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Police reform has been sought in Latin America since authoritarian regimes declined in the late 20th century. In
Guatemala, reform was launched in 1996 after a brutal civil war, with the creation of a National Civilian Police (PNC)
designed to act in full respect of human rights. Regrettably, more than two decades later, the PNC with its own COP-
like strategy, has struggled to develop into an effective security institution, due partially to inconsistent political support
from national and institutional authorities. This policy brief uses research from two localities of Guatemala to argue
that, in spite of difficulties, community-oriented policing (COP) strategies open opportunities to move police reform
forward in the high-violence, low-trust, weak-institutions, post- conflict context of Guatemala.

INTRODUCTION

The post-conflict context of Guatemala is not ide-
al for the implementation of COP. The stakes are
especially high in metropolitan areas where hom-
icidal violence, extortion schemes and threats to
physical integrity or life, mainly coming from street-
gang members, are common. Moreover, there is an
insufficient understanding from the population
about the importance of furthering a human- secu-
rity approach to provide individuals the protection
they need, instead of the traditional understand-
ing of security as a monopoly of those in pow-
er with the objective of protecting their interests.

Still, in 2014, Guatemala’s National Civilian Police
(PNC) launched its most serious effort to date to in-
stitutionalize a preventative approach to security by
sanctioning the Integral Community Security Police
Model (MOPSIC), which is described in its manu-
al as ‘a model inspired on the community policing
philosophy and doctrine’i. The MOPSIC, which was
developed with the direct participation of the PNC,
sets out the values, norms, and provides tools for po-
lice practice to serve societal needs, in a manner that
is respectful of human rights. The MOPSIC manual
also provides tools with which to study the situation
of crime in assigned districts in order to formulate a
diagnostic of the security situation, allowing for the
planning of an appropriate police response. However,
an evaluation of the initial implementation of MOP-
SIC found that only 25% of the Central District had

been trained in MOPSIC by 2017. Although the basis
for a new understanding of policing in a democrat-
ic context is in place, patchy knowledge, high turn-
over and low trust encumber MOPSIC application.

TWO COP CASES IN GUATEMALA

Our research set out to identify the difficulties and
the opportunities that exist to further the imple-
mentation of COP in specific territories. Qual-
itative sampling methods were used to identi-
fy Villa Canales and Totonicapan as the sites for
field research; both localities had MOPSIC im-
plemented but with very different attributes re-
lating to violence levels and social organization.

Villa Canales

Villa Canales is a metropolitan municipality in the
vicinity of Guatemala City, and is one of the most
violent municipalities in the country with a hom-
icide rate of 37 per 100,000 in 2019. Insecurity
commonly comes in the form of street gangs, vio-
lent street robberies, local narcotics traffickers (al-
though they also provide a form of protection to
those that live nearby). Despite the concentration
of human resources in the metropolitan region,
personnel are still insufficient for patrols to cover
permanently all of the territory; in hard-to-reach
places, the PNC has established agreements with
local authorities for them to carry out surveillance
activities and inform the police if a problem arises.



The research found that in Villa Canales, despite in-
efficient communal organization and low interper-
sonal trust, COP strategies have been able to establish
on-foot patrolling routes and compel police-people
to carry out meetings with residents. The agents,
though, were found to have neither the necessary
capacities nor the methods and tools necessary to
produce efficient plans and agreements for the co-
production of local security. The amount of atten-
tion given to specific security problems suffered by
the population was insufficient, and the monitoring
capacities of the police were found to be negative-
ly affected by the central police offices’ data man-
agement, as they failed to provide useful feedback.

Totonicapdn

Totonicapan is a municipality in the western high-
lands with low levels of criminal violence and strong
indigenous communal organization. It is a rela-
tively autonomous region where traditional forms
of indigenous local governance prevail and is one
of the most peaceful municipalities in the coun-
try with a homicide rate of 2.4 per 100,000 in 2019.

Totonicapan has proven extraordinarily capable of
keeping away from the violent dynamics that have
engulfed most of the country throughout its history,
for which the strength of its traditional governance is
credited. In Totonicapan the police, and all other na-
tional institutions, must coordinate their actions with
the strong local governance structures that are the de
facto administrators of the territory. In the case of
Totonicapan, COP strategies were found to be more
effective. This did not happen because of the police’s
adroitness in implementation, but rather because of its
alignment with the traditional communal organiza-
tion mechanisms, the so-called “48 Cantons” system.

GUATEMALAN DIVERSITY: A FUTURE FOR COP?

Our research shows the relationship between the
police and the community takes place under differ-
ent circumstances in Guatemala. In Totonicapan,
the police is truly at the service of a well-organ-
ized community, and in Villa Canales the police
is many times yet another actor within the same
paradigm of insecurity endured by the local pop-
ulation. At such a local scale, a set of limited goals,
like reduced crime, lower violence and peaceful
coexistence can be fostered through stronger col-
laboration between the community and the police.
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Guatemalan Cultural Diversity emerges as a special
opportunity for COP. Alienation between the po-
lice and community is not complete in Guatemala.
The respect or tolerance for local forms of govern-
ance that exists in places like Totonicapan could
be turned into multicultural policing policy. COP
provides the mechanisms for a joint consideration
of what “security” can mean for both sides, so they
become intelligible to each other and can agree on
shared values such as peaceful coexistence, respect
among groups, and also respect among individuals.
Increased contact with the community to share in-
formation, analyze and plan together with the pop-
ulation and begin implementing COP strategies will
contribute to increase accountability. When dealing
with local-level security issues, the opportunity ex-
ists for common understandings, goal setting and
meaning to be constructed. If this is too ambitious,
at least the possibility exists for tolerance to be seen
as a positive quality, rather than a sign of weakness
to be overcome by an institution. This may be the
space for real community policing in Guatemala.

More must be done to engage the general public
with regards to the importance of changing the re-
pressive understanding of security that pervades
Guatemalan society. Providing information about
MOPSIC’s objectives, and the planning and exe-
cution of projects and activities can help to explain
the changes in the philosophy and approach to po-
licing that are taking place and prompt higher levels
of trust and cooperation. This is to be understood
as a long-term endeavor, but it may be the point of
entry to the real fight for human security against
repressive, authoritarian approaches of the past.

CONCLUSION

The process of introduction and implemen-
tation of COP strategies (MOPSIC in Guate-
mala) is far from over. The police institution is
relatively new still, and its predecessor actively col-
laborated in systematic repression against the pop-
ulation during the armed conflict. Breaking with
the narratives and paradigms of the authoritar-
ian past will still take a significant amount of time.

MOPSIC implementation has strengthene respect
and tolerance in police-community relations. But
much remains to be done with respect to inter-
nal controls and citizen supervision of police ac-
tivity. This notwithstanding, and unlike other po-
lice forces in the region, the Guatemalan PNC has
not been pointed out as a systematic perpetra-
tor of human rights violations in the past decade.



ADVANCING POLICE REFORM IN G

Further development of COP strategies is an opportunity to advance police reform in this difficult context.
Civil society organizations specialized in matters of security should champion MOPSIC and bolster the
reformist undercurrent that continues to exist within the PNC. International community actors, mainly the
US under the new Biden administration, should redouble their commitment to strengthening democratic
governance institutions, including preventative policies in the PNC, beyond their short-term migratory and
narcotics trafficking control objectives.

LESSONS LEARNED

o The implementation of community-oriented policing (COP) strategies in the post-conflict, high-crimi
nal-violence, low-trust and weak institutions context of Guatemala has been slow and only partially successful.

o As Guatemala achieves the average level of homicide rates in Latin America, there is new oppor-
tunity to foster in a new phase of police reform based on preventative strategies, including COP.

o The Integral Community Security Police Model (MOPSIC) has been sanctioned as official PNC
regulation since 2014, being inspired on the community policing philosophy and police doctrine.

o The research found that in Villa Canales, municipality with high levels of violence, inefficient communal
organization, and low interpersonal trust, COP strategies have been able to make footholds in the working
with residents, but the amount of attention given to the population was insufficient, and monitoring capacities
of the police were found to be negatively affected by the data management style of central policing offices.

o In the case of Totonicapan, an urban-rural municipality in the Western Highlands of Gua-
temala, with very low levels of violence, strong indigenous modes of social organiza-
tion, and fair levels of interpersonal trust, COP strategies were found to be more effective.

« MOPSIC implementation has strengthened respect and tolerance in police-community relations.
But much remains to be done with respect to internal controls and citizen supervision of police activity.

o Further development of COP strategies is an opportunity to advance police reform in this difficult context.
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