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Addressing COVID-19 in fragile cities in
the Northern Triangle of Central America
November 2020
The Northern Triangle of Central America –
consisting of Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras
– is one of the poorest regions in the western
hemisphere.1 Residents endure high levels of
poverty and inequality; gaps in critical basic
services, political instability and weak governance;
the impact of climate change on their food security
and livelihoods; the threat of natural disasters, like
Hurricane Eta; and widespread organised crime
and violence,2 with some of the world’s highest
homicide rates.3 Children and youth are often the
victims and perpetrators of this organised crime- or
gang-related violence, with gang members joining
or being forcibly recruited anywhere in age from
12–24, sometimes younger.4 Women in the region
suffer some of the highest rates of gender-based
violence (GBV) in the world, both in the home and
at the hands of criminal entities.5

across the three countries were working in the
informal sector7 without adequate social benefits
or a social safety net,8 and many relied on informal
services to meet their needs. Corruption, inequality,
unemployment, impunity and weak institutional
environments exacerbated this fragility and drove
more violence in these cities.
The COVID-19 pandemic and some well-intentioned
government-led efforts to prepare for, respond to and
contain the virus across the Northern Triangle have
overwhelmed already weak social service institutions
and exacerbated the difficult circumstances many
children and families endure, jeopardising their
immediate and long-term health, well-being and
safety. Now months into the crisis, the three
governments have started to ease restrictions, but
the threat of the virus still looms and an even greater
number of people have been pushed into poverty
and vulnerability after months of confinement.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, this
multidimensional fragility6 was affecting hundreds
of thousands of men, women, girls and boys. The
violence, as well as the lack of income generation
opportunities, were driving many to flee their
communities or migrate in search of a better life.
Resultant displacement and migration put pressure
on urban centres already lacking economic
opportunities and ill equipped to meet the growing
demand for services. Roughly 70% of the population

It is critical to maintain strong response measures
over the coming months, while also establishing
recovery plans that create safer, more inclusive cities
for children, and stronger, more cohesive and peaceful
communities for all. World Vision has been on the
ground responding to the immediate and long-term
needs of children, families and fragile communities
across the Northern Triangle for over 40 years.
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Closure of schools has disrupted education and
support services (e.g. school meals, psychosocial
support) for more than 8 million children,14
and alternative distance learning options are
largely inaccessible for many, especially the most
marginalised. In the months since the start of
the crisis, many children and youth have stopped
studying to pursue income-generating activities (e.g.
coffee and sugar cane harvest, housework), and
some have been forced into child labour or recruited
into gangs. The Inter-American Development Bank
estimates nearly a million children and youth may
not return to school.15

Based on this extensive experience, World
Vision calls on the governments of Guatemala, El
Salvador and Honduras, United Nations agencies,
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the
private sector and donors to take action to:
•

•

•
•

ensure national COVID-19 response and
recovery plans are inclusive of hard-to-reach
urban contexts and incorporate tailored
approaches for serving these communities,
especially children
create a more protective environment by
bolstering national and local child protection
systems and efforts to prevent and respond
to GBV
redouble efforts to ensure all children have
access to virtual/distance education and
re-enrol when it is safe for schools to re-open
support local planning and efforts to meet
immediate humanitarian and long-term
development needs while improving social
cohesion, addressing the root causes of fragility,
and preventing future violence.

“

“

[I would ask the president] to give scholarships to
children and young people in need, so they do not
have to work.”16 Dennis (12, male, Honduras)

Before the COVID-19 crisis, all three countries
suffered from weak and fragmented health systems
ill prepared to respond to such a pandemic, and
large swaths of their populations were without
adequate access to basic services.17 Since the start of
the crisis, medical facilities have been overwhelmed
by COVID-19 and other public health crises
(e.g. dengue fever outbreak in Honduras) and
staff have complained of insufficient personal
protective equipment (PPE) and other necessary
supplies to respond safely and adequately. Facilities
responding to COVID-19 have struggled to
maintain primary and reproductive health services,
as well as mental health and psychosocial support
(MHPSS), and clinical care for GBV survivors.
Movement restrictions have also interrupted critical
immunisation services. To further complicate
matters, the three governments have not only been
responding to the needs of infected residents, but
also managing reception, quarantine and treatment
of deportees and returnees from the United States,
some of whom arrive COVID-19 positive.18

Parents cannot go out to work; there is no money
for food.”9 Aslihe (12, female, Honduras)

COVID-19’s exacerbating effect
At the start of the COVID-19 crisis, there were initial
reports of reductions in homicides and violence in
the region attributed to strict government- and gangimposed movement restrictions,10 yet these same
measures have also led to a rapid loss of livelihoods
and a spike in hunger. Across the region, the UN
Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean has projected that poverty levels will
increase by 3% to 6.5% and extreme poverty will
increase by 2.9% to 4.5%.11

Despite prolonged COVID-19 related movement
restrictions across the region, gangs continue
to control and perpetrate violence against
communities, leading to ongoing displacement.
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
and community leaders expect that once these
restrictions are lifted, displacement will rapidly
increase.19 With borders starting to re-open,
a caravan of 3,500–4,000 people, including
approximately 800 children, mobilised in San Pedro
Sula, Honduras in late September and crossed into
Guatemala moving north – the first recorded since
the start of the pandemic.20

Families have now endured confinement to their
homes for months. They are going without the
wages they relied on to meet their food and other
basic needs. Food insecurity is on the rise and likely
to persist in the coming months.12 This confinement
and these socioeconomic hardships within the
home have contributed to a dramatic increase in
domestic and gender-based violence,13 yet women,
children and youth have little place to go for safety
and support, as any previously available services
have reduced activity or closed due to COVID-19.
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World Vision’s response to urban fragility
World Vision’s FCPA urban pilot in San Pedro
Sula continues today, focusing on improving
social cohesion in neighbourhoods, strengthening
the resilience of children, youth and families, and
advocating with city government and private
sector actors for investment of resources in
fragile neighbourhoods in the city. Beyond this
pilot, World Vision is implementing initiatives to
protect children from violence, support education
and livelihoods opportunities for children and
youth, build social cohesion, and support social
accountability mechanisms in fragile and
violence-affected neighbourhoods in cities and
towns across the region. For instance, World Vision,
in partnership with Johns Hopkins University, has
developed a system dynamic modelling tool to be
used in El Salvador and Honduras to help better
understand the causes and likelihood of migration
and inform development of tailored response
efforts and durable solutions to address these
issues. In Honduras, this work is reinforced with
an early warning system. In Guatemala, World
Vison is partnered with Fe y Alegría, an international
Jesuit-based movement focused on education for
the vulnerable, to improve relationships between
students and teachers, achieve greater coexistence
in the classroom, and reduce violence in schools.

World Vision’s work in the Northern Triangle aims
to address the education, child protection, livelihoods
and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) needs
of vulnerable children and their families in rural and
urban communities. As a multi-mandated organisation,
World Vision has committed to aligning its work across
the humanitarian-development-peace nexus and
deepening its impact for children in fragile contexts.
As part of this commitment, World Vision developed
a fragile contexts programme approach (FCPA)21 to
enhance its adaptive programming ability, tapping
into the organisation’s expertise in humanitarian,
development and peacebuilding action to support a
management approach to meeting immediate survival
needs while also addressing the systemic root causes
and drivers of conflict and violence, fragility and
vulnerability in evolving contexts. Underpinned by
scenario planning, joint context analysis and monitoring,
the FCPA allows World Vision to prioritise agility and
flexibility in the use of digital technology, accelerated
data collection, real-time analysis, and remote
programme management. World Vision launched an
FCPA pilot in San Pedro Sula, Honduras in 2019, and is
now incorporating lessons and approaches from that
pilot into its COVID-19 response efforts and other
work in fragile cities across the region.

World Vision’s response to COVID-19
in fragile cities
In response to the unprecedented challenges posed by
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in hard-to-reach,
fragile, urban neighbourhoods, World Vision adjusted
its San Pedro Sula FCPA pilot and similar programming
in other cities in the region to incorporate and enhance
scenario planning and context monitoring. Taking a
phased approach and building on its strong and trusted
relationships with key local actors, World Vision is
working to meet children’s and families’ immediate
needs, while supporting them to adapt throughout the
‘new normal’ of this protracted crisis.

At a regional level, World Vision has designed
strategic research and advocacy initiatives
to generate awareness about COVID-19’s
exacerbating effect on urban fragility and
violence, to strengthen social cohesion and to
promote peaceful coexistence at the household,
neighbourhood, district and city levels across the
three countries, in partnership with local churches,
municipal child protection committees and
community-based organisations (CBOs).
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for community engagement, and works to create
and support well-being committees that deliver
humanitarian assistance with the church, local
governments and CBOs. During these joint efforts,
local leaders, including formal and informal actors,
work together to select families for humanitarian
aid, which reduces tensions and strengthens social
cohesion and collaboration between community
members, CBOs and local authorities in the
medium to long term as they adjust to this new
normal. World Vision also conducts regular virtual
meetings with a range of stakeholders to discuss
and review progress on joint activities, exchange
experiences and ideas about how to cope with
challenges created by the pandemic, and adapt
agreed plans to current and future realities.

At the country level, World Vision’s COVID-19
efforts take a nexus approach aiming to support
families who have lost their livelihoods or income
to stave off hunger and continue to meet their
basic needs, while helping them to build the skills to
recover and improve their prospects post crisis in
all three countries.
Acknowledging the health and security risks of
conducting distributions in particularly dangerous,
gang-controlled areas, World Vision works with
churches and local actors who have the greatest
access to hard-to-reach neighbourhoods to deliver
food aid and vouchers. World Vision transitioned its
livelihoods trainings online and altered the content
to build trainees’ skills in areas expected to be in
high-demand during and post COVID-19 crisis
(e.g. production of PPE, home delivery of food and
other goods). World Vision also implements virtual
soft and technical skills trainings for children and
youth, such as Youth Ready (YR),22 with relevant
YR tools and materials offered on a YR phone
application, WhatsApp, YouTube and Skype.

In the time of COVID-19, children and families
are not only experiencing stigmatisation and
discrimination based on the neighbourhood they are
from, but also rising social exclusion, stigmatisation
and discrimination if they have had the virus. To
address this, World Vision designed and launched
public awareness raising and behaviour change
campaigns to promote the rights and dignity of all
children and families. In the medium to longer term,
World Vision is also collaborating with the private
sector to raise awareness and reduce stigmatisation
of young people from these areas, and to exchange
experiences about efforts to offer opportunities
(e.g. internships) to these young people across
the three countries, which helps to build trust and
more openness amongst companies for the future.

World Vision supports children in formal and
informal education to continue their studies by
training teachers in technology, information and
communication methods aimed at strengthening
their skills to assist students virtually. Across the
three countries, World Vision also collaborates with
the local authorities and ministries of education
in the region to design and promote innovative,
accessible virtual and distance learning alternatives,
mindful of ongoing challenges related to Internet
connectivity and electricity in many of the most
vulnerable and marginalised communities.

Finally, in many of these fragile cities, there has
been a longstanding breakdown of the social
contract between residents and government
structures. This has contributed to the fragility in
the region, now exacerbated by the protracted
COVID-19 crisis. Throughout its interventions,
World Vision has coordinated not only with the
relevant local authorities, but also with non-state
actors (e.g. community leaders, churches), to access
and address the immediate needs of vulnerable
children and their families. World Vision facilitates
and convenes initiatives and discussions with a
range of stakeholders to influence urban policies
that promote inclusion of all, especially the most
vulnerable in slums and informal settlements, in city
planning, budgeting and other processes.

World Vision launched virtual campaigns to address
the increased incidents of domestic violence and
abuse putting so many women and children at
heightened risk. The campaigns aimed to both
identify and report cases of violence and abuse, and
promote proper care for children and awareness
of available support and services during the crisis.
World Vision also collaborates with churches, local
governments and local child protection committees
to monitor and report cases to the authorities, and
advocates for efforts to address children’s mental
health and psychological well-being.
To improve community participation and strengthen
social cohesion, World Vision provides technical
assistance and support to governments at the
national and city levels on participatory processes
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Recommendations
Urban fragility and violence in cities across the Northern Triangle jeopardises the long-term
health and well-being of children, families and communities throughout the region, and the current
COVID-19 crisis is only exacerbating the challenges and hardships they endure. Based on years of
experience working in fragile urban contexts in the Northern Triangle of Central America, World
Vision recommends the following:

National governments should:
•

Ensure national COVID-19 response and recovery
plans and strategies include and adequately budget
for tailored efforts to address the needs of all urban
residents, including returnees and migrants, and
invest intentional resources in outreach to the most
hard-to-reach, gang-controlled neighbourhoods,
where possible.

•

Collaborate with local authorities and provide
municipalities with the technical and financial
support to design and apply inclusive, localised
solutions for addressing the needs of all urban
residents, in partnership with local and grassroots
actors and other key stakeholders such as local
churches and United Nations agencies.

•

Bolster existing national child protection systems
and mechanisms by gathering and analysing data
on the impact of COVID-19 and other crises on
girls and boys to improve provision of and access to
age-and gender-responsive protective and MHPSS
services, including for children in hard-to-reach,
gang-controlled areas and for returnee and migrant
children. Conduct awareness campaigns at the
national and local levels to improve parenting and
promote peaceful relationships between family
members, with additional supports for those
overseeing at-home learning.

5

•

Improve access to and availability of age-appropriate
distance education methods (e.g. TV, radio, online
learning, hard copy educational materials) to
mitigate COVID-19’s prolonged disruption to
formal and informal education for girls and boys
in urban areas. Also develop a strategy to safely
re-open schools and conduct nationwide back-toschool campaigns once schools re-open, reaching
the most vulnerable children, particularly where
learning has already been difficult or interrupted
due to fragility or exclusion. This can include
creating and budgeting for economic and in-kind
incentives for the most vulnerable families to
enable children to continue their studies postCOVID-19.

•

Commit to investing more in affordable housing,
health care, child protection, MHPSS, education,
GBV prevention and response efforts, social
protection for the most vulnerable and, in
collaboration with the private sector, boost
sustainable income generation opportunities for
the urban poor in national and local development
plans and budgets beyond the COVID-19 crisis.
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Local governments should:
•

•

Assess the indirect impacts of COVID-19 and
government response measures on children
and families in urban communities and use the
findings to develop and adequately fund response
and recovery strategies and plans with tailored
approaches for delivering critical social services to all
residents in these areas, including child protection,
MHPSS and GBV prevention and response
services. Plans should be context-sensitive and
promote social cohesion and inclusivity of even the
most marginalised communities, and assessment
findings should be shared with national authorities
to inform longer-term countrywide plans.

build their capacity to respond to disasters, risk
and hazards.
•

Map hard-to-reach and gang-controlled
neighbourhoods in partnership with local
networks and grassroots organisations, building
on the data they have already collected, and
include these areas in future population data
collection efforts to inform city preparedness,
recovery and development plans.

•

Include representatives of informal sectors
in local COVID-19 response and recovery
planning as well as longer-term local economic
development strategies to both protect against
the spread of the virus and reduce future risks to
this already vulnerable population.

Consistently engage with key community
stakeholders including local organisations, faith
actors and the private sector, to improve vulnerable
urban residents’ access to essentials services and

United Nations agencies and NGOs should:
•

•

•

Apply a citywide, holistic, context-sensitive
approach when planning interventions for cities
dealing with COVID-19, fragility and violence,
taking into account the root causes of this fragility
and violence, the dynamics in gang-controlled areas,
and the informal populations (slums) located in
areas at environmental risk where local and national
governments are unwilling to invest due to their
informal status. Ensure plans and strategies avoid
creating or exacerbating social tensions, especially
in contexts where returnees and migrants live
alongside urban poor hosting communities, and
where gangs are in control.

•

Bolster government education, social protection23
and economic recovery programmes targeting
female and male youth from areas affected by
gang violence (e.g. establishment of training and
apprenticeship opportunities).

•

Work with and build the capacity of trusted local,
grassroots and faith organisations, individual
volunteers and other neighbourhood leaders to
maintain two-way communication and provide
information about available social services and
supports (top-down) as well as local needs and
opportunities (bottom-up).

Support local municipalities with the necessary
financial, technical and material resources to
implement inclusive response and recovery plans
that address COVID-19’s indirect impacts, as
well as ongoing issues of food insecurity, climate
change and violence, and reach the most vulnerable
and marginalised.

•

Establish and support humanitarian and social
accountability mechanisms at the neighbourhood
and city municipal levels, and invest in capacity
building and empowerment of affected children
and communities as agents of change, peace and
development in their own right.

•

Conduct
regular,
impact-focused
and
people-centred joint analysis with actors
across the humanitarian-development-peace
nexus to establish and maintain a shared
understanding of the context that informs
principled, evidence-based decisions and helps
ensure context-sensitive and specific action.
Engage women, children and key community
stakeholders, including faith leaders, in
these efforts.

Strengthen protective systems for girls and boys and
reinforce a protective environment by supporting
the capacity building of community-based/kinship
systems, local government structures and national
systems, and investing in the bolstering of civil
society, community-based structures, and local
institutions to provide adequate protection for
all citizens.
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Private sector should:
•

Create internship opportunities for female and male
youth from communities affected by gang violence
to reduce stigmatisation and help them gain the
technical skills and experiences to open or increase
possibilities for future recruitment and employment.

•

Contribute to social infrastructure at the
neighbourhood level that creates a space for
peaceful coexistence and strengthens community
participation and social cohesion, as well as helps
meet community needs.

•

Collaborate with and support government efforts
to improve the quality, accessibility and production
of distance learning materials and dissemination
approaches (e.g. via Internet connectivity), as well
as critical child-sensitive social protection efforts
(e.g. cash transfer schemes).

•

Support the COVID-19 response in marginalised
urban areas, for example, by donating PPE for health
personnel and front line workers and providing food
rations for residents in dire need.

Donors should:
•

•

contexts to inform local and city development plans
that are inclusive of diverse groups, especially those
living in fragile and violence-affected/gang-controlled
neighbourhoods.

Urgently increase flexible funding to support
children and families in vulnerable urban
neighbourhoods with access to multipurpose
cash and voucher assistance, child-sensitive social
protection services and economic opportunities,
and invest resources in strengthening social
cohesion and addressing violence in the home
and against children in these communities.

•

Maintain long-term interventions focused on
sustained impacts related to the food, climate, and
violence crises and subsequent displacement in and
to these communities.

Increase funding for improved and systematic
data collection, analysis and sharing in urban

© Heidi Isaza / World Vision
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