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Abstract

While organised crime has long been entrenched in Latin America, the spatial configuration of violence associated
with it has undergone significant transformations in recent years. Homicide rates have escalated beyond traditional
epicentres, spreading to countries once perceived as relatively safe. In Ecuador, the homicide rate rose by 429%
between 2019 and 2024, largely driven by drug-related violence, while in Uruguay, 21% of homicides are connected
to conflicts related to the illegal drug market. Beyond security concerns, organised crime undermines governance,
erodes trust and constrains development. This article develops a mid-range analytical framework to explain these
trends, linking criminal group fragmentation, institutional weakness and illegal market dynamics through the
concepts of criminal governance and thick crime habitats. Using comparative case studies of Montevideo, Rosario,
Guayaquil and Limon, it shows how organised crime adapts to varying contexts of institutional fragility and illegal
market dynamics. The findings contribute to the refinement of existing theories of state—crime relations and highlight
the emergence of new forms of criminal governance in urban and lower-violence contexts.
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Introduction’

Although organised crime has long been entrenched in Latin America, its spatial and quantitative patterns of violence have
changed sharply in recent years, spreading from traditional hotspots to countries once regarded as stable, including Uruguay,
Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and Costa Rica (see Figure 1). In 2023, Ecuador reached the highest homicide rate in the Americas,
escalating from 25.5 to 44.5 per 100,000 inhabitants in just one year (Human Rights Watch, 2025), a rise largely driven by
drug-related conflicts (UNODC, 2023a). Similarly, in Uruguay, roughly one-fifth of all homicides are connected to disputes
within the illicit drug trade (Ministerio del Interior, 2025).

As illustrated in Figure 2, homicide rates have risen markedly across urban centres since 2015, with Guayaquil showing the
steepest increase (+1283%), followed by Limoén (+217%), Montevideo (+69%), and Rosario (+29%), revealing a clear regional
pattern of escalating urban violence. This intensification of violence reflects a broader regional trend, where transnational
criminal organisations engage in violent competition for control of strategic corridors. These include ports, logistical hubs and
border regions essential for drug trafficking and other illicit economies. Territorial disputes over these high-value areas have
become a key driver of lethal violence, as criminal networks seek to consolidate influence and operational control.
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Figure 1

Comparison of Homicide Rates in Selected Cities (2010-2023)
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Source: Own elaboration with data from Homicide Monitor (2025).
Note: Dotted line represents the average global homicide rate.

This study addresses a key gap by analysing why violence related to organised crime is emerging in countries once perceived
as low risk. Previous scholarship has examined organised crime primarily in high-violence contexts such as México, Colombia
and Brasil (Calderon et al., 2015; Dias & Darke, 2016; Duarte Villa and Souza Pimenta, 2019; Duran-Martinez, 2015; Fandifio-
Losada et al., 2017; Ferreira, 2019; Fuerte Celis et al., 2019; Kotzé, et al., 2022; Phillips, 2015; Rodriguez Ferreira, 2016).
Comparatively less attention has been given to the institutional and social dynamics that facilitate its emergence and
consolidation in countries with lower levels of violence. By examining the intersection between transnational criminal
networks, institutional fragility and the evolution of illicit markets, this study contributes to understanding how organised crime
adapts across different governance environments and advances theoretical debates about its underlying drivers.

Expanding on recent theoretical developments, this study conceptualises organised crime as an institutionally embedded
ecosystem that evolves within weak governance environments. Drawing on Felson’s (2006) concept of thick crime habitats,
Lessing’s (2020) theory of criminal governance and institutional theories of state capture (Levitsky & Murillo, 2013; Paoli,
2014), the article proposes a mid-range analytical framework (Merton, 1968)? linking the three mechanisms mentioned above.
This framework contributes to comparative criminology by showing that organised crime does not require state collapse to
thrive, but rather emerges in hybrid environments where legality and illegality coexist.

Building on the work of Croci, Dammert and Larroca (2025), this study extends previous analysis with updated data,
comparative cases, and new conceptual insights. It examines how transnational criminal networks, institutional fragility and
shifts in trafficking routes and local illicit markets interact to explain the evolution of organised crime and its relationship with
violence in Latin America. A comparative case study approach, involving Montevideo (Uruguay), Rosario (Argentina),
Guayaquil (Ecuador) and Limén (Costa Rica), is employed to analyse how organised crime adapts across distinct social,
economic and institutional contexts.



Advance online publication Croci

Figure 2

Slope Chart Homicide Rate Change (2015 vs. 2023)
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The next section develops the theoretical framework linking the three hypotheses to criminological and institutional
perspectives. This is followed by an examination of four comparative case studies, before cross-case findings are synthesised
and their theoretical implications for understanding organised crime in lower-violence contexts are discussed.

Literature Review

Research on organised crime in Latin America has moved from early accounts centred on drug trafficking and state absence to
more nuanced analyses of governance, markets and institutional adaptation. This review highlights three dimensions shaping
the region’s criminal transformation: (1) the diffusion and fragmentation of criminal groups; (2) uneven state capacity; and (3)
the role of illicit market structures in generating violence. These perspectives underpin the analytical framework presented later
in the article.

The Regional Reconfiguration of Organised Crime Groups

Rather than viewing organised crime as confined to a few epicentres, this article argues that its expansion across Latin America
has produced increasingly fragmented criminal ecosystems. Transnational flows of drugs, arms and people have eroded the
dominance of hierarchical cartels and fostered more fluid and localised criminal networks, competing for market control and
protection rents. Recent studies have highlighted how organised crime networks have become increasingly fragmented yet
interconnected through pragmatic collaborations (Atuesta & Pérez-Davila, 2018; EMCDDA & Europol, 2022; Guerrero, 2013).
These networks not only coordinate trafficking activities but also subcontract specialised services, share logistical routes and
pool operational resources. For example, transnational criminal organisations such as the Albanian mafia and the *Ndrangheta
have forged alliances with major Latin American groups, including the Sinaloa and Jalisco New Generation cartels, as well as
with smaller regional and local actors. These partnerships enable the exchange of expertise, financial flows and trafficking
infrastructure, strengthening the resilience and reach of global criminal networks (Catino, 2020; OECO, 2023; Prieto & Moreno
Martin, 2025; Sergi, 2019).
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The region is experiencing growing criminal fragmentation. In México, the disintegration of major criminal organisations has
exacerbated both competition and violence, as the number of groups expanded from 98 in 2010 to 198 in 2019. Today’s Mexican
criminal landscape includes roughly 37 large cartels (many the product of prior splits) and more than 130 smaller affiliates that
operate within their orbit (Esberg, 2020). Similarly in Rosario, the once-dominant Los Monos clan has fragmented into rival
factions, coupled with the emergence of at least ten other groups, intensifying intra-group violence (“Luduefia: Condena para
un gatillero de una banda ligada a Los Monos,” 2025). In Port-au-Prince, Haiti, more than a hundred criminal gangs are currently
active and involved in a wide range of criminal activities (Global Initiative Against Organized Crime, 2022). The proliferation
of firearms further exacerbates this dynamic, with Latin America exhibiting the highest global proportion of gun-related
homicides (UNODC, 2023a). These dynamics reveal how violence functions as a mechanism of dispute resolution, market
enforcement and territorial control (Gambetta, 1996; von Lampe, 2015). This regional diffusion of fragmented groups cannot
be fully understood without considering the institutional environments in which they operate.

Uneven State Presence and the Rise of Parallel Control

Gaps and inconsistencies in state presence generate the vacuums through which criminal actors establish governing authority
(Skaperdas, 2001). In contexts of low state legitimacy, limited capacity or corruption, organised crime finds space to regulate
markets and mediate violence. The capacity of the state to project authority therefore becomes a key variable shaping both the
level and the form of criminal violence. Institutional inefficacy is expressed through multiple dimensions, from inadequate law
enforcement and ineffective judicial systems to the inability of governments to adapt to evolving criminal dynamics (Croci &
Gomez, 2025; Levitsky & Murillo, 2013; Miiller, 2018). Prisons, often under-resourced and poorly managed, further exacerbate
this problem by functioning as incubators of criminal networks rather than instruments of deterrence or rehabilitation (Bergman
& Fondevila, 2021; Skarbek, 2016).

The notion of criminal governance captures how organised groups replace weak state functions by regulating markets and
communities in areas where formal authority is absent (Arias & Barnes, 2017; Lessing, 2020). Corruption within state
institutions often creates mutually beneficial ties with criminal groups — relations that stabilise illicit markets while eroding
public safety and institutional credibility (Paoli, 2014; Schelling, 1971; Skaperdas, 2001). In sum, institutional fragility shapes
the opportunity structure, but it is the nature of illegal markets that ultimately determines the incentives for cooperation or
confrontation.

How Market Incentives Shape Criminal Violence

Illegal markets differ in their organisation, profitability and exposure to law enforcement. These characteristics influence the
incentives for cooperation or confrontation among criminal groups. Highly competitive markets (such as retail drug
distribution) often intensify disputes, while more stable markets tend to foster negotiated forms of criminal governance.
Understanding how market structures interact with institutional capacity is thus central to explaining patterns of violence across
cases.

Latin America’s porous borders and good transport networks have made it a key corridor for cocaine shipments to Europe, a
trade worth about €12.8 billion (EMCDDA & Europol, 2022). At the same time, domestic drug use is rising, with roughly 4.7
million cocaine users in South America and high consumption levels in countries such as Uruguay, Argentina, Ecuador and
Brasil (UNODC, 2023a). Similarly, there has been a substantial increase in synthetic drug consumption. Between the mid-
2000s and the late 2010s, Latin America experienced a clear rise in cocaine and ecstasy (MDMA) use. Across the region,
stimulant use has risen sharply. In Uruguay, cocaine prevalence remained stable at around 2.1% (about 72,000 users), while
ecstasy use grew from 0.2% in 2011 to 0.9% in 2018. In Argentina, cocaine consumption more than doubled from 0.73 to
1.67% and ecstasy tripled to 0.33%. Ecuador recorded the steepest rise, with cocaine use climbing from 0.25% in 2007 to 3.35%
in 2017 (approximately 557,000 users). Costa Rica also experienced growth, from 0.34% to 1.33% in cocaine use and a
doubling of ecstasy consumption to 0.46% (about 22,500 users) (UNODC, 2025a). These trends suggest a broader regional
pattern of rising stimulant use over the past decade (UNODC, 2025a), reflecting the deepening interconnection between transit
dynamics and domestic consumption.
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Figure 3

Trends in Cocaine and Ecstasy Use in Selected Countries (2006-2018)
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Source: Own elaboration based on data from UNODC (2024).
Note: As of the publication of this study, there are no data available for Ecuador’s ecstasy consumption levels.

As domestic markets expand, criminal organisations diversify their revenue streams — often in ways that heighten the risk of
violent competition. For example, criminal organisations involved in the cocaine trade have also engaged in illegal mining and
extortion, often employing violence to maintain territorial control (UNODC, 2023b). This pattern reflects “crime convergence’:
overlapping illicit ventures that exploit shared routes, logistics and intermediaries. Trafficking corridors commonly serve
multiple illicit trades (cocaine, migrant smuggling or illegal gold extraction), enabling overlapping enterprises that share routes,
logistics and protection networks to raise profits and lower exposure (UNODC, 2023b). In certain contexts, corruption dampens
visible violence by stabilising illicit exchanges through clientelist bargains linking state officials and criminal actors, as seen
in México and Brasil (Adorno & Dias, 2019; Snyder & Duran-Martinez, 2009).

Conceptual Framework

This research situates the rise of organised crime violence in Latin America within a broader criminological debate about
criminal opportunity, governance, and institutional failure. Rather than viewing organised crime solely as a by-product of illegal
markets, the analysis draws from ecological and institutional theories of crime to explain how these organisations adapt to
structural weaknesses and fragmented enforcement environments.

Following Felson (2006), organised crime develops within thick crime habitats — densely networked environments rich in illegal
opportunities and “convergence settings”, where offenders, facilitators and enablers interact repeatedly. These habitats emerge
where formal regulation is weak but illicit exchanges are routine, allowing criminal groups to exploit overlapping legal and
illegal spheres. Such contexts generate both opportunities and incentives for cooperation among offenders while normalising
violence as a mechanism of regulation and enforcement.

The idea of criminal habitats connects directly with the literature on illegal markets in economic sociology (Beckert &
Wehinger, 2011; Dewey, 2019), which conceptualises these markets as complex institutional systems rather than mere zones
of absence. Illegal exchanges require trust, protection and coordination mechanisms that, in the absence of an effective state,
are provided by criminal organisations themselves. Violence thus becomes a form of contract enforcement and reputation
building, fulfilling governance functions analogous to those of legitimate institutions.
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This perspective aligns with Lessing’s (2020) notion of criminal governance, which describes how organised groups regulate
social, economic and political life within areas of limited statehood. In such territories, criminal organisations provide dispute
resolution, enforce order and control illegal markets (functions that fill the vacuum left by weak or corrupt institutions).
Levitsky and Murillo (2013) and others (Croci & Chainey, 2023; Dammert, Croci, & Frey, 2024) emphasise that the persistence
of weak institutional enforcement in Latin America creates fertile ground for these governance systems. Organised crime thus
thrives not “against the state” (Paoli, 2008), but within and through its institutional failures, exploiting opportunities created by
inconsistent rule enforcement.

From a criminological standpoint, this framework bridges institutional theories of state weakness with environmental
criminology and crime-science perspectives of opportunity. It also incorporates Ayling’s (2009) concept of convergence
environments, where recurrent interactions among offenders enable learning, cooperation and market adaptation. Together,
these perspectives explain why criminal networks in Latin America exhibit both fragmentation and resilience: fragmentation
increases competition and volatility, while the structural density of illegal opportunity environments maintains continuity and
profit.

Data and Methods

The primary unit of analysis in this research is the neighbourhood, as it provides the most detailed level of government data
and a meaningful context for studying variables such as homicide and inequality (Messner & Tardiff, 1986). Neighbourhoods
also reflect urban life and governance, making them ideal settings for examining complex social issues (Grafmeyer & Joseph,
1979). Using a case study approach, this research conducts in-depth analyses of organised crime in Uruguay, Argentina,
Ecuador and Costa Rica — each with distinct social, economic and institutional contexts. This qualitative method enables a
holistic exploration of organised crime dynamics, capturing nuances that may elude quantitative analyses and yielding insights
relevant to both theory and practice (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). As Flyvbjerg (2006) notes, case studies generate context-
dependent knowledge that deepens theoretical understanding and enhances practical insight, making them particularly valuable
for examining multifaceted social phenomena.

The selection of these four cases was deliberate and comparative. They were chosen because they represent diverse trajectories
of organised crime violence: countries with historically low violence that now face sharp increases. This variation in
institutional capacity, homicide levels and position in global trafficking routes allows for a structured comparison across cases.
Importantly, the case study method and triangulation are not treated as separate stages but as integrated elements of the research
design. For each case, triangulation was systematically applied by combining three categories of data: (1) quantitative indicators
such as homicide statistics, socio-economic data and international indices; (2) institutional sources such as UNODC reports,
judicial and police documents and international think tanks outputs; and (3) qualitative evidence from academic research and
local media. This approach strengthens internal validity by cross-verifying findings across independent data sources. By
embedding triangulation into the case study design, the study enhances the validity and credibility of its findings, reduces bias
and provides a more robust understanding of the research problem (Denzin, 2017).

The analysis proceeded in two steps: first, within-case analysis identified the local drivers of organised crime violence in each
city; second, cross-case comparison was used to detect common structural factors (e.g., criminal fragmentation, market shifts).
This structured, focused comparison allows the article to go beyond descriptive accounts and to test the three hypotheses
outlined in the introduction (George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2007).

Results

Montevideo: Emerging Organised Crime Dynamics and Urban Vulnerability

Uruguay’s homicide rate increased from six to nearly eleven per 100,000 inhabitants between 2003 and 2024, an 83% rise. In
Montevideo, violence is heavily concentrated: Zones 3 and 4 record the highest rates (28.1 and 20 per 100,000 respectively),
while just a few neighbourhoods (La Paloma—Tomkinson, Casavalle, and Casab6—Pajas Blancas) account for over 30% of all
homicides, revealing the sharp spatial concentration of lethal violence (Ministerio del Interior, 2024). Moreover, recent data
indicate that 21.1% of homicides in the country are associated with disputes within the illicit drug market (an increase of 627%
compared with a decade ago), making it the leading motive category for homicide nationwide (Ministerio del Interior, 2025).

Transnational organisations such as the Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC), Comando Vermelho (CV), and *Ndrangheta
operate in Uruguay, using the country both as a transit point for cocaine shipments to Europe and as a regional hub for broader
money-laundering activities (Brombacher, 2025; McDermott & Dudley, 2025; OCCRP, 2023). Evidence from law enforcement
sources and media confirms the presence of these organisations in several border departments, where local criminal networks
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provide logistical support for international trafficking operations. Uruguay has consequently become a key node in the
transatlantic cocaine supply chain, serving both as a transit and redistribution point for shipments to Europe,? while its domestic
drug market continues to expand. The Parana—Paraguay waterway has further consolidated its role as a major fluvial corridor
facilitating regional drug flows (Newton, 2024a; UNODC, 2023a). Within this context, the port of Montevideo has become a
key logistics hub for cocaine trans-shipment to Europe, benefiting from advanced infrastructure, high cargo volumes and limited
security oversight. Its status as a low-risk entry point for international customs and security agencies makes it particularly
attractive to criminal organisations (Samp6 & Troncoso, 2022). In 2022 alone, Uruguayan authorities seized 4.5 tonnes of
cocaine, underscoring the scale of the flows through national ports (Doherty & den Held, 2023). These dynamics have been
compounded by recent corruption scandals that exposed institutional weaknesses, negligence in port security and deficient
oversight mechanisms (Dalby, 2023; “Entrega de pasaporte a Marset: Fiscalia de Delitos Economicos y Complejos investigara
el caso,” 2022; Newton, 2024b).

As previously discussed, certain zones in Montevideo exhibit a higher concentration of violence and thicker criminal habitats.
Among them, Casavalle stands out. Located in the northern part of the city, it comprises several micro-neighbourhoods and has
consistently ranked among the most violent areas of Montevideo over the past decade. Casavalle illustrates how criminal
fragmentation can sustain high levels of violence without the presence of large, centralised organisations. In the absence of
structured hierarchies, multiple small groups compete for territorial control, using violence as the primary mechanism of
regulation and dispute resolution. Casavalle is one of Montevideo’s most deprived neighbourhoods, marked by severe housing
deficits, unemployment and limited access to essential services (Municipio de Montevideo, 2019). Overcrowding, poor
sanitation and substandard housing levels are well above national averages (Calvo, 2013). At the household level, drug-related
crime and addiction transform domestic spaces as homes become increasingly fragmented, making family cohabitation difficult
for those affected by substance use and insecurity (Alvarez Pedrosian, 2013).

Research consistently links social deprivation and overcrowding to higher crime levels and weaker community cohesion
(Osborn & Tseloni, 1998; Tseloni, 2006). In Uruguay, overcrowding forms part of the Unsatisfied Basic Needs (UBN)* index,
reflecting its relevance as a measure of social exclusion (Calvo, 2013). This condition is associated not only with stress and
deteriorating mental health, but also with lower academic achievement and increased antisocial behaviour among children
(Makinde et al., 2016; Regoeczi, 2008; Ruiz-Tagle & Urria, 2022; Solari & Mare, 2012). In Casavalle, the impact of these
factors is particularly acute: 60% of residents lack access to essential services, making it Montevideo’s most deprived area
(Echevarria et al., 2019).

According to a recent report, the average educational attainment in Casavalle corresponds to the completion of primary school,
a level below the national average. Only 13.6% of Casavalle’s population has attended high school or higher education,
compared with over 78% in affluent neighbourhoods. Just 4% have completed tertiary studies, while nearly half (49%) have
only primary education (MIDES & DESyTC, 2018). Casavalle also records Montevideo’s highest rate of teenage motherhood
(17.1%), almost three times the rate of Punta Carretas (Calvo, 2013). Teenage motherhood is strongly associated with
educational disruption, poverty and intergenerational risk (Kane et al., 2013). Young mothers face higher chances of school
dropout and child neglect, while their children often experience lower academic performance, reduced life satisfaction and
greater exposure to delinquency and substance use (D’Onofrio et al., 2009; Lipman et al., 2011).

In Casavalle, consumption, crime and illegality are deeply intertwined, forming a cycle that is hard to break in conditions of
poverty and exclusion (Echevarria et al., 2019). Theft and resale of goods, often involving neighbours or relatives, sustain this
dynamic: stolen items are resold in local markets at low prices, creating a network of dependency that reinforces the local
criminal economy. The area is also a recognised hotspot for drug use and street-level dealing (Portela, 2012). Within this
economy, households involved in producing or selling cocaine base paste earn far more than through other formal activities,
making drug trade participation both attractive and persistent despite its social costs (Baudean & Rudnitzky, 2023; Tenenbaum,
2018).

In sum, the case of Montevideo illustrates how organised crime can expand in the absence of entrenched cartels. The
proliferation of small, flexible groups engaged in retail drug trafficking and territorial disputes reflects a process of adaptive
fragmentation, where loosely connected actors exploit the permeability of urban spaces. Within these conditions, violence
becomes a mechanism of reputation and market regulation rather than large-scale territorial control. The city thus exemplifies
the rise of “thick criminal habitats,” where poverty, opportunity and limited state presence converge to sustain localised systems
of criminal governance.
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Rosario: From Criminal Governance to Violent Market Fragmentation

Argentina remains among the least violent countries in Latin America, recording 1961 homicides in 2022 — equivalent to 4.6
per 100,000 inhabitants — and a 33% decline in the rate over the past two decades. Yet, lethal violence is spatially concentrated
in a few urban areas. At the same time, the country has consolidated its position as a logistical hub within the South American
cocaine trade, linking production zones in the Andes to consumer markets in Europe. Its porous borders, under-resourced port
controls and efficient transport infrastructure make it highly attractive to transnational networks. The Parana—Paraguay
Waterway and ports such as Rosario and Buenos Aires serve as key outlets for cocaine shipments, where organisations like the
PCC, Sinaloa Cartel and ’Ndrangheta have developed partnerships with local actors, embedding Argentina in broader
trafficking and laundering circuits (EMCDDA & Europol, 2022; McDermott & Dudley, 2025; Samp6 & Troncoso, 2023).

Rosario is currently the most violent city in Argentina, with a homicide rate of 22 per 100,000 inhabitants — five times the
national average. Over the past decade, competition for control of the drug trade has been the main driver of this persistent
violence (Bergman et al., 2023). Rosario’s geographical location and its port (the country’s largest agro-export terminal) make
it a strategic hub for criminal organisations involved in cocaine transit and storage destined for international markets (Florez &
Newton, 2024). At the same time, the expansion of the local cocaine market has intensified disputes among domestic actors,
further fuelling lethal violence. The absence of a dominant criminal organisation has turned the local drug trade into a source
of violent competition. Groups such as Los Monos and the Alvarado Clan once controlled trafficking and extortion, but arrests
and internal disputes fragmented the market. Today, more than fifteen smaller gangs compete for control of micro-trafficking
and extortion, using violence to secure profits and territory (McDermott & Dudley, 2025; Santos, 2024). This contrasts with
the largely non-violent nature of international trafficking, where large shipments move through established networks with little
conflict (Dammert et al., 2024).

These dynamics are aggravated by institutional fragility and entrenched corruption, including recent cases involving senior
police officials (Iazzetta & Gaiero, 2025). Such failures have enabled criminal infiltration of state institutions, particularly at
the local level (Feldmann & Luna, 2022; Flom, 2019). Weak governance has limited the state’s capacity to curb violence, with
officials, police and prison staff often facilitating drug trafficking and extortion (Croci & Chainey, 2023; GI-TOC, 2023a).
Prisons play a central role in this system: gang leaders continue directing extortion and criminal operations from inside facilities,
exposing the inability of the penitentiary system to assert control. In marginalised communities. This institutional vacuum
allows criminal groups to exert social and economic dominance, further consolidating their power.

The spatial pattern of violence in Rosario closely aligns with socio-economic deprivation, particularly in areas marked by
overcrowding, poverty and weak institutional presence. These urban ‘hotspots’ often coincide with zones of criminal group
activity and territorial disputes (Bergman et al., 2023). In the most vulnerable neighbourhoods, limited state capacity has created
conditions of impunity and parallel governance, allowing organised crime to entrench itself and perpetuate cycles of inequality
and violence (Miraglia et al., 2012).

An example is Ludueia in the city’s northwest, where social and environmental deprivation overlap with rising criminal
activity. Since 2021, rival groups involved in homicides, extortion and street-level drug sales have violently contested control
of the area. A study by Conicet (2024) underscores the neighbourhood’s multiple deficits: inadequate housing, education and
health services, compounded by pollution, flood exposure and a scarcity of public and cultural spaces, all of which deepen
social exclusion. Infrastructure conditions further illustrate these disparities: around 40% of homes lack sewage connections
and many rely on irregular water and electricity supply (Conicet, 2024; “Encuesta de Hogares Rosario: Un tercio de la poblacion
no logra acceder a los servicios basicos,” 2022). School facilities are also precarious, with leaking roofs, insufficient heating
and chronic staff shortages limiting access to quality education (“Docentes de una escuela de Luduefia denuncian que hace 4
afios que estan sin gas,” 2024).

In sum, Rosario reveals how criminal fragmentation and institutional co-optation reinforce each other to produce escalating
violence. The decline of centralised organisations has generated a landscape of competing mid-level groups that rely on violence
to secure extortion and drug markets. Weak law enforcement and corruption enable this process, transforming prisons into
nodes of criminal governance that reproduce violence from within the state apparatus. This case demonstrates that
fragmentation does not dissolve organised crime; instead, it reconfigures its structure into networked governance systems that
blur the boundary between coercion and regulation, confirming the interplay between state weakness, market incentives and
institutional complicity.
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Guayaquil: Transnational Criminal Groups and the Geopolitics of Cocaine Ports

Between 2018 and 2023, Ecuador’s homicide rate increased by 650% (from six to 46 per 100,000 inhabitants), placing it as the
most violent country in Latin America (UNODC, 2025b). This dramatic rise was largely driven by conflicts among organised
crime groups competing over illicit markets (OECO, 2024a). The trend is concentrated in specific areas of the country. For
example, in the canton of Guayaquil, homicides rose by 360% between 2020 and 2022. In contrast, cantons like Lomas de
Sargentillo, the number of homicides declined by 67% (OECO, 2024b). Other high-impact crimes also increased sharply during
this period: extortion complaints rose from 1570 in 2018 to 22,228 in 2024 (an increase of about 1316%) and kidnappings went
from 1129 to 3566 (approximately a 216% increase) (Ecuador Chequea, 2024).

According to a recent report, drug trafficking is the primary activity of organised crime in Ecuador (OECO, 2023). From a
transit country, Ecuador has become a storage and distribution hub, particularly along the northern border with Colombia's
coca-producing regions of Narifio and Putumayo, which serves as key entry point for trafficking routes (UNODC, 2023a). It is
estimated that about a third of Colombia’s cocaine passes through Ecuador before reaching North America and Europe (Jiitten,
2024). The cross-border trafficking of narcotics for criminal organisations is a highly lucrative activity, driven by substantial
price escalations throughout the supply routes. In southern Colombia, a kilogram of coca base paste sells for about US$550,
rising to US$800 in Esmeraldas and US$1000 at the port of Guayaquil. After refinement, its value reaches roughly US$2000
upon exit from Ecuador and can fetch up to US$75,000 in Hamburg (EMCDDA & Europol, 2022; GI-TOC, 2021; International
Crisis Group, 2025).

In 2020, Ecuador, Brasil and Colombia emerged as the main departure points for cocaine shipments seized in or destined for
European ports. In Ecuador alone, seizures rose dramatically, from around 31 tonnes in 2019 to 179 tonnes in 2022, a 477%
increase (UNODC, 2024). The province of Guayas reflects this trend: cocaine seizures intended for export climbed from 3.8
tonnes in 2019 to 109 tonnes in 2022 (OECO, 2024b). Trafficking from the port of Guayaquil to Antwerp also intensified,
increasing by approximately 833%, from 6 tonnes in 2018 to nearly 56 tonnes in 2021 (Jiitten, 2024). As a result, the port of
Guayaquil, one of the largest in the region, has become a central hub for international drug trafficking. The use of this port is
facilitated by the benefits of large-scale container transport, which enables traffickers to transport large quantities of drugs
while anticipating potential losses. Law enforcement estimates that only 2-10% of drug shipments are seized, allowing
traffickers to adjust the final selling price to account for these losses (International Crisis Group, 2025).

The role of small to medium-sized criminal organisations in this global cocaine trade is increasing, operating as networks rather
than clearly defined entities. These groups control specific segments of the supply chain and form partnerships with other
organisations, a decentralisation that has been observed in different regions and has led to increasing specialisation among the
actors involved (UNODC, 2023a). In this sense, the Global Organized Crime Index (GOCI) score for the criminal network’s
indicator revealed an increase from 5.5 to 7.5 points out of 10, thus positioning the country in the top quintile alongside countries
such as Colombia, México, Syria and Jamaica (GI-TOC, 2023b).

Since 2015, Ecuador has experienced accelerating criminal fragmentation driven by the expansion of illicit drug markets and
regional realignments following the FARC demobilisation. The resulting proliferation of rival groups has intensified violence
along urban and trafficking corridors as they dispute control over routes and illegal markets. Domestic organisations such as
Los Choneros, Los Lobos and Los Tiguerones have forged alliances with transnational groups, including the Sinaloa cartel,
Jalisco Nueva Generaciéon and Albanian networks, consolidating Ecuador’s strategic role within the global cocaine trade
(Jitten, 2024; McDermott & Dudley, 2025).

The decentralisation of transnational criminal networks has given rise to a system of service providers that manage different
stages of the drug supply chain — collecting cocaine from ports, arranging local transport and securing shipments — without
directly owning the product. These intermediaries often serve multiple clients, including Balkan and Italian traffickers who
have established operations in Ecuador to supply European markets (UNODC, 2023a). The Sinaloa Cartel’s reorganisation in
2019, shifting from direct control to smaller intermediary cells, exemplifies this wider trend of criminal atomisation. In Ecuador,
the fragmentation of major groups such as Los Choneros has generated new factions, intensifying competition over trafficking
routes and domestic markets (UNODC, 2023a; OECO, 2023). The deaths of prominent leaders have further destabilised the
criminal landscape, fuelling recurrent cycles of violence. Once mere subcontractors for Colombian and Mexican cartels,
Ecuadorian organisations now exert greater control over international distribution, amplifying territorial disputes, particularly
along the northern border, where the Choneros have moved from subordination to direct competition with the Comandos de la
Frontera, a FARC dissident group dominant in extortion economies (Parada Lugo, 2024).
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Persistent corruption scandals have underscored Ecuador’s institutional fragility, revealing systemic links between state
officials and criminal organisations (“Odebrecht scandal: Ecuador vice-president given six years’ jail,” 2017; Vanderford,
2024). High-ranking authorities (including members of the judiciary, police and the prison agency [SNAI]) have been convicted
for facilitating impunity and protecting drug trafficking networks (Fiscalia General del Estad, 2024). Organised crime groups
such as Los Choneros, Los Lagartos and Los Tiguerones exert significant control over the prison system, which functions as
both operational base and recruitment hub. Their influence extends beyond prison walls, fuelling violent competition for
territorial control in urban areas (Berg & Bledsoe, 2024; International Crisis Group, 2023).

Limited state presence has enabled criminal groups to consolidate governance not only in prisons but also in ports and
marginalised urban areas (Aratijo and Costa, 2024; Orozco, 2022). Drug trafficking organisations exploit weak institutional
control to move illicit cargo through coastal provinces, often concealing cocaine in legitimate shipments (GI-TOC, 2023c¢). In
coastal and low-income communities, economic deprivation pushes residents — particularly fishers and youth — into criminal
economies as lookouts, transporters or street dealers, frequently paid in product (UNODC, 2023a; Wiser, 2024). These
dynamics generate environments of fear and coercion marked by forced labour, sexual exploitation and extortion (Marinelli &
Mendoza, 2023), with children and adolescents especially vulnerable to recruitment and victimisation in contexts of school
dropout and family instability (Ramirez, 2024).

Located in Guayas Province, Duran has become the most violent canton in Ecuador, with a homicide rate of 148 per 100,000
inhabitants in 2023, higher than Colima (140), Ciudad Obregoén (117) and Port-au-Prince (117), the world’s most violent cities
in 2024 (World Atlas, 2024). Much of this violence stems from clashes between the Chone Killers and the Latin Kings over
control of illicit markets (GI-TOC, 2023a). The city’s severe urban precariousness exacerbates this dynamic: around 70% of
residents lack access to potable water, 78% are not connected to sewerage systems (Walk Free Foundation, 2023) and more
than half live in irregular settlements with limited public services (Investigacion Duran, 2023). Poverty affects seven in ten
inhabitants, while educational attainment remains low: only 47% have completed primary education and 37% secondary (INEC,
2022). These conditions have eroded social resilience and facilitated recruitment, particularly of minors: in 2023, fifteen
children were murdered (the second-highest figure nationwide) and between January and June that year, police arrested 367
minors — most of them from Duran — for offences including contract killings, drug dealing and theft. This structural
marginalisation has created a vacuum of authority that allows criminal groups to operate with impunity, exploiting deprivation
to consolidate territorial control (Walk Free Foundation, 2023).

The case of Guayaquil exemplifies how transnational market integration and domestic institutional erosion converge to create
a hybrid system of authority. As Ecuador’s principal port becomes a strategic hub for cocaine exports, transnational alliances
and local groups compete for control over logistical infrastructures and areas where the state presence is limited. Guayaquil
thus illustrates how global illicit markets embed themselves within weak institutional ecosystems rather than operating outside
them.

Limon: Security Challenges in an Emerging Trafficking Corridor

Costa Rica has experienced a sustained increase in homicides in recent years. In 2023, the country recorded its most violent
year, with more than 900 homicides (most linked to drug-trafficking groups); this was followed by 2024, which registered the
second-highest level, at 16.6 per 100,000 inhabitants (OIJ, 2024; International Crisis Group, 2025). According to the
Observatorio de la Violencia (2024), 74% of these killings were motivated by revenge or retaliation, a pattern consistent since
2019 and largely associated with drug-related disputes (Cavalari et al., 2024). This increase reflects a combination of rising
local consumption of cocaine and crack cocaine, along with intensified competition among criminal organisations for control
of domestic markets and key trafficking corridors. The profits have fuelled corruption and weakened institutional integrity,
transforming Costa Rica (long regarded as one of the region’s most stable democracies) into a logistical hub for both domestic
and international drug trafficking (Abi-Habib & Cegarra, 2024).

With its extensive maritime territory spanning both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts, the country has become a major transit
hub for drug trafficking, which has resulted in a score of 7.5 out of 10 in the cocaine trade indicator of the GOCI for 2023 (GI-
TOC, 2023b), reflecting a high level of criminal activity. Costa Rica serves as a leading first-stop trans-shipment point for
cocaine and other drug (mainly cannabis) shipments destined for the United States and Europe. This is evidenced by the frequent
seizures of containers destined for ports in Spain, France, Croatia, the Netherlands, Italy and Belgium. A smaller proportion of
these drugs remain in Central America to meet local demand. This combination has contributed to the emergence of local
criminal groups that align with larger trafficking organisations to access international markets (GI-TOC, 2023d).
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In this context, Colombian and Mexican cartels along with the 'Ndrangheta are involved in trafficking with local groups such
as the Movimiento Revolucionario de Crimen Organizado (Los Moreco) (GI-TOC, 2023d). Mexican cartels, particularly the
Sinaloa Cartel, have fuelled violence in Costa Rica by supplying weapons to local gangs, effectively waging a proxy war to
secure control of drug routes. Meanwhile, Colombian criminal groups, including ex-FARC, have intensified competition in
Costa Rica's drug trade through their established networks, as evidenced in previous activities in Venezuela and Ecuador (Sidhu,
2024). Colombia’s Gulf Clan operates at the southern end of Costa Rica, while México’s Sinaloa and CING cartels operate at
the northern end. These international groups work with local Costa Rican drug trafficking organisations to facilitate the
movement of their illicit products allowing the efficient transit of drugs through the country (Abi-Habib & Cegarra, 2024). In
addition to drug trafficking, local criminal groups have diversified their activities to engage in extortion schemes, such as the
“gota a gota”> informal lending system, which relies on coercion to force repayment (GI-TOC, 2023d).

Furthermore, in recent years, major drug trafficking organisations have shifted to paying Costa Rican logistical criminal
services in cocaine rather than cash. As a result, more drugs remain in the country, enabling local groups to distribute and sell
domestically (Stoenner, 2024). The growth of local consumption and the presence of small networks that facilitate the transport
and storage of drugs contribute to contract killings, disputes between armed groups and the forced recruitment of young people.
These problems are exacerbated by the worsening socio-economic conditions in Costa Rica, including rising unemployment
and growing social unrest, which have contributed to a significant decline in public perceptions of security. Consequently,
crime has emerged as the top social concern, while increasing cases of corruption and bribery have further eroded trust in public
institutions (GI-TOC, 2023d).

Structural challenges have severely restricted access to quality education and formal employment, particularly for young
people. Consequently, many are pushed into the informal labour market, where their precarious conditions make them
vulnerable to recruitment by criminal groups seeking to expand their operations (Stoenner, 2024). The erosion of opportunities
has been accompanied by a sharp rise in violence affecting public spaces that were once considered safe. Schools have
increasingly become sites of violent incidents, with parents murdered while dropping off their children, severed limbs left in
plastic bags in public parks and even patients killed inside hospitals by rival gangs (Abi-Habib & Cegarra, 2024).

In Costa Rica, in 2024, most homicides were concentrated in the provinces of San José, Puntarenas and Limoén. Data reveal a
higher incidence of crime in certain regions, such as Limon (the Caribbean coastal province), where the homicide rate reached
37.8 per 100,000 inhabitants (SWI, 2025). The port city of Limon, along with the nearby Moin container terminal, has become
a central hub for drug trafficking and the preferred departure point for cocaine shipments to Europe. In 2023, the canton of
Limon, within the province of Limon, recorded a homicide rate of 91 per 100,000 inhabitants, surpassing the rate of 83 per
100,000 recorded in the canton of San José, which has three times Limon’s population, to become Costa Rica’s homicide capital
(Municipalidad de San José, 2020; Organismo de Investigacion Judicial, n.d.). This surge in violence is largely attributed to
disputes over control of trade routes and the increasing flow of cocaine through the region (Ford, 2022). The struggle for
territorial control also involves groups transporting cannabis from Jamaica to the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica. However,
these groups are less organised than those involved in cocaine trafficking, leading to violent clashes over vulnerable urban
areas, particularly among small-scale drug traffickers (Calderén Umafia, 2013). Meanwhile, larger drug trafficking
organisations seek to secure access to these ports to export cocaine from Latin America, relying on local collaborators. This
dynamic has fuelled the rise of increasingly sophisticated and powerful criminal organisations in Costa Rica.

Limon illustrates how a once-peripheral port city has become a convergence zone connecting local actors, regional logistics
and global cocaine flows. Rising domestic demand and the spread of fragmented groups have produced a violent yet adaptive
ecosystem where competition sustains conflict and regulates markets. This case shows how the diversification of illicit
economies generates new criminal habitats that mirror regional patterns of hybrid governance at the local level.

Taken together, these four cases illustrate how fragmentation, institutional weakness and shifting illicit market dynamics
interact in distinct yet comparable ways across different national contexts. While the specific manifestations vary, the
underlying mechanisms remain consistent: criminal adaptation within weak governance environments. Table 1 summarises
these patterns, highlighting how each case reflects the broader regional mechanisms proposed in this study.



City

Montevideo

Rosario

Guayaquil

Limén

Table 1

Comparative Analysis of Organised Crime and Violence

Homicide
rate

13.5
(2023)

22 (2023)

83 (2023)

38 (2023)

Main drivers of violence

Localised drug conflicts,
fragmented networks, socio-
economic vulnerability

Collapse of dominant gangs,
micro trafficking,
institutional corruption

Fragmentation of criminal
groups, international drug
trafficking, port control
disputes

Territorial disputes over
drug routes, rising cocaine
use, gang competition

Transnational actors

PCC, CV, 'Ndrangheta

PCC, Sinaloa Cartel,
Albanian Mafia,
'Ndrangheta

Sinaloa Cartel, CING,
Albanian Mafia,
'Ndrangheta

Sinaloa, CING, Gulf
Clan, 'Ndrangheta

Key local groups

Micro-networks,
family clans, no
large cartels

Los Monos
(splintered),
Alvarado Clan,
15+ gangs

Los Choneros,
Los Lobos, Los
Tiguerones,
Chone Killers

Local gangs
linked to
international
groups

Corruption dynamics

Oversight failures;
recent scandals expose
institutional
weaknesses

Police and political
corruption; prison-
based extortion

Infiltration of judiciary,
prisons, and police;
protection of traffickers

Customs and port
corruption; rising
bribery undermines
governance

Trafficking routes & role

Parana-Paraguay
Waterway to Montevideo
port; export hub to Europe

Bolivia/Paraguay to
Rosario via river; export
via Rosario/Buenos Aires
ports

Colombia to Guayaquil to
Europe (e.g., Antwerp,
Hamburg); storage hub

Transit point for US and
Europe-bound cocaine;
Moin/Limén ports key

Socioeconomic factors

Fragmented
neighbourhoods
characterised by
concentrated structural
disadvantages: poverty,
exclusion, and limited
access to services and
opportunities

Urban poverty, weak
institutional presence,
limited job access,
education shortfalls

Marginalised port areas,
high youth
unemployment, minimal
service provision,
informal economies

Neglected coastal zones,
poor infrastructure, youth
unemployment



Limitations

This study faces several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it relies primarily on secondary data sources rather than
original fieldwork. While triangulation across diverse sources strengthens validity, the absence of interviews or ethnographic
data restricts the ability to capture first-hand perspectives. Second, official statistics on homicides and organised crime are often
incomplete or contested, which may affect both accuracy and comparability across cases. Third, the study’s reliance on
descriptive accounts and publicly available datasets constrains the capacity to disentangle causal mechanisms with precision.
Finally, the comparative case study design involves trade-offs: while the selection of four countries allows for meaningful
cross-case analysis, it inevitably limits the depth of exploration within each context.

Despite these constraints, the study opens the way for further research. Ethnographic and mixed-method approaches could
illuminate the micro-dynamics of organised crime, while network and geospatial analyses may strengthen causal insights into
links between state fragility, illegal markets and violence. As an exploratory contribution, it refines conceptual frameworks and
identifies patterns to guide future work on organised crime in Latin America.

Discussion and Conclusion

The comparative evidence presented across Uruguay, Argentina, Ecuador and Costa Rica shows that the recent expansion of
homicidal violence is best understood as the product of interaction between structural and illegal market dynamics rather than
a single causal factor. Across these countries, fragmented criminal networks operate within institutional vacuums that allow
the proliferation of what Felson (2006) terms “thick crime habitats” (dense environments where illegal and legal markets
overlap). These habitats enhance the resilience of criminal groups because they continuously generate new criminal
opportunities, optimal convergence environments for criminals where they can share information and resources, and provide
the space for self-organisation (Ayling, 2009). Drawing on Felson’s ecological framework and Lessing’s theory of criminal
governance, this study offers a mid-range explanation for why violence persists even where the state is present. Weak
institutional enforcement and inconsistent legality create hybrid zones of authority, where state agents, private actors and
criminal groups interact symbiotically. These spaces foster corruption, cooperation and confrontation, producing shifting
patterns of criminal governance rather than pure anarchy. The three mechanisms proposed — criminal fragmentation,
institutional weakness and illicit market dynamics — intersect and reinforce one another, generating distinct but connected
trajectories of violence.

Extending earlier findings, the cases of Montevideo, Rosario, Guayaquil and Limon illustrate how transnational criminal
networks, local fragmentation and institutional vulnerabilities converge to drive violence. While each city presents unique
dynamics, common structural factors (including expanding illicit markets and socio-economic deprivation) create environments
conducive to organised crime proliferation. In Ecuador, the dismantling of dominant criminal organisations enabled the rise of
smaller, more violent groups, intensified by transnational linkages with actors such as the Sinaloa Cartel and Albanian mafia.
Rosario experienced the decline of centralised groups such as Los Monos, which gave way to more than a dozen rival gangs
competing over drug distribution and extortion rackets. Montevideo, although lacking large-scale criminal organisations,
exhibits patterns of micro-level violence driven by small-scale networks involved in local trafficking and territorial disputes.
Similarly, Limén exhibits an illicit market diversification driven by its emergence as a key distribution hub in the region,
exacerbated by the supply of firearms from transnational groups, thereby fostering intragroup violence. In this context, the
proliferation of firearms across the region has acted as a catalyst, turning violence into a multifunctional tool used by criminal
organisations (Gambetta, 1993; Sanjurjo, 2025; UNODC, 2023b; von Lampe, 2015). These dynamics echo patterns observed
in Europe, where increasingly complex and diverse criminal networks have similarly intensified market-related activity
(EMCDDA & Europol, 2022).

A second key finding underscores the central role of institutional fragility in enabling organised crime expansion. In all four
cases, corruption and weak law enforcement have eroded the state’s ability to contain violence, confirming long-standing
arguments on limited institutional effectiveness (see Figure 4). In Rosario, criminal groups have penetrated political and police
structures; in Guayaquil, security forces struggle against transnational infiltration; in Montevideo, policing strategies remain
insufficient to tackle structural drivers of crime; and in Limon, growing corruption amid worsening socio-economic conditions
has facilitated the consolidation of criminal networks. As Skarbek (2016) and Bergman and Fondevila (2021) note, prisons
across Latin America often function as operational hubs where incarcerated leaders coordinate extortion and violence. These
institutional failures foster symbiotic relationships between state actors and criminal enterprises, undermining legitimacy and
blurring the boundary between enforcement and collusion (Paoli, 2014; Skaperdas, 2001). The concept of criminal governance
captures how organised crime exploits these gaps to assume quasi-governmental roles, providing services, enforcing order and
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regulating illegal markets in territories with minimal state presence, from Rio’s favelas to Jamaica’s garrisons (Arias & Barnes,
2017; Blake, 2013).

Figure 4

State-Embedded Actors (2021 vs 2023)

8_

State-embedded actors score

Ecuador Costa Rica Argentina Uruguay

2021 w2023 2025

Source: Own elaboration with data from the Global Organized Crime Index (GI-TOC, 2025).
Note: State-embedded actors is a metric from the Index that measures how much state officials (like police, politicians, or military) are
involved in or enable organised crime.

The third dimension concerns the evolution of illegal markets and their impact on violence. Latin America’s role as a transit
region for cocaine shipments has expanded into domestic markets and logistical control. The Parana—Paraguay Waterway now
serves as a major corridor for cocaine trafficking through Uruguay and Argentina, while the ports of Guayaquil and Limén
have become key trans-shipment hubs where criminal groups compete for control of strategic infrastructure. In Costa Rica’s
Limon, the sharp rise in cocaine trafficking has led to high levels of homicide rates, as groups fight for port access and territorial
control. Because many of these emerging groups lack the hierarchical power of traditional cartels, they rely on active violence
rather than deterrent capacity to enforce dominance. This underscores how the diversification of illegal markets has multiplied
both conflict and cooperation, producing increasingly volatile criminal ecosystems.

Beyond regional implications, these findings speak to broader criminological debates on the adaptive capacity of organised
crime. The Latin American evidence supports the notion that fragmentation can coexist with coordination through fluid criminal
networks (Bouchard, 2020; Kleemans, 2007). It also reinforces the idea that illegal markets operate as self-organising systems
within thick crime habitats, where violence and cooperation alternate as regulatory mechanisms. This contributes to
comparative criminology by illustrating how governance and opportunity structures interact in hybrid institutional
environments.

The study shows how fragmentation and weak governance have manifested differently across countries that were once
considered safe, refining existing frameworks and revealing new forms of criminal governance in contexts experiencing
emergent violence. By identifying patterns of criminal expansion and institutional vulnerability before violence escalates, it
offers an early-warning perspective to inform preventive rather than reactive policy responses. The comparative evidence shows

14
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that organised crime violence stems from the interaction between state fragility and illicit-market dynamics, mediated by factors
such as neighbourhood inequality, institutional penetration, and the strategic importance of ports, advancing a more nuanced
framework for understanding organised crime adaptation.
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present version revises and extends that work by introducing a new analytical framework, expanding the comparative scope, and updating
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2 The term “mid-range analytical framework” refers to a theoretically informed model that operates between grand, abstract theories and
case-specific explanations. It seeks to identify causal mechanisms that can be empirically observed across contexts, linking macro-level
structures (such as state institutions and markets) with meso- and micro-level dynamics (such as criminal governance and local violence).
The notion draws on Merton’s (1968) idea of theories of the middle range, which emphasise explanation through observable processes rather
than overarching paradigms.

3 Cocaine trafficking to Europe yields higher profits than to the United States due to elevated prices and lower risks of interception or
extradition. Wholesale prices average around US$28,000 in the United States and US$40,000 in Europe, reaching up to US$80,000 in some
markets (McDermott et al., 2021).

“The Unsatisfied Basic Needs (UBN) framework provides a multidimensional measure of poverty, identifying deficits in housing, education,
and access to basic services that hinder the fulfilment of social rights.

3 “Gota a gota” loans provide quick cash to individuals or small businesses with no formal requirements but carry excessive interest rates and
daily repayment demands. When borrowers default, criminal groups use intimidation and violence to collect debts, turning lending into a
mechanism of extortion and territorial control.
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