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ABOUT COALITIONS FOR RESILIENCE

To better understand the illicit economy created by extortion, as well as its impact, the Coalitions for 
Resilience project against extortion (established by the GI-TOC in 2018), has documented and 
analyzed extortion trends in the region, and fosters dialogue among a network of over 100 members; 
see https://globalinitiative.net/initiatives/extortion-in-central-america/.  
Additionally, through the Resilience Fund, the GI-TOC is focusing on extortion and has selected 10 
grantees to discuss and develop community responses in the region and worldwide. Through our 
work in fostering resilience against extortion at the municipal and community level for the past 
three years, we have learned how criminal governance and extortion act as critical underlying 
factors for community erosion, economic decline, institutional distrust and forced displacement.
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Extortion is one of the main crimes that negatively affect citizen security in 

the Northern Triangle of Central America (Guatemala, Honduras and El 

Salvador) and, to a lesser extent, Costa Rica and Panama.

Given the widespread presence of this crime in the region, the availability, 

relevance and reliability of data on extortion are essential to understand its 

magnitude, as well as to develop evidence-based public policies to contain it and 

build community resilience.

However, unlike for other crimes such as homicides, public institutions in the 

countries of the region have not yet developed a specific methodology to collect, 

produce and disseminate up-to-date, reliable, relevant and high-quality data on 

extortion. This shortcoming hampers the analysis and research needed to 

measure the real magnitude of this crime and to generate evidence-based public 

policies.

Furthermore, the dynamics of cooperation and territorial disputes between 

organized crime groups and the lack of knowledge about the variables involved in 

establishing an extortion rate are additional factors that merit further investigation, 

as they make it difficult for public institutions to measure extortion.1 

This report analyzes the availability of public data on extortion and the 

transparency mechanisms for accessing it. To do so, the authors reviewed the 

availability and accessibility of data on extortion from official sources in the 

countries concerned, particularly the websites of national police forces and 

prosecutors' offices.

It also presents a new tool, developed as part of the Coalitions for Resilience 

project, which addresses the challenges and areas of opportunity in collecting 

reliable, comparative and systematic data on extortion in the region. The main 

contribution of this methodology is the proposal of nine indicators to measure the 

monitoring of the crime of extortion throughout the entire chain of the criminal 

justice system. 

Extortion is one of the main 
crimes that negatively affect 
citizen security in Central 
America. © Wera Rodsawang/ 

Krisanapong detraphiphat/Getty 
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REGIONAL OVERVIEW
OF OPEN DATA

There are significant challenges in accessing reliable public information on 

extortion in Central America. This has a double effect: it casts doubt on 

the quantitative evidence available for the authorities in the five 

countries to develop public policies to control this crime, and it also hinders civil 

society auditing and citizen participation processes that would allow civil society 

organizations and community groups to come up with specific proposals suited 

to their local contexts. 

The following are the main institutional challenges based on the authors' 

consultation of official extortion data.

Guatemala
Guatemala monitors the number of cases, rates and complaints of extortion 

through the national civil police (PNC) and the Public Prosecutor's Office. 

However, the authors did not find a public database on extortion on the PNC 

website nor in the section devoted to the national anti-gang development 

division. 

In contrast, documents such as annual reports for the last two years, containing 

data on extortion and numbers of structures dismantled, operations carried out 

and lives saved, were found on the website of the Public Prosecutor's Office. The 

Public Prosecutor’s Office also presents information on the number of extortion 

complaints registered in the country in 2020, but does not disaggregate the data 

geographically or indicate how the information received is processed. 

In addition, the authors requested all available statistics on extortion from the public 

information access unit of the Public Prosecutor's Office. The only data received 

within the 15-day period established by law was the number of extortion complaints 

per department in 2020, with a total of 13 261 complaints.

Given the lack of public data on extortion from security and justice institutions, 

some civil society organizations have, in an effort to fill the data gap, taken on the 

task of making figures transparent and providing analysis on this crime. Diálogos, a 

Guatemalan think tank, has collected data on extortion for the 2004–2020 period. 

Last year, they recorded the number of complaints, the annual rates, and the rate of 

extortion per 100 000 inhabitants. For 2020, their records show 13 116 extortion 

complaints had been registered.

In Guatemala, it is possible to find official public data on extortion complaints. 

However, it is not sufficiently comprehensive, up-to-date or disaggregated to assess 

the effectiveness of public policies aimed at combating and preventing this crime.

El Salvador
In El Salvador, the authors found news of arrests and operations against extortionists 

when consulting the websites of the national civil police and the Public Prosecutor's 

Office. The most recent news reports provide some figures up to the end of July 

2020, but the source and level of disaggregation of these figures is not entirely 

clear.2 

The country also has a transparency portal providing access to public information, 

but access seems to be geo-restricted to IP addresses within the country and it 

cannot be consulted from abroad, where the authors are located. For users within 

the country, however, the portal provides information on various crimes and an 

extortion database. 

Based on the laws on access to public and governmental information that exist in the 

countries of the region, citizens can request information of interest to them from 

the authorities. The authors made requests for information through the websites of 

the security institutions, but the COVID-19 pandemic affected the 15-day 

turnaround times and, at the time of the research, the deadlines had been extended 

indefinitely.3  

The limitations of access to information on extortion in El Salvador are not 

surprising, as they are in line with the lack of information on other government 

initiatives such as the territorial control plan, which aims to improve citizen security 

by reclaiming gang-controlled territory. According to the Salvadoran authorities, 

this programme is the centrepiece of the current administration's security policy. 

However, only three of its seven initiatives have been released and the document 

has not been published for consultation and reference. El Salvador's President 

Nayib Bukele himself indicated that 90 per cent of the content of this plan was 

confidential.4 

This general lack of transparency and the difficulties in accessing public data in El 

Salvador obstruct the analysis of criminal phenomena in the country, such as 

extortion, and the creation of public policies to combat them.

Honduras
Honduras has the national anti-gang force (Fuerza Nacional Anti Maras y Pandillas) 

as its main anti-gang and anti-extortion agency. However, the institution has not set 

up an official website to publicize its institutional objectives, actions and results. 

Information on their initiatives is presented on social media, preventing access to 

databases on the impact of extortion in the country and the actions that have been 

taken to prevent and/or contain it. 

Among the data available on extortion on official-source websites is that published 

by the Centro Nacional de Información del Sector Social (national social sector 

information centre), an organization that provides the government with social 

information tools. This information shows, among other indicators, the rate of 

extortion per 100 000 inhabitants from 2013 to 2019, with no information for 

2020.5 

In addition, there are other sources of public information providing access to 

extortion data, but the figures do not match, as they use different variables and 

sources. Unlike for other crimes such as homicides, there is no process of 

standardization of the data-collection mechanisms between the various institutions 

involved.6 In addition, while the law on freedom of information provides for a 15-day 

period, the process for requesting information on extortion through transparency 

requests can take between one and two months. 

In order to make up for these shortcomings, data on arrests and figures on extortion 

in Honduras is published through the media, which has become the country’s main 

source of information on the crime.

Costa Rica
In Costa Rica, extortion is more closely linked to what is known as loan sharking, 

which consists of granting short-term loans or micro-credits to those who do 

not have access to bank loans, thus gaining control over the indebted.7  

Official public data on extortion in the country is rare; this may be due to the fact 

that the crime is still minor compared to other crimes such as drug-related 

crimes or homicides. The most recent information that can be found on this 

crime in the country is the number of reports of extortion and kidnapping for 

ransom from 2014 to 2018.8

Panama
Exploring data on extortion in Panama is also complex. No information or figures 

on extortion could be found on the official website of the ministry of public 

security. Similarly, the Dirección del Sistema Nacional Integrado de Estadísticas 

Criminales (directorate for the national integrated system of crime statistics), a 

body whose objective is to compile information on the crime situation in the 

country, does not have a search engine on its website where data on the main 

crimes affecting citizen security can be explored. 

Despite having a statistical section, the agency does not provide public data on 

extortion rates or the number of reports of extortion. The most up-to-date data 

available is from a 2019 crime report that indicates that 318 cases of extortion 

were recorded, with no disaggregation by sex, age or economic status.9  

Even so, the authors were able to access data on extortion collected by the 

Observatorio de Seguridad Ciudadana (citizen security observatory) of the Chamber 

of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture of Panama.10  According to this data, in the 

last six years, reports of extortion increased by 360 per cent, from 95 in 2015 to 437 

in 2020.11  

Panamanian security and justice institutions have made an effort to improve their 

data on citizen security and crime. In fact, they are part of a process of institutional 

strengthening, called the Sistema Regional de Indicadores Estandarizados de 

Convivencia y Seguridad Ciudadana (regional system of standardized indicators of 

coexistence and citizen security), under which working definitions of various types of 

crime, such as the rate of robbery and theft per 100 000 inhabitants, are established. 

However, the crime of extortion is not included in this process.       

There are significant challenges 
in accessing public information 
on extortion in Central America. 
© Lightguard/ Getty Images
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geographically or indicate how the information received is processed. 

In addition, the authors requested all available statistics on extortion from the public 

information access unit of the Public Prosecutor's Office. The only data received 

within the 15-day period established by law was the number of extortion complaints 

per department in 2020, with a total of 13 261 complaints.

Given the lack of public data on extortion from security and justice institutions, 

some civil society organizations have, in an effort to fill the data gap, taken on the 

task of making figures transparent and providing analysis on this crime. Diálogos, a 

Guatemalan think tank, has collected data on extortion for the 2004–2020 period. 

Last year, they recorded the number of complaints, the annual rates, and the rate of 

extortion per 100 000 inhabitants. For 2020, their records show 13 116 extortion 

complaints had been registered.

In Guatemala, it is possible to find official public data on extortion complaints. 

However, it is not sufficiently comprehensive, up-to-date or disaggregated to assess 

the effectiveness of public policies aimed at combating and preventing this crime.

El Salvador
In El Salvador, the authors found news of arrests and operations against extortionists 

when consulting the websites of the national civil police and the Public Prosecutor's 

Office. The most recent news reports provide some figures up to the end of July 

2020, but the source and level of disaggregation of these figures is not entirely 

clear.2 

The country also has a transparency portal providing access to public information, 

but access seems to be geo-restricted to IP addresses within the country and it 

cannot be consulted from abroad, where the authors are located. For users within 

the country, however, the portal provides information on various crimes and an 

extortion database. 

Based on the laws on access to public and governmental information that exist in the 

countries of the region, citizens can request information of interest to them from 

the authorities. The authors made requests for information through the websites of 

the security institutions, but the COVID-19 pandemic affected the 15-day 

turnaround times and, at the time of the research, the deadlines had been extended 

indefinitely.3  

The limitations of access to information on extortion in El Salvador are not 

surprising, as they are in line with the lack of information on other government 

initiatives such as the territorial control plan, which aims to improve citizen security 

by reclaiming gang-controlled territory. According to the Salvadoran authorities, 

this programme is the centrepiece of the current administration's security policy. 

However, only three of its seven initiatives have been released and the document 

has not been published for consultation and reference. El Salvador's President 

Nayib Bukele himself indicated that 90 per cent of the content of this plan was 

confidential.4 

This general lack of transparency and the difficulties in accessing public data in El 

Salvador obstruct the analysis of criminal phenomena in the country, such as 

extortion, and the creation of public policies to combat them.

Honduras
Honduras has the national anti-gang force (Fuerza Nacional Anti Maras y Pandillas) 

as its main anti-gang and anti-extortion agency. However, the institution has not set 

up an official website to publicize its institutional objectives, actions and results. 

Information on their initiatives is presented on social media, preventing access to 

databases on the impact of extortion in the country and the actions that have been 

taken to prevent and/or contain it. 

Among the data available on extortion on official-source websites is that published 

by the Centro Nacional de Información del Sector Social (national social sector 

information centre), an organization that provides the government with social 

information tools. This information shows, among other indicators, the rate of 

extortion per 100 000 inhabitants from 2013 to 2019, with no information for 

2020.5 

In addition, there are other sources of public information providing access to 

extortion data, but the figures do not match, as they use different variables and 

sources. Unlike for other crimes such as homicides, there is no process of 

standardization of the data-collection mechanisms between the various institutions 

involved.6 In addition, while the law on freedom of information provides for a 15-day 

period, the process for requesting information on extortion through transparency 

requests can take between one and two months. 

In order to make up for these shortcomings, data on arrests and figures on extortion 

in Honduras is published through the media, which has become the country’s main 

source of information on the crime.

Costa Rica
In Costa Rica, extortion is more closely linked to what is known as loan sharking, 

which consists of granting short-term loans or micro-credits to those who do 

not have access to bank loans, thus gaining control over the indebted.7  

Official public data on extortion in the country is rare; this may be due to the fact 

that the crime is still minor compared to other crimes such as drug-related 

crimes or homicides. The most recent information that can be found on this 

crime in the country is the number of reports of extortion and kidnapping for 

ransom from 2014 to 2018.8

Panama
Exploring data on extortion in Panama is also complex. No information or figures 

on extortion could be found on the official website of the ministry of public 

security. Similarly, the Dirección del Sistema Nacional Integrado de Estadísticas 

Criminales (directorate for the national integrated system of crime statistics), a 

body whose objective is to compile information on the crime situation in the 

country, does not have a search engine on its website where data on the main 

crimes affecting citizen security can be explored. 

Despite having a statistical section, the agency does not provide public data on 

extortion rates or the number of reports of extortion. The most up-to-date data 

available is from a 2019 crime report that indicates that 318 cases of extortion 

were recorded, with no disaggregation by sex, age or economic status.9  

Even so, the authors were able to access data on extortion collected by the 

Observatorio de Seguridad Ciudadana (citizen security observatory) of the Chamber 

of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture of Panama.10  According to this data, in the 

last six years, reports of extortion increased by 360 per cent, from 95 in 2015 to 437 

in 2020.11  

Panamanian security and justice institutions have made an effort to improve their 

data on citizen security and crime. In fact, they are part of a process of institutional 

strengthening, called the Sistema Regional de Indicadores Estandarizados de 

Convivencia y Seguridad Ciudadana (regional system of standardized indicators of 

coexistence and citizen security), under which working definitions of various types of 

crime, such as the rate of robbery and theft per 100 000 inhabitants, are established. 

However, the crime of extortion is not included in this process.       
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here are significant challenges in accessing reliable public information on 

extortion in Central America. This has a double effect: it casts doubt on 

the quantitative evidence available for the authorities in the five 

countries to develop public policies to control this crime, and it also hinders civil 

society auditing and citizen participation processes that would allow civil society 

organizations and community groups to come up with specific proposals suited 

to their local contexts. 
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2020, but the source and level of disaggregation of these figures is not entirely 

clear.2 
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but access seems to be geo-restricted to IP addresses within the country and it 

cannot be consulted from abroad, where the authors are located. For users within 

the country, however, the portal provides information on various crimes and an 

extortion database. 

Based on the laws on access to public and governmental information that exist in the 

countries of the region, citizens can request information of interest to them from 

the authorities. The authors made requests for information through the websites of 

the security institutions, but the COVID-19 pandemic affected the 15-day 

turnaround times and, at the time of the research, the deadlines had been extended 

indefinitely.3  

The limitations of access to information on extortion in El Salvador are not 

surprising, as they are in line with the lack of information on other government 

initiatives such as the territorial control plan, which aims to improve citizen security 

by reclaiming gang-controlled territory. According to the Salvadoran authorities, 

this programme is the centrepiece of the current administration's security policy. 

However, only three of its seven initiatives have been released and the document 

has not been published for consultation and reference. El Salvador's President 

Nayib Bukele himself indicated that 90 per cent of the content of this plan was 

confidential.4 

This general lack of transparency and the difficulties in accessing public data in El 

Salvador obstruct the analysis of criminal phenomena in the country, such as 

extortion, and the creation of public policies to combat them.

Honduras
Honduras has the national anti-gang force (Fuerza Nacional Anti Maras y Pandillas) 

as its main anti-gang and anti-extortion agency. However, the institution has not set 

up an official website to publicize its institutional objectives, actions and results. 

Information on their initiatives is presented on social media, preventing access to 

databases on the impact of extortion in the country and the actions that have been 

taken to prevent and/or contain it. 

Among the data available on extortion on official-source websites is that published 

by the Centro Nacional de Información del Sector Social (national social sector 

information centre), an organization that provides the government with social 

information tools. This information shows, among other indicators, the rate of 

extortion per 100 000 inhabitants from 2013 to 2019, with no information for 

2020.5 

In addition, there are other sources of public information providing access to 

extortion data, but the figures do not match, as they use different variables and 

sources. Unlike for other crimes such as homicides, there is no process of 

standardization of the data-collection mechanisms between the various institutions 

involved.6 In addition, while the law on freedom of information provides for a 15-day 

period, the process for requesting information on extortion through transparency 

requests can take between one and two months. 

In order to make up for these shortcomings, data on arrests and figures on extortion 

in Honduras is published through the media, which has become the country’s main 

source of information on the crime.

Costa Rica
In Costa Rica, extortion is more closely linked to what is known as loan sharking, 

which consists of granting short-term loans or micro-credits to those who do 

not have access to bank loans, thus gaining control over the indebted.7  

Official public data on extortion in the country is rare; this may be due to the fact 

that the crime is still minor compared to other crimes such as drug-related 

crimes or homicides. The most recent information that can be found on this 

crime in the country is the number of reports of extortion and kidnapping for 

ransom from 2014 to 2018.8

Panama
Exploring data on extortion in Panama is also complex. No information or figures 

on extortion could be found on the official website of the ministry of public 

security. Similarly, the Dirección del Sistema Nacional Integrado de Estadísticas 

Criminales (directorate for the national integrated system of crime statistics), a 

body whose objective is to compile information on the crime situation in the 

country, does not have a search engine on its website where data on the main 

crimes affecting citizen security can be explored. 

Despite having a statistical section, the agency does not provide public data on 

extortion rates or the number of reports of extortion. The most up-to-date data 

available is from a 2019 crime report that indicates that 318 cases of extortion 

were recorded, with no disaggregation by sex, age or economic status.9  

Even so, the authors were able to access data on extortion collected by the 

Observatorio de Seguridad Ciudadana (citizen security observatory) of the Chamber 

of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture of Panama.10  According to this data, in the 

last six years, reports of extortion increased by 360 per cent, from 95 in 2015 to 437 

in 2020.11  

Panamanian security and justice institutions have made an effort to improve their 

data on citizen security and crime. In fact, they are part of a process of institutional 

strengthening, called the Sistema Regional de Indicadores Estandarizados de 

Convivencia y Seguridad Ciudadana (regional system of standardized indicators of 

coexistence and citizen security), under which working definitions of various types of 

crime, such as the rate of robbery and theft per 100 000 inhabitants, are established. 

However, the crime of extortion is not included in this process.       
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FIGURE 1  Official data on extortion in northern Central America, Costa Rica and Panama.
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here are many obstacles to accessing public, timely and reliable data on 

extortion in Central America. As the summaries in the previous section 

indicate, these include delays in complying with requests for information, 

aggravated by mobility restrictions due to the pandemic; the disparity of sources 

between national police and prosecutors' offices; and the variability in the quantity 

and quality of the information available, given that, according to the data obtained, 

extortion rates do not correspond to the information published in the media.  

This context raises some relevant areas of opportunity not only to improve the 

quality and reliability of data, but also to facilitate access to data. The Coalitions for 

Resilience against extortion project has made an effort to document and 

strengthen the local capacities of key players through specialists in the region. 

With the collaboration of Evelyn Espinoza, a specialist in security, prevention and 

measurement of violence in Guatemala, the project has developed a tool to 

measure the different aspects of extortion and to have a clearer and more 

comparable idea of the criminal phenomenon in Central American countries.12  

The use of this tool could provide the minimum necessary information, comparable 

over time and across countries in the region, to analyze extortion in a timely 

manner and generate evidence-based public policies that improve citizen security 

and foster community resilience. With the data currently provided by security 

institutions, this is very difficult to achieve.

A NEW TOOL
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These indicators can guide public policy aimed at countering extortion, but this can 

only happen if the quality of the data is improved. As Espinoza said: ‘There is no 

quality control or training. On the issue of extortion there are specialized judges, 

there is a specialized [police] force ... but how are they taking these decisions if there 

really is no data to guide them?’13  

According to Espinoza, in order to achieve better quality data, institutions must have 

specialized and trained personnel to register all the statistics produced by each 

institution and to set standards on the collection and quality of information.

FIGURE 2  Indicators for monitoring extortion in Central America.

SOURCE: Evelyn Espinoza, Monitoring extortion in Central America: A tool for tracking better data, GI-TOC, 
forthcoming.
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Despite the fact that extortion is one of the main crimes that negatively 

impact citizen security and social cohesion in Central American countries, 

public policies do not emphasize the need to adequately monitor it in order 

to evaluate the different institutional efforts needed.  

As with the feminist mobilizations to contain gender-based violence in Guatemala that 

resulted in the inclusion of an article in the law against femicide and other forms of 

violence against women requiring the recording of data on this crime,14 it is necessary 

to promote a discussion and movement that allows for a better understanding of 

extortion. To this end, a number of challenges need to be addressed:

Make available official sources that offer up-to-date, reliable and quality public 

data on extortion to promote an accountability exercise that facilitates public 

discussion on this crime.

Promote a process of specialized dialogue to generate a standardized 

measurement of extortion for analysis by country, region, municipality, 

neighbourhood, type of victim and type of extortion, as well as cross-country 

comparisons.15  

Develop institutional capacities in data science to ensure adequate data 

collection and processing in order to generate evidence-based public policies 

for the prevention and containment of extortion, focused on populations or 

victims, territories and types of extortion.

Promote processes of civil society oversight of data to verify the mechanisms 

used to build extortion data, as well the usefulness and usability of such data.

Ensure access to official sources regardless of the country where they are 

consulted or the software used.
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