MS-13 and M-18 view the refusal as a repudiation of their power and a defiance of their 
order.  
 
The same holds true for residents who seek police intervention by reporting MS-13  or M-18 
conduct and activities. As I explain below, the MS-13 in particular and the M-18 operate 
their activities largely without police or military interference because of corruption and the El 
Salvadoran government’s inability to maintain order. Thus, the MS-13 and M-18 are not 
“afraid” when a resident files a police report. Instead, they view the act as an antagonistic 
act in derogation of their “rule”.   
 
For any resident who defies the MS-13 or M-18, the consequence is, in most cases, murder. 
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To further instill fear and require obedience, the MS-13 and M-18 not only murder the 
“offender” it is not uncommon for the “offender’s” family or friends to also be murdered.  
 
The MS-13 and M-18 are aware of the institutional effects their violence has on the police 
and military responsible with combatting them: the individual officers of the security forces 
are afraid of the MS-13 and M-18, and this makes corrupting certain officers easier. This 
year, over 30 police have been murdered in El Salvador, and many children and families I 
have interviewed this year report that “the police and the gangs are the same,” that the 
“police come but see nothing,” and that the “police or military are too afraid to enter.”  
 
Third, many gang members were forcibly recruited as teenagers. They were often forced to 
observe and commit brutal crimes, often under the influence of alcohol or drugs, on a 
regular basis and have become so traumatized that they are dulled to the violence, much 
like child soldiers in war-torn nations that frequently had lower homicide rates than Northern 
Triangle countries today. Regardless, very few residents feel they can report crimes 
committed against them or their loved ones.  
 
MS13 and M18 are the actors who often demand the most respect in Salvadoran society, 
which several community members I interviewed over the past three weeks in four different 
departments/states told me without prompting. Whereas a police officer or military member 
can enter and be sent away or not attempt to exact justice, residents feel that gang 
members are not afraid, and while their justice is not ideal, they are at least willing to exert 
control. Similarly, the Salvadoran government is frequently unable to collect taxes from 
citizens, but MS13 and M18 members do so with regularity. Without a doubt, based upon 
physical force, citizen respect, ability to control territory and ability to collect taxes, MS13 
and M18 are the most powerful actors in El Salvador in all but a few areas. 
 
The MS13 and M18 are the primary enforcers of justice in many parts of El Salvador and 
the Northern Triangle. This is the de facto reality of Salvadoran citizens. The MS13 and M18 
are certainly perceived by the Salvadoran government as their main threat. During the 
recent presidential campaign, all debate revolved around how to combat these gangs, and 
all of the right-wing ARENA’s posters made reference to lessening the control of the gangs 
(see pictures below). 

 
At the same time, the now infamous gang truce put MS13 and M18 leadership in contact 
with each other and allowed them to obtain both national and international legitimacy. While 
the government has not been transparent about its role in these negotiations, many citizens 
were angered that the government sat at the table with gang members who terrorize them. 
A number of scholars have also noted the increasingly sophisticated language that MS13 
and M18 are now using. During presidential elections, a number of citizens and news 
reports speculated that these two gangs were attempting to control the outcome of the 
elections. Depending on who you asked, the gangs were either working with the right, 
ARENA, or with the left, FMLN. A number of citizens feel that MS13 and M18 gang 
leadership have the ears of some politicians through bribes, and this is believable. Similarly, 
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a politician is among the best paid jobs in El Salvador, garnering more than $2,000 a month 
in a country where most people make less than $300 a month. In this regard, holding 
political office is very lucrative and would be attractive to educated gang leadership. 
 
The MS13 and M18 want the freedom to operate as they see best for themselves and their 
members, and they want others who are not part of their regime to respect their freedom of 
control. They use violence as their primary means to accomplish these goals. 
 
The MS13 and M18 are structured at a local, national and international level. Locally, each 
neighborhood unit is referred to as a click and could consist of 10 to 50 members. It has a 
head, referred to as the palabrero because he gives orders, and a second in command. 
These clicks have regular meetings and work together to commit crimes and demonstrate 
their power and control. They also determine their recruitment needs and punishment for 
members who have done wrong or for neighborhood residents who are not respecting their 
control. Each click leader is in regular communication with other click’s leaders, and 
nationally, gang leadership is thought to be in the prisons. Traditionally, MS13 and M18’s 
international leadership was thought to be in Los Angeles, but there are some signs that 
MS13’s leadership base is now at Salvadoran prisons.  
 
The MS13 and M18 are especially adept at carrying out kill orders locally, nationally and 
internationally. A local MS13 or M18 leader decides if a person who flees his territory after 
disrespecting the gang will be pursued. If his click agrees to having this person pursued (in 
order to be killed), the leader will communicate with the other clicks, and that person will be 
pursued anywhere s/he goes. Thus, no part of the country or region is safe for this person. 
The control ethos without the MS13 and M18 authorizes a click to decide whether or not to 
accept the requests of other clicks. Alongside respect, freedom from others’ control is the 
other great desire that gangs have, with the result that national and international gang 
leadership may request something that local click leadership may decide not to accept. For 
example, as part of the gang truce, all local clicks were supposed to stop murdering non-
gang members, but some clicks decided against following this rule.  
 
I have already mentioned that MS13 and M18 are the de facto government in many parts of 
El Salvador. Additionally, many citizens believe that gangs collaborate with corrupt police 
and military officers. A recent book by Salvadoran crime reporter, Infiltrado, documents this 
corruption at every level of Salvadoran government since 1992. Likewise, a number of 
Salvadoran citizens believe that gangs pay bribes to elected officials and are considering 
moving into the political arena – if they have not already done so.  
 
El Salvador has had the second highest homicide rate in the world outside war zones since 
2010 (UNODC 2012, 2013). Including war zones, El Salvador is the fourth or fifth deadliest 
country. Of a CIA-estimated population of approximately 6.2 million people,1 more than 400 
were killed in the month of May 2014, averaging nearly thirteen murders a day (Chavez and 
                                                
1 The United States Central Intelligence Agency’s World Factbook can be accessed at this link: 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ .  
2 According to FTI Consulting’s website, it is “a global business advisory firm dedicated to helping 
organizations protect and enhance enterprise value in an increasingly complex legal, regulatory and economic 
environment. With more than 4,200 employees located in 26 countries, FTI Consulting professionals work 
closely with clients to anticipate, illuminate and overcome complex business challenges in areas such as 
investigations, litigation, mergers and acquisitions, regulatory issues, reputation management, strategic 
communications and restructuring. The Company generated $1.65 billion in revenues during fiscal year 2013. 
More information can be found at www.fticonsulting.com.” Since 2007, they have published the Latin American 
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Avalos 2014). Only Syria’s and Honduras’ homicide rates definitively surpasses that of El 
Salvador when controlling for population (Solomon 2013), and South Sudan, who surpassed 
El Salvador and Honduras in 2012 and 2013, has far fewer deaths than both do through the 
first six months of 2014. Therefore, a person is more likely to die in El Salvador than in 
recognized conflict zones of Afghanistan, the Central African Republic, Egypt, Iraq, Mexico, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Somalia, and possibly, South Sudan.  
 
Reports link El Salvador’s extreme homicide rate to its failed rule of law and rampant 
impunity (HRW 2014; UNODC 2012, 2013; BDHRL 2014; USHCFA 2013). Of the 
approximately 2,000 murders from 2011 to 2013, only two percent resulted in a trial or 
conviction (Chavez and Avalos 2014). Even in high-profile killings, suspects were charged 
but then released for lack of evidence (HRW 2014; Chavez and Avalos 2014). Reasons for 
this impunity are numerous and complex. 
 
First, corruption is endemic and widespread at every level of government, including the 
highest levels of government (BDHRL 2014; HRW 2014; UNODC 2012, 2013; USHCFA 
2013). As a result, the nation’s willingness to protect its citizens is questionable. 
 
Second, El Salvador is a small nation with very limited capacity and resources (UNODC 
2012, 2013). For this reason, what reform efforts pass into law have repeatedly failed within 
a short period of time (HRW 2014; BDHRL 2014; USHCFA 2013). In this way, El Salvador’s 
de jure and de facto realities are distinct. El Salvador has good legislation and initiatives to 
fight crime and poverty. Nonetheless, they are more fluff than substance according to 
citizens living here. For example, El Salvador’s child protection laws are progressive, but 
they are not funded or operational based upon what I have seen and heard from 
government officials themselves working in these areas. During the US House of Foreign 
Affairs Subcommittee hearing in June 2013, every speaker and congressperson expressed 
concern that capacity did not exist in El Salvador, even after decades of intensive 
investment of time, training and money (USHCFA 2013). 
 
Third, alongside a cash- and resource-strapped nation, El Salvador has become a hub for 
organized crime, including drug cartels, gangs and traffickers (BDHRL 2014; Fox 2012; 
HRW 2014; UNODC 2012, 2013). FTI Consulting2 recently ranked El Salvador a “very 
dangerous” country (FTI 2014) in the most dangerous region of the world (UNODC 2012, 
2013), because whole territories of the nation are outside El Salvador’s control and within 
cartels’ and gangs’ control. These criminal organizations are internationally networked and 
have operating revenues of billions of dollars and large weapons stockpiles (UNODC 2012, 
2013; GAO 2010; Corsetti 2005). In this regard, criminal organizations’ security apparatus is 
often stronger than the national military’s and police’s – even if the police were not corrupt 
(ibid). Combined with the limited capacity and resources outlined in the previous paragraph, 
plus the strong capacity and resources of cartels and gangs, El Salvador’s ability to protect 
its citizens against organized crime is questionable. 
                                                
2 According to FTI Consulting’s website, it is “a global business advisory firm dedicated to helping 
organizations protect and enhance enterprise value in an increasingly complex legal, regulatory and economic 
environment. With more than 4,200 employees located in 26 countries, FTI Consulting professionals work 
closely with clients to anticipate, illuminate and overcome complex business challenges in areas such as 
investigations, litigation, mergers and acquisitions, regulatory issues, reputation management, strategic 
communications and restructuring. The Company generated $1.65 billion in revenues during fiscal year 2013. 
More information can be found at www.fticonsulting.com.” Since 2007, they have published the Latin American 
Security Indices for their investors. They do so based upon official numbers from public security secretariats, 
local police, governments, non-governmental organizations and institutes of crime investigations. 
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Because of El Salvador’s location between major drug-producing nations in South America 
and major drug-consuming nations in North America, it has become a major transit country 
for drugs (UNODC 2012, 2013; USHCFA 2013). Since the 1970s, cartels have proven 
themselves adept at further corrupting weak nation-states (in the past, Colombia, and in the 
present, Mexico) through bribes, high levels of violence and a culture of fear (Muggah and 
Farah 2013; USHCFA 2013). At the same time the transnational gangs, MaraSalvatrucha 
13 (MS13) and Mara 18 (M18), have a large presence throughout El Salvador and its 
neighboring nations of Guatemala and Honduras (Muggah and Farah 2013; UNODC 2012, 
2013) – and even the United States and nations further abroad (GAO 2010; USHCFA 2013; 
WOLA 2008). Based upon my recent conversations with Salvadorans and my frequent 
readings of news articles here in Central America, the truce between MS13 and M18 in El 
Salvador is highly questionable. The government has not been transparent about its 
involvement (Farah and Lum 2013). While other strategies to curtail gang involvement have 
not been effective, giving gangs political agency may not the be answer either. A Catholic 
Bishop who has ministered to gang members for two decades said that the government had 
essentially made top gang leaders ministers by sitting at the negotiating table with them. 
The country experienced nearly 50 percent less murders in the twelve months following the 
truce. Nonetheless, many Salvadorans are critical of the truce (Anonymous 2013). They 
claim that the violence between gangs may have subsided, but the violence gangs impose 
on civilians has not diminished. They also claim that while homicides have decreased, 
extortion, robbery and kidnapping have risen (Villiers Negroponte 2013; Farah and Lum 
2013). Then, some question rather the gangs have just become better at hiding the bodies 
they have killed (ibid). Recently, homicide rates have also been on the rise again. The 
sources referenced in this section are recent and from the region. 
 
Fourth, in reaction to organized crime’s influence and presence, Mano Dura, “iron fist” or 
zero tolerance, policies have arisen throughout the region that have created opposite 
effects. They have not only failed to bring crime and homicide rates down, but they have 
also resulted in human rights abuses and prison overcrowding, so that confidence in the 
state is decreasing, and organized crime is actually growing stronger (BDHRL 2014; HRW 
2014; IACHR 2013; WOLA 2008; UNODC 2012, 2013).  
 
Fifth, cartels and gangs who have always been territorial have begun targeting police, 
security forces and justice officials (UNODC 2012, 2013).  
 
Sixth, because of the reasons outlined in the preceding five paragraphs, citizen confidence 
in public officials, the government and the police is incredibly low (Economist 2013; HRW 
2014; UNODC 2012, 2013). Those who can afford to do so hire private security. Private 
guards outnumber police and military, but these guards are similarly corrupt (Lakhani 2014). 
Also, most do not report crimes (ibid; Chaves and Avalos 2014). In an excellent, in-depth 
article by La Prensa Grafica reporters Chaves and Avalos, they spoke to surviving family 
members who did not make a report about their loved one’s murder, because they knew 
others who were killed after doing so, others who had to flee after doing so, and feared that 
organized crime always have sources of information within the police (Chaves and Avalos 
2014; see also Economist 2013). In my interviews with 60 Salvadoran and Honduran 
asylum seekers and with 50 returned child migrants who were trying to flee El Salvador, all 
were victims of crime, but less than 10 of the former group and five of the latter group made 
a report of their crime. Instead, they fled the neighborhood, often more than once and then 
decided to flee the country after criminal elements still found them. Remarkably, two of 
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these victims were police and still had no confidence in the police’s ability to protect them. 
They both told me: “if they want you, you can stay and die or you can flee. Nothing else will 
do.” Problematically, until citizens can trust their government, crime will go unreported and 
thus not combatted with the vigor needed. At the same time though, I have met with families 
who felt strongly that they should believe in the system and then lost a family member, their 
home or their sanity because of this decision. 
 
In summary, the MS13 and M18 are brutal in their response to those who disrespect them. 
The best case scenario is that such a person must pay an extortion amount, but this would 
only be offered for a minor disrespect – for example, someone who fails to pay their renta 
one month because s/he lost her job. Someone who refuses to join the gang, who reports 
the gang, or who harms the gang might be offered the option of leaving the country or be 
killed, or s/he may just be killed. Problematically, the MS13 and M18 exact revenge for 
defiance and perceived defiance, so if a mother or son acts in a manner contrary to the 
MS13 or M18 orders or rules, the entire family is presumed to also be against the gang. For 
this reason, a number of entire families are killed each year. A recent news article reported 
that there have been over 150 massacres (murder of three or more people) in El Salvador 
through the first 10 months of 2014.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________  27 October 2014___________ 
Elizabeth G. Kennedy, MSc     Date 
United States Fulbright Fellow in El Salvador 


