Programs needed to help lessen poverty in Latin America
By Kenneth D. MacHarg
Mexican journalists Jorge Fernández Menéndez and Víctor Ronquillo put it bluntly: “The United States…while its authorities are obsessed with the war against terrorism, does not comprehend that to the south of its border (and in its own country) a war just as violent, just as cruel is being waged.

“Those who are trafficking in drugs and people, the groups of organized crime, who… have the capacity to control more and more of the streets… if they are not detected and stopped in time will, with much more certainty than will the Al Qaeda terrorists, end the style of life that we…try to protect.” (De Los Maras a Los Zetas, Random House Mondadori, Mexico, 2007).
Five of the most serious problems that threaten the United States in Latin America are inextricably connected. They are: poverty, gangs, drugs, violence and immigration. 

Sociologically, the root of much discontent and anti-social behavior is in the abject poverty that breeds alienation, dissatisfaction and rebellion. Those who cannot find meaningful work and live on the edge of starvation develop a sense of frustration and hopelessness. 

At the same time, as fathers leave to seek employment in other countries, those left behind, especially children, suffer from the separation. Out of frustration or anger, lack of supervision or mentoring, many turn to gangs to fulfill those needs. 

Church social workers in San Salvador, El Salvador report that 70 percent of that city’s young men are involved in gangs. They also report that most gang members come from dysfunctional or broken families. The result is that many do not study in school and thus are unable to get jobs. 

With the breakup of the family, these young men are looking for role models. The leaders of the gang fill that role, but they are models of violence and delinquency. 

Ironically, El Salvador’s gang problem, along with similar difficulties in neighboring countries such as Honduras and Guatemala, had its origin in the United States. 

Thousands of Central American youth who fled the region’s civil wars in the 1970s and 1980s settled in Los Angeles where they joined street gangs. Uprooted by war and frustrated by a lack of opportunity, these disenfranchised youth embarked on a career of urban ghetto warfare and crime to sustain their living needs and enhance their self-image and need to belong.

U.S. officials began deporting thousands of them back home in the 1990s. But, by then, those hardened young men had become distant from their families and the social support and control that family systems offered, so rejoined their compatriots on El Salvadoran soil. 

Official estimates range between 25,000 and 300,000 gang members in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala. 

In addition, the FBI estimates that the most violent gang, Mara Salvatrucha, has between 8,000 and 10,000 members in the United States with most major cities seeing a rise in gang activity.

The decision to seek meaning in a gang rather than in the family inevitably leads the young person to drugs—both the consumption and selling of them—and thus into the hands of those who would use them for their own gain. And gangs, along with their mentors in the drug cartels, use violence as a way of living and survival on the rough and tumble streets. 

As North Americans view the flow of drugs and the spread of gangs, they must advocate for governmental policies and programs that could help developing countries to the south lift their people out of poverty, giving them a sense of hope and accomplishment and providing a way for them to keep their families intact. 
In addition, North Americans can support non-profit and church mission agencies that are to offer disenfranchised youth a hope for their future. 

The attention to conditions that breed hopelessness along with the provision of economic and social aid would go a long way toward ameliorating the circumstances that allow such problems to develop—and, inevitably, spread to the United States.
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