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 1 With regard to issues surrounding the military and specifi cally to the missions 
of the armed forces, Latin America is a region of the world where substantial 

progress has been made in recent decades. Forty years ago, the security situation and 
that surrounding the employment of violence by states differed greatly from the present 
situation in the region. For example, Argentina and Chile were on the brink of war in 1978, 
and that is without mentioning the former’s war with Great Britain, or that between Peru 
and Ecuador. In the 1970s, too, children in many countries were warned by their parents 
about informal “curfews”, hours from which it was unsafe to be on the street due to politi-
cal violence. Young people from various countries latched on to the idea of going to fi ght 
in revolutions abroad or joined guerilla groups in their own countries. Armed and police 
forces formed part of states for which human rights did not feature on the agenda. And 
even in the 1980s, 90s and 2000s, the threat of guerilla groups occupying control over 
national territories was very much a reality, as shown by the cases of Peru and Colombia. 

 2 While there are pending problems in the region, a retrospective glance into 
history shows that in the midst of political changes, of varying ideological 

affi liations, and of questions over economic and social development, Latin America 
has changed signifi cantly. Political violence, authoritarianism and the shadow cast by 
the possibility of armed confl ict, which previously constituted the norm, have now 
become the exception. 

 3 There were opportunities and challenges to this process. Guerrillas were re-
integrated, as for example in El Salvador and Guatemala, and in this respect 

the future Colombian process will be observed with anticipation. Young people who 
participated in revolutionary movements have held, and continue to hold, senior po-
sitions within government; besides the experiences witnessed in Central America, 
this can also be seen in South America. The armed forces coordinate with ministries 
of foreign affairs through ministries of defence, and an unprecedented and exponen-
tial participation in peace operations has occurred under the mandate of the United 
Nations. Women joined the offi cer career structure as never before, in some cases 
integrating into the full range of specialities.

 4 The defence sector has undergone institutional and cultural reforms.And 
the spectrum of armed forces missions has been impacted. Changes within 

international and regional scenarios have also infl uenced this, with missions that are 
secondary to traditional military defence beginning to occupy a greater space in the 
plans and operations of the armed forces. Three of the most relevant aspects in this 
regard have been their role in public security, in risk management in the context of 
disasters, and the need for mainstreaming a gender perspective.

Primary and Secondary Roles of the Armies: 
Comparative Case Studies from Latin America
Public Security | Disaster Risk Management | Gender Perspective



Primary and Secondary Roles of 
the Armies: Comparative Case 

Studies from Latin America
P u b l i c  S e c u r i t y  |  D i s a s t e r  R i s k  M a n a g e m e n t  |  G e n d e r  P e r s p e c t i v e

2 R E S D A L  |  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  S e c u r i t y  a n d  D e f e n c e  N e t w o r k

1947 / 48

1950 / 53

1959 / 68

1980s

1991

1994

2001

End of
the Miami 
Consensus 

2004

International Context 
Range of 

Military Missions Regional and National Contexts

Defence against the 

external / “internal” 

enemy.

Cooperation. Confidence

Building Measures.

Peace Operations.

Organization of American States (OAS).

Cooperation with the United States in the 
construction of the system (except Mexico).

Wave of military coups in Latin America 
(1964-1976). Civil wars. Guerrillas. Treaty of 
Tlatelolco (1967) and the prohibition of 
nuclear weapons in Latin America.

Malvinas/Falkland War.

Consensus on hemispheric integration. 
Conflict resolution.

Conference of Central American 
Armed Forces (1997).

Exceptional initial solidarity with 
the United States. 

Start of the MINUSTAH peace 
mission in Haiti (2004).

Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of Our America 
-ALBA- (2004).

Security and Prosperity 
Partnership of North 
America (2005).

Merida Initiative (2008).

Union of South American 
Nations – UNASUR (2008) 
and South American 
Defence Council (2008).

Caribbean Basin 
Security Initiative 
(2010).

Primary Roles + Secondary Roles, Inter-agency Coordination

Start of the Cold War

Korean War

Effects of the 
Cuban Revolution

Democratization

Gulf  War

Summit of
the Americas

Attack on the 
Twin Towers

Risk management and assistance in cases of 
natural and man-made disasters:

- Search, rescue, evacuation of people.
- Distribution of food and other materials.

- Medical consultations.
- Removal of debris, among other.

Support to public security:
- Counter drug trafficking activities.

- Patrols.
- Security at penitentiary centers.

- Security at schools or on public transport.
- Border controls.

Gender perspective:
- Creation of gender units.

- Allowing incorporation into academies.
- Removal of restrictions on promotion.
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Population 209,486,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 8,514,880

GDP (US$) 1,534,782,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 7,326

Inhabitants per km2 25

Urban Population 85.70%

Rural Population 14.30%

Defence Budget  (US$) 19,978,247,480

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) -65%

Army Personnel 224,484

Other Intermediate Forces Policía Militar

BRAZIL

Population 48,650,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 1,141,750

GDP (US$) 253,240,00,000

GDP per capita (US$) 5,205

Inhabitants per km2 42

Urban Population 79.40%

Rural Population 21.60%

Defence Budget  (US$) 4,916,946,842

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) -20%

Army Personnel 220,537

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

COLOMBIA

Population 6,152,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 130,370

GDP (US$) 12,903,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 2,097

Inhabitants per km2 47

Urban Population 57.60%

Rural Population 42.40%

Defence Budget  (US$) 72,558,630

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 45%

Army Personnel  14,061

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

NICARAGUA
Population 16,703,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 108,890

GDP (US$) 68,142,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 4,080

Inhabitants per km2 153

Urban Population 56.00%

Rural Population 44.00%

Defence Budget  (US$) 264,313,810

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 40%

Army Personnel 15,797

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

GUATEMALA

Population 6,324,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 21,040

GDP (US$) 27,327,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 4,321

301Inhabitants per km2

Urban Population 69.00%

Población Rural 31.00%

Defence Budget  (US$) 146,139,840

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 9%

Army Personnel 20,179

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

EL SALVADOR

Inhabitants per km2

Population 16,385,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 256,370

GDP (US$) 94,014,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 5,738

64

Urban Population 64.40%

Rural Population 35.60%

Defence Budget  (US$) 2,510,507,785

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 14%

Army Personnel  20,800

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

ECUADOR

Population 18,276,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 756,100

GDP (US$) 235,419,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 12,881

24Inhabitants per km2

Urban Population 88.90%

Rural Population 11.10%

Defence Budget  (US$) 4,571,174,008

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) -5%

Army Personnel 40,417

Other Intermediate Forces Carabineros de Chile

CHILE

Population 126,248,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 1,964,380

GDP (US$) 1,082,431,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 8,574

Inhabitants per km2

Urban Population 77.30%

Rural Population 22.70%

Defence Budget  (US$) 5,978,115,551

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 18%

Army Personnel 205,689

Other Intermediate Forces ----------

MEXICO

64

Population 43,712,000

Territorial Extension (km2) 2,780,400

GDP (US$) 437,856,000,000

GDP per capita (US$) 10,017

Inhabitants per km2 16

Urban Population 91.80%

Rural Population 8.20%

Defence Budget  (US$) 4,287,426,700

Variation in Defence Budget (2010-2016) 27%

Efectivos del Ejército 48,367

Other Intermediate Forces Gendarmería
Prefectura Naval

Policía Aeroportuaria

ARGENTINA

Source: RESDAL (2016). A Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin America and Caribbean. ECLAC (2015). Anuario Es-
tadístico de América Latina y el Caribe (territory and population: 2016 projection; % urban population in 2015). IMF. World 
Economic Outlook Database (GDP 2016 projection).
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Regional Analysis: 
Armies and Public 
Security Missions

Juan Rial

 5 The majority of political constitutions - with the exception of Argentina – 
defi ne the role of the armed forces and their missions. In addition to the 

primary mission, which naturally is linked to national defence, many of them propose 
missions that relate to enforcing internal order, supporting the fi ght against drug 
traffi cking, or – and again referring to the internal domain – participating in national 
development, providing support in cases of disasters, and also electoral support.

Primary and Secondary Roles of the Armies: Comparative Case Studies from Latin America

Public Security

Source: RESDAL (2016). A Comparative Atlas of De-
fence in Latin America and Caribbean. Compilation 
based on each country’s Constitution. 
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http://www.resdal.org/ing/assets/resdal-paper_juan_rial_ing.pdf
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 6 In recent decades, in the countries analysed the question of armed forces 
missions has been embedded within historical processes that included, in ac-

cordance with the case, post-confl ict, defi ning the role of the military, and democra-
tization. The role of the legislative branch has been key in this regard, and has been 
expressed through the enactment of laws that address the defi nitions of national 
defence, public / interior security, defence and security systems and the role of the 
armed forces within these, as well as the organization of the armed forces them-
selves (in some cases military service laws, career laws, and even intelligence laws 
were also sanctioned). Congressional defence committees have played an active part 
in these processes, defi ning and continuously updating a legal framework that di-
rectly impacts on military missions.

Organic Law of the Mexican Army and Air Force (Mexico) 1986
National Defence Act - Argentina 1988
Constitutional Organic Law of the Armed Forces (Chile) 1990
Constitutive Act of the Guatemalan Army (Guatemala) 1990
Internal Security Act (Argentina) 1992
Organic Law of the Armed Force (El Salvador) 1998
Act on the Organization, Preparation and Use of the Armed Forces N° 97 (Brazil) 1999
Act on Support to Civil Security Forces (Guatemala) 2000
National Defence Act (El Salvador) 2002
Act on the National Security System (Guatemala) 2008
National Defence and Public Security Acts (Ecuador) 2009
Military Code Reform Act  (Nicaragua) 2014
Internal Security Act (Mexico) 2017

Military Missions and Legislation
National Defence

Argentina

National Defence is the integration and coordinated action of all the Nation’s forces for 
solving those confl icts that require the employment of the Armed Forces, in a dissuasive or 
effective manner, to confront aggressions that are of an external origin.

Ley de Defensa Nacional, N° 23554, 26th April 1988. Article 2.

Ecuador

The Armed Forces, as part of the public force, have the following mission:

a) Conserve national sovereignty;

b) Defend the integrity, unity and independence of the State; and,

c) Guarantee the legal and democratic order of the social state under the rule of law.
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In addition, to collaborate in the country’s social and economic development; they may 
participate in economic activities related exclusively to national defence; and, to intervene 
in other aspects concerning national security, in accordance with the law.

Ley Orgánica de Defensa Nacional, R.O. 6, 19th January 2007. Most recently reformed on 28th 
September 2009. Article 2.

El Salvador

National Defence: A set of resources and activities that the State continuously develops 
in a coordinated manner in all fi elds of action, in order to confront any threats to national 
sovereignty and territorial integrity.

Fields of Action: Areas in which ministries and government institutions whose purpose is 
to facilitate the planning, coordination and execution of tasks to prevent or resolve confl ict 
are grouped. Four fi elds of action are usually established: Internal, Diplomatic, Economic 
and Military.

Ley de la Defensa Nacional, Legislative Decree N° 948, 13th September 2002. Article 4.

 

Internal Security / Public Security

Argentina

The armed forces will be employed to restore internal security within the national territory, 
in those exceptional cases in which the internal security system described in this law is in-
suffi cient, as determined by the President of the Nation (...) the employment of the armed 
forces will, furthermore, be adjusted to comply with the following norms:

a) Responsibility for the leadership of national and provincial armed, security and police 
forces lies with the President of the Nation, advised by the crisis committees laid down in 
this law and Law 23.554.

b) An operational commander of the armed forces shall be appointed and all other security 
and police forces shall be subordinated exclusively to him/her within the territorial scope 
defi ned for said command.

c) That referenced here in this article will be employed only in an exceptional form, and 
developed only in situations of extreme gravity, and thus will not affect the doctrine, 
organization, equipment or training of the armed forces (...).

Ley de Seguridad Interior, N° 24059, 6th January 1992. Articles 31 and 32.

Ecuador

Defence of the sovereignty of the State and of territorial integrity will have as their governing 
entities the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the areas of their 
responsibility and competence. Its execution corresponds to the Armed Forces in order 
to fulfi ll its fundamental mission of defending the country’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.

In order to safeguard internal protection, the maintenance and control of public order, 
and citizen security, the Armed Forces may support, in a complementary manner, the 
operations that in this matter fall to the National Police. For this purpose, the Ministers 
responsible for National Defence and the Interior will coordinate the opportunity and the 
level of intervention by the forces under their command, establishing the directives and 
protocols necessary.

Ley de Seguridad Pública y del Estado, R.O. N°. 35, 28th September 2009. Article 11 and 

non-numerated article.
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Guatemala

Civil security forces may be supported in their functions of preventing and combating 
organized and common crime by those units of the Guatemalan Army that are deemed 
necessary, when the security circumstances of the country demand assistance, or when the 
ordinary means available to civil security forces are deemed to be insuffi cient.

Ley de Apoyo a las Fuerzas de Seguridad Civil, Congressional Decree N° 40-2000, 16th June 
2000. Article 1.

National Security System fi elds of operation. For its proper functioning and for adequate 
levels of coordination, the National Security System is developed in the following areas: a) 
Internal security; b) Foreign security; c) State intelligence; and d) Risk management and 
civil defence.

Ley Marco del Sistema Nacional de Seguridad, Congressional Decree N° 18-2008, 8th April 

2008. Article 18.

Mexico

It is the responsibility of federal authorities, including the Armed Forces, alone or in coordi-
nation with other orders of government, to identify, prevent, address, reduce and contain 
Threats to Internal Security.

The President of the Republic has the power to order, - at his/her own behest or at the re-
quest of the Legislatures of the federative entities, or of his/her own Executive in cases where 
those are in recess – the intervention of the Federation for the realization and implementa-
tion of Internal Security Actions in the territory of a federal entity or a geographical area of the 
country, after issuing a Declaration of Internal Security Protection, when any of the Threats to 
Internal Security are updated, and that these:

I. Compromise or exceed the effective capacities of the competent authorities to attend to them, or

II. Their origin lies in the failure or insuffi cient collaboration of federative or municipal authori-
ties in the preservation of National Security, in accordance with the provisions of the second 
paragraph of Article 1 of the National Security Law. Those threats to Internal Security that do 
not require a Declaration in terms of the present article will be attended to by the authorities 
in accordance with their attributions and the legal provisions that prove applicable.

In no circumstance will the Internal Security Actions carried out by the federal authorities in 
accordance with the provisions of this Law have the purpose of replacing the authorities of 
other orders of government in the fulfi llment of their competences or to absolve said authorities 
of their responsibilities. In no circumstance will the Internal Security Actions carried out by 
the Armed Forces be considered as, or will have the status of, public security.

The Armed Forces, without prejudice to the missions assigned to them in the Political Consti-
tution of the United Mexican States and in their Organic Laws, will only intervene through 
the issuance of a Declaration of Internal Security Protection when the capacities of Federal 
Forces prove insuffi cient to reduce or contain the threat in question, in accordance with the 
following procedure:

I. The President of the Republic, at the proposal of the Secretaries of National Defence and 
the Navy, will designate a Commander of the participating Armed Forces, who will direct the 
inter-institutional groups that are integrated in terms of article 21;

II. The Commander appointed in terms of the previous section will devise a protocol of action 
to establish the responsibilities, channels of communication, and coordination of participating 
military and civil authorities;

III. The protocol will contemplate the integration of inter-institutional groups, to ensure that 
each one carries out the mission assigned to them based on the attributions and responsibil-
ities that correspond to each of them, coordinated by the Commander, and

IV. The Armed Forces will act in accordance with the Internal Security Actions foreseen in the 
respective Declaration.

Ley de Seguridad Interior, 21st December 2017, Articles 11, 18 and 20.
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On the Organization and/or Functions of the Armed Forces

Brazil

The Armed Forces (...) are permanent and regular national institutions, organized on the ba-
sis of hierarchy and discipline, under the supreme authority of the President of the Republic 
and are intended for the defence of the homeland, the guarantee of constitutional powers 
and, on the initiative of any of them, of law and order.

It is the responsibility of the Armed Forces, as a general subsidiary attribution, to cooperate 
in national development and civil defence, in the manner determined by the President.

It is the responsibility of the Armed Forces, in addition to other pertinent actions, also as 
subsidiary powers, with the exclusive competences of the judicial police preserved, to act, 
by means of preventive and repressive actions, along the land border, sea, and in internal 
waters (...) against cross border and environmental crimes, alone or in coordination with 
other organs of the Executive, executing actions that include the following:

Patrolling.

Requisition of people, land vehicles, boats and aircraft.

Arrest in cases in fl agrante delicto.

It is the responsibility of the Army, in addition to other pertinent actions, and as particular 
subsidiary attributions, to:

I - Contribute to the formulation and conduct of national policies regarding the Land Mili-
tary Power.

II - Cooperate with federal, state and municipal public bodies and, in exceptional cases, with 
private companies, in the execution of works and engineering services (...).

III - Cooperate with federal bodies, when necessary, in the repression of crimes that have 
national and international repercussions, in the national territory, in the form of logistical 
support, intelligence, communications and training.

Lei Complementar N° 97, 9th June 1999. Incorporates reforms in Lei Complementar N° 117, 2nd 

September 2004, and Lei Complementar N° 136, 25th August 2010. Articles 1, 16, 16-A and 17-A.

Chile

The Armed Forces, under the authority of the Ministry responsible for National Defence, are 
integrated exclusively by the Army, Navy and Air Force, which constitute the armed bodies 
that exist for the country’s defence, essential to national security and to guaranteeing the 
institutional order of the Republic.

Ley Orgánica Constitucional de las Fuerzas Armadas, N° 18948, 28th February 1990. Article 
1. Most recently reformed in 2014.

El Salvador

In peacetime, the Armed Forces will contribute to the development and promotion of Na-
tional Defence policies and objectives, and in exceptional circumstances in the mainte-
nance of internal peace. The Armed Forces will organize, equip and train both active and 
reserve units, training them to fulfi ll their wartime mission.

Ley Orgánica de la Fuerza Armada, Legislative Decree N° 353, 30th June 1998. Article 3.

Guatemala

The Guatemalan Army is the institution responsible for maintaining the independence, 
sovereignty and honour of Guatemala, the integrity of the territory, peace and internal and 
external security

Ley Constitutiva del Ejército de Guatemala, Congressional Decree N° 72-90, 13th December 
1990. Article 1.
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Mexico

The Mexican Army and Air Force are permanent armed institutions with the following general 
missions:

I. Defend the integrity, independence and sovereignty of the Nation.

II. Guarantee internal security.

III. Assist the civilian population in cases of public necessity. 

IV. Carry out civic actions and social works that promote the country’s progress.

V. In cases of disaster, provide assistance to help maintain order, assist people and their 
property, and the reconstruction of affected areas.

Ley Orgánica del Ejército y la Fuerza Aérea Mexicanos, 26th December 1986. Most recent 
reform published on 6th November 2014. Article 1.

Nicaragua

The Army is a constitutional institution of the State of Nicaragua and performs the following 
functions:

Plan, organize, prepare, direct and execute the armed defence of the Homeland; and de-
fend the territorial integrity, independence and sovereignty of the Nation.

Contribute, in cases of extreme need, and as determined by the President of the Republic in 
the Council of Ministers, within the responsibilities set forth in the Law, to the maintenance 
of the nation’s peace and public order. 

Execute, in coordination with state ministries and entities, activities aimed at fulfi lling the 
purposes of national defence as determined by the President of the Republic.

Organize, according to what is ordered and established by the President of the Republic, 
the forces, means and public goods to be used in cases of national emergency in accordance 
with the law regulating the area. Private property may only be used in the event of a na-
tional disaster or war, with the responsibilities and indemnities provided by the law.

Make their forces and means available to combat threats to national security and defence, 
and any illicit activity that endangers the existence of the Nicaraguan State, its institutions 
and the fundamental principles of the nation.

Assist the National Police in the fi ght against drug traffi cking, organized crime, and related 
activities in accordance with the provisions laid down in law and in accordance with the 
plans and instructions issued by the President of the Republic.

(…)

10) Contribute to the strengthening of risk management policies in cases of natural disas-
ter, carrying out actions in the areas of organization, training, prevention, assistance and 
mitigation, safeguarding the life and goods of the population, collaborating in the mainte-
nance of order and reconstruction.

(…) 

14) Monitor and protect the national territory’s terrestrial, air and maritime spaces, partici-
pating as a national authority in the formulation and execution of policies for navigation, 
surveillance, protection, control and security of air and maritime traffi c, in coordination 
with other institutions in accordance with the laws regulating the area.

Ley de Reformas y Adiciones a la Ley N° 181, “Código de Organización, Jurisdicción y Pre-
visión Social Militar”, Law N° 855, 11th February 2014. Article 2.
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 7 The employment of the Army in public security functions is varied; in general 
the following is observed:

-   It is carried out in cooperation with, or in support of, the police.

-   Participation in urban patrols is the exception as opposed to the rule.

-   Tasks such as those involved in the fi ght against drug or human traffi cking form 
part of what is understood as military support in the face of threats to security, 
and evolve from the means and capacities possessed by military forces. In cases 
such as Chile or Argentina, which have intermediate gendarmerie-type forces, 
participation in this class of activities is either zero (Chile) or limited (Argentina). 
This includes border control.

-   With regard to roles in countering the illegal trade in arms, these are linked to the 
fact that in many countries the weapons register falls under the responsibility of 
the defence sector.

-   With the exception of Colombia, the protection of leaders of social movements is 
not considered a military mission in any of the cases covered.

-   Changes to doctrine and education, for their part, are scarce. This is also con-
textualized by debates around the need for police reforms - an important point 
on national agendas - and even over whether or not to create militarized forces. 
In Argentina, any change to doctrines or training is expressly prohibited by the 
internal security law. 

Maintenance of public 
order.

Protection of strategic 
national infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extraction of mining 
deposits.
Contraband and traffi cking 
of arms, ammunitions and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

Extortion.

Protection of leaders of 
social groups .

ARGENTINA BRAZIL CHILE COLOMBIA ECUADOR EL SALVADOR GUATEMALA MEXICO NICARAGUA

Missions in the Field of Public Security: Defi nition and Nature of Roles
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 8 In the case of Argentina, the National Constitution makes no reference to the 
armed forces. The 1985 National Defence Law and the 1992 Internal Security 

Law defi ne their role in public security.

•  The armed forces are for national defence, and internal security is the responsi-
bility of militarized forces (Gendarmerie, Prefecture and Airport Security Police), 
of the provincial police forces (24) and – up until 2017 - of a Federal Police force 
that was transferred in that year to the jurisdiction of the Buenos Aires City 
Government.

•  The National Gendarmerie is the federal force that, among other things, exercises 
control over land borders and performs public security tasks - urban and rural 
– together with the police.

•  By law, the armed forces can only provide logistical support and information on 
issues such as the fi ght against drug traffi cking, arms smuggling and border con-
trol. In recent years, operations have been authorized through presidential de-
cree, presently limited to the north of the country and only in the aforementioned 
framework of logistical support and the provision of neutral information.

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on.

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

ARGENTINA

No.

No.

Yes.
Since 2013.
Patrol and aerial surveillance.
Transfer of details only - does not have police powers. Own patrols - does not combine with security forces.

Yes.
Since 2013.
Transfer of details collected. OperaƟ ons Northern Shield and Borders 

Yes.
Since 2007 (OperaƟ on Forơ n).
CollaboraƟ on with security and police forces, providing surveillance (transfer of details collected - not authorized to 
carry out detenƟ ons). AuthorizaƟ on to shoot down aircraŌ  since 2016.
Since 2011 it combines with OperaƟ ons Northern Shield and Borders.

No.

Yes.
Since 2011.
CollaboraƟ on with security and police forces, providing surveillance (transfer of details collected; does not have 
police powers). OperaƟ ons Northern Shield and Borders.

No.

No.

No.
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 9 The armed forces of Brazil have a historical subsidiary role in relation to mat-
ters of law and order enforcement, mentioned in all versions of the coun-

try’s Constitution: 1824 (article 145), 1891 (article 14), 1934 (article 162), 1946 (article 177), 
1967 (article 92) and 1988 (article 142).1 

•  As a federal country, each State possesses its own police force. To these are add-
ed a Military Police that possesses a federal character.

•  The public order role is authorized expressly and directly by the President, and 
only on an exceptional basis, limited in time and space. The largest operations 
have taken place in the framework of major international events such as the 
Olympic Games or the World Cup, and in support of the Rio de Janeiro State 
Police in security and crime control in the favelas. A 2018 protocol was signed 
between the federal and state levels with respect to this. 

•  The Ministry of Defence has produced a Manual for law and order enforcement 
operations. Meanwhile, since 2006 the Army has possessed the following subunit 
within one of its Infantry Battalions: the center for law and order operations training. 

•  The role in border control is long-standing and also results from the size of the 
national territory. The border region incorporates all municipalities within 150 
km of the border; the border extends for 15,719 km, and the border area repre-
sents approximately 27% of the national territory.

1  Estre, F. (2017). La Actuación del Ejército de Brasil: Roles Tradicionales y No Tradicionales. Project: Contributing to the Colombian 
peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision of regional experiences and 
expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of Brazil. 

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

BRAZIL

 Yes.
Historic subsidiary role, which since the transiƟ on to democracy has been restricted to acƟ ons of excepƟ onal and 
limited character in terms of Ɵ me and space, requiring the express and direct authorizaƟ on of the President.
Acts in the context of large internaƟ onal events, prison revolts, strike acƟ on by police forces, and large-scale coordi-
nated acƟ ons against criminal facƟ ons.

Yes.
Programs such as the Cyber Defence Project and the Protect Program arise from the need to guarantee the integ-
rity of faciliƟ es and services that, if interrupted, would cause serious negaƟ ve economic, social and environmental 
impact.

Yes.
Specifi c funcƟ on to cooperate with federal agencies in the repression of crimes that have naƟ onal and internaƟ onal 
repercussions, in the naƟ onal territory, by means of logisƟ cal, intelligence, communicaƟ ons and instrucƟ onal sup-
port. SISFRON (Integrated Border Monitoring System) plays a fundamental role in achieving eff ecƟ ve control of the 
border region.

Yes.
Only in border regions or in cooperaƟ on with federal agencies in the form of logisƟ cal, intelligence, communicaƟ ons 
and instrucƟ onal support.

Yes.
Its regular role is limited to cooperaƟ on in border regions.
Yes.
Especially in the Amazon zone.

Yes.
The Army plays the principle role in terms of regulaƟ ng the possession and transit of arms, ammuniƟ on and explo-
sives in the country.

No.
No.

No.
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Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

 10 According to the Constitution of Chile, the armed forces exist for the de-
fence of the country and are essential to national security.2

•  The Constitution also states that the Public Security and Order Forces (Chilean 
Carabiniers and the Chilean Investigative Police) constitute the public force, and 
that they exist to enforce the law, and to maintain public order and internal public 
security.

•  The protection of strategic infrastructure is normally exercised in times of war, 
but the use of military means is not foreseen in times of peace, with the excep-
tion of the Chilean Nuclear Energy Commission’s nuclear reactors, whose securi-
ty falls under the responsibility of specialized units of the Military Police (Army).

•   The participation of the armed forces in public security tasks has been subject 
to a broad legal and political consensus - which included the Armed Force them-
selves - in the sense of ensuring their separation from such functions, preserving 
those roles for the Public Security and Order Forces.

2  Segura, V. (2017). Chile: Breve descripción de la institucionalidad vigente respecto del empleo de las fuerzas armadas en tareas 
subsidiarias. Contributing to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through 
the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of Chile.

CHILE

No.
No role exists for the Armed Forces in public order maintenance, in parƟ cular controlling disturbances, with the 
excepƟ on – occasionally - of cases related to Popular Votes and Ballots, States of ConsƟ tuƟ onal ExcepƟ on, special 
laws and military policing.

No.
By virtue of the defence funcƟ on that falls to the Armed Forces in the face of situaƟ ons of external aggression, and 
specifi cally armed aƩ acks in the context of internaƟ onal armed confl icts, it is possible for Defence Planning, whose 
regulaƟ on is contained in Law Nº 20.424, to contemplate military acƟ viƟ es that are specifi cally dedicated to the 
protecƟ on of strategic naƟ onal infrastructure. 
It is also possible, occasionally, for military assets to assume funcƟ ons related to the protecƟ on of strategic naƟ onal 
infrastructure within the framework of cases relaƟ ng to Popular Votes and Ballots, States of ConsƟ tuƟ onal Excep-
Ɵ on, and special laws.

No.
This funcƟ on falls to the Caribineros of Chile in terms of police border surveillance, and to the Chilean InvesƟ gaƟ ve 
Police in relaƟ on to controlling the fl ow of people entering/exiƟ ng the naƟ onal territory via authorized crossings. 

No.

No.

No.

No.
This funcƟ on is regulated through laws on foreign trade in force in Chile, internaƟ onal agreements regarding disar-
mament, limitaƟ ons and control of trade and traffi  cking of arms, explosives and dangerous substances in general, 
and specifi cally by Law Nº 17.798 on Arms Control.
This last law places arms control funcƟ ons within the remit of the General Directorate of NaƟ onal MobilizaƟ on, an 
agency under the authority of the Ministry of NaƟ onal Defence that, despite not forming part of the Armed Forces 
in an organic sense, is in pracƟ ce a “militarized” division, with personnel from the armed insƟ tuƟ ons and a close 
relaƟ onship maintained with them. 
An acƟ ve serving General Offi  cer of the Army performs the posiƟ on of General Director. However, funcƟ ons relaƟ ng to 
the prosecuƟ on of crimes such as contraband smuggling, illegal traffi  cking and illicit entry of weapons to the naƟ onal 
territory, or their transit through it, are executed by the police as opposed to the Armed Forces. The only excepƟ on is in 
the mariƟ me fi eld, where the Navy, as the MariƟ me Authority, exercises police funcƟ ons for these purposes.

No.

No.

No.
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 11 In the case of Colombia, according to the Constitution, the Army forms part 
of the Public Force, which is integrated exclusively by the Military Forces 

and the National Police. In the institutional sphere, the military and police forces are 
organized under the Ministry of Defence.3

•  The preservation of public order has been a fundamental concern for the country’s 
authorities. Beyond its central role in defending the sovereignty, independence 
and integrity of the national territory, the National Army has been involved in the 
containment of internal threats that affect the prevailing constitutional order.

•  As well as border control, the levels of violence and the presence of illegal armed 
structures in the interior of the country, which exceeded the technical and opera-
tional capacities of the National Police, led to the Army’s involvement in tasks that 
seek to guarantee internal security and to maintain - or re-establish - public order. 
These are related not only to military combat against the guerrillas, but also to the 
fi ght against crimes such as drug traffi cking, terrorism, the illegal extraction of 
natural resources, contraband, illegal arms traffi cking, kidnapping and extortion.

•  In the context of the peace process, the Army’s efforts have been reoriented to 
address two particular issues. Firstly, the fi ght against criminal structures known 
as Bandas Criminales (Criminal Gangs). And secondly, the Army has taken on 
tasks directly related to the implementation of the peace accords, such as secu-
rity in the Transitory Rural Zones for Normalization, where FARC-EP members 
concentrate, disarm, and prepare for the transition to civilian life.

3  Pabón Ayala, N. (2017). Contributing to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime foot-
ing through the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of Colombia.
RESDAL (2018). Military missions and the post-confl ict environment: a regional perspective on Colombia. Buenos Aires: RESDAL.

COLOMBIA

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping, extorƟ on and 
human traffi  cking.

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

Yes.
Combaƫ  ng illegal armed structures such as guerrillas and organized criminal groups.
OperaƟ ons to guarantee permanent territorial control in rural areas, especially in those where there is a presence of 
illegal armed structures. Monitoring and patrol operaƟ ons in certain strategic urban centres. 
In extraordinary cases where grave threats to public order are presented, the NaƟ onal Army supports the NaƟ onal 
Police in controlling large demonstraƟ ons and countering terrorism.

Yes, since the 1990s. 
Permanent operaƟ ons to safeguard and control oil and gas pipelines, energy installaƟ ons and strategic road net-
works. Also carried out are special security operaƟ ons and assistance to businesses – public and private – that 
operate the infrastructure.. 

Yes.
OperaƟ ons to protect naƟ onal territory and control borders.

Yes, since the 1970s.
Combat operaƟ ons against armed drug traffi  cking structures, destrucƟ on of laboratories used for producing co-
caine, and aerial, mariƟ me and land interdicƟ on of drug loads.

Yes.
The 2015 NaƟ onal Strategy against Illegal Mining confers upon the NaƟ onal Army a principle role in combaƫ  ng 
criminal structures dedicated to the illicit extracƟ on of natural resources, especially gold, as well as the destrucƟ on 
of machinery and illegal deposits.

Yes.
Responsible for controlling the traffi  cking and commercializaƟ on of fi rearms and ammuniƟ on. In addiƟ on, carries 
out humanitarian mine clearing operaƟ ons and the deacƟ vaƟ on of non-convenƟ onal explosives laid by guerrillas. 

Yes.
Joint operaƟ ons with the NaƟ onal Police to combat crimes against personal liberty. Special anƟ -kidnapping groups 
(GAULA) are in existence.

Yes.
The Army has been tasked with the protecƟ on of demobilized FARC members
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  12 The Constitution of Ecuador establishes the armed forces and the national 
police as institutions that protect citizen rights, liberties and guarantees. 

The fundamental mission of the armed forces is to defend the country’s sovereignty 
and territorial integrity and, in addition, to support the State’s integral security.4

•  The 2014 Public and State Security Law establishes that - in order to safeguard 
internal protection, the maintenance and control of public order, and citizen 
security - the armed forces will be able to support, in a complementary manner, 
police operations. 

•  Support to police tasks has led to the implementation of combined patrols.

•  Within its land remit, the Army has diverse missions that respond to concepts 
established in law and in its plans: sovereignty (popular, national, food, economic, 
energy, and international relations), and integral security. It is from these that 
their role in protecting strategic installations and hydrocarbon security, for example, 
is derived. 

4  Bermeo Lara, D. y Pérez Enríquez, D. (2017).  Fuerzas Armadas en Ecuador: demandas de transformación. Institucionalidad 
frente a la seguridad pública, gestión de riesgos y género. Contributing to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the 
Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American 
region. The Case of Ecuador.

ECUADOR

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons to control urban spaces, patrols with the police.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons to provide protecƟ on and security through patrols with military personnel.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons to protect naƟ onal territory.

No.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons in support of crime control and to counter organized crime and drug traffi  cking.

Yes.
Hydrocarbon Security: operaƟ ons to provide security to domesƟ c and foreign, public and private companies that 
carry out acƟ viƟ es legally in the country in the areas of development, refi ning, industrializaƟ on, storage and trans-
portaƟ on (oil pipelines).
Energy Sovereignty: operaƟ ons carried out in support of the Hydrocarbons RegulaƟ on and Control Agency (ARCH), 
executed by all military units in ciƟ es across the country.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons carried out to monitor the importaƟ on, exportaƟ on, commercializaƟ on, storage, internal trade and man-
ufacture of fi rearms, ammuniƟ on, fi reworks, gunpowder or all kinds of explosives, as well as the raw materials for 
their manufacture.

 No.

 No.

 No.
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 13 In the case of El Salvador, the 1992 Peace Accords ended the internal civil war 
and led to important institutional and legal transformations, and, within 

this, to the role of the Armed Force (denomination used in the country), of which the 
Army is a part.5

•   A National Civil Police (PNC) was formed as part of the peace process, incorporating 
both members of the Armed Force and former FMLN combatants. Strength-
ening and reforming the PNC has been among the challenges faced in recent 
decades.

•  The Constitution establishes the power of the President to involve the Army in 
public security tasks if the ordinary means for maintaining internal peace, tran-
quility and public security have been exhausted.

•  Said involvement has acquired an almost permanent character within the secu-
rity context of recent decades. The Army has advanced its support of the PNC, with 
cooperation even occurring through urban and rural patrols, as well as generating 
mechanisms for coordination with various state institutions.

5  Amaya Cóbar, E. (2017). Ejército y Posconfl icto en El Salvador. Contributing to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with 
the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American 
region. The Case of El Salvador.

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kiddnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

EL SALVADOR

Yes.
AcƟ ons in support of public security acƟ viƟ es carried out under the leadership of the NaƟ onal Civil Police (PNC). 
Joint Community Support Groups (GCAC) in conjuncƟ on with the PNC, maintaining a presence throughout the na-
Ɵ onal territory, high risk schools and offi  ces of the AƩ orney General. 

No.

Yes.
As part of the protecƟ on of territorial integrity, the Army carries out patrols and controls in border areas, both formal 
and informal, known as “blind spots”.

Yes.
AcƟ viƟ es in support of the General Directorate of MigraƟ on and Foreign Persons, including patrols and control tasks 
in border areas.

Yes.
ReacƟ ve intervenƟ ons - captured suspects and fi ndings are transferred to the corresponding area of the PNC.

No.

Yes.
Responsible for verifying compliance with the rules established in maƩ ers of import, export and commercializaƟ on 
of these goods. The Ministry of Defence maintains the Weapons Register.

No.

Although legally criminal invesƟ gaƟ ons are the responsibility of the PNC under the direcƟ on of the Offi  ce of the 
AƩ orney General of the Republic, the Armed Forces report the AnƟ -ExtorƟ on Plan within its work plans.

No.
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 14 In Guatemala, the Constitution establishes the Guatemalan Army as an in-
stitution destined to maintain the independence, sovereignty and honour 

of Guatemala, territorial integrity, peace, and internal and external security. After the 
fi rst Peace Agreement in 1996, the Army was reduced in size and a National Civil 
Police was created. Similarly to the Salvadoran case, the PNC has faced profound 
challenges in terms of protecting the lives and property of citizens.6

•  In this security context, the employment of the Army in support of civil security 
forces, including in the fi ght against drug traffi cking, kidnapping and abduc-
tion, contraband smuggling, the depredation of forests, and arms smuggling, 
has been regulated through legislative decree since 2000.

•  In the last decade, and especially following the enactment of a law that frames 
the national security system, an active role has been maintained in this type of 
mission, while at the same time strengthening the role of the police. One such 
initiative was the creation of Citizen Security Battalions, whose troops were 
progressively displaced to other units starting from 2017.

6  Ogaldes, C. (2017). Misiones y roles del Ejército frente a amenazas no tradicionales. El caso de Guatemala. Contributing to the 
Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision of regional experi-
ences and expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of Guatemala.

GUATEMALA

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kiddnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

Yes.
OperaƟ ons in support of the PNC are established through states of excepƟ on, specifi c governmental agreements 
and are of a limited Ɵ me.

No.

Yes.
In order to secure areas of interest on the country’s borders and the zones adjacent to Belize, military brigades were 
created in departments bordering neighboring countries with the purpose of ensuring the border zone and the 
internaƟ onal poliƟ cal limit.

Yes.
Through their parƟ cipaƟ on in task forces, especially the Xinca Task Force. CollaboraƟ on with the PNC.

Yes.
The Army supports the PNC in acƟ ons to counter organized crime, with funcƟ ons to prevent and combat organized 
crime and common crime.

No

Yes.
The Army supports the PNC in acƟ ons to counter organized crime, with funcƟ ons to prevent and combat organized 
crime and common crime.  

No.
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 15 Mexico is a federal republic in which the Federation, the states, the Federal 
District and the municipalities are articulated. The nature of the 

Mexican state results in a complex organization of security forces and of functions, 
roles and missions.7

•  A Federal Preventive Police was formed in 1999, and then reformed as the Federal 
Police in 2006, and its history is thus rather recent. On the other hand there are 
approximately 1,800 municipal police bodies.

•  The composition of the Mexican armed forces is different from that of other 
countries. In governmental terms they are divided across two ministries: the Na-
tional Defence Secretariat (SEDENA, Land Army and Air Force) and the Naval 
Secretariat – Mexican Navy (SEMAR, Navy).

•  Guaranteeing internal security is one of its functions, according to the Organic 
Law of the Mexican Army and Air Force. The Army has historically played an im-
portant role in terms of public security, accentuated by the security challenges 
faced over the last thirty years, the context provided by the country’s geographical 
proximity to the United States, and the relocation of organized crime as a result 
of changes to the Colombian context. 

•  Congress approved an internal security law in December 2017 to regulate the 
performance of the armed forces in this regard

7  RESDAL (2017). Caso México. Contributing to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peace-
time footing through the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American region. 

MEXICO

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

Yes.
The Army carries out operaƟ ons in support of civil public security insƟ tuƟ ons in order to counteract the aggression 
of any armed or unarmed poliƟ cal movement that violates the ConsƟ tuƟ on, laws and insƟ tuƟ ons of the State. How-
ever, in accordance with the new internal security law sancƟ oned at the end of 2017, the Army will be unable to act 
in relaƟ on to social protest movements or those with a poliƟ cal-electoral moƟ ve that are carried out in accordance 
with the PoliƟ cal ConsƟ tuƟ on. This is because these are not considered to be threats to internal security, and as such 
their employment in this type of operaƟ on may vary in the future. 

Yes.
The Army guarantees the security and funcƟ oning of the naƟ on’s strategic faciliƟ es.

While there is no specifi c plan or program, custodial acƟ ons are carried out in order to defend the integrity, inde-
pendence and sovereignty of the naƟ on. Part of the acƟ ons in the fi ght against drug traffi  cking take place in border 
areas.

Yes
Despite not forming part of the state system responsible for the area, it carries out detenƟ ons and transfers detainees 
to corresponding authoriƟ es as part of its border funcƟ on.

Yes.
Especially since 2007. The Army carries out counter drug traffi  cking acƟ viƟ es and, furthermore, parƟ cipates in dis-
Ɵ nct coordinaƟ ng mechanisms at the federal and state levels.

No.

Yes.
Responsible for registering the possession of weapons and explosives.
The discovery, decommissioning and seizure of contraband arms, ammuniƟ ons and explosives form part of the operaƟ ons. 

 No.

 No.

 No.
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  16 In Nicaragua, the security structure was regenerated following the Sandi-
nista Revolution. A new national Army and Police arose from this process.8

•  In the case of the Police, it has established itself over the years as an institution 
that possesses a suffi cient capacity to fulfi ll its public security mission. 

•  In accordance with the Constitution, the President is able to order the Army to 
intervene in support of the National Police when the stability of the Republic is 
threatened by great internal disorder, calamities or natural disasters.

•  The Police maintain a presence in all of the country’s municipalities, and the 
Army cooperates through support to public security in rural areas. One of the 
most important initiatives is the Permanent Plan for Security in Rural Areas, 
through which both institutions work in coordination.

8  Cajina, R. (2017).  Misiones y roles del Ejército frente a amenazas internas no tradicionales: el caso de Nicaragua. Contributing 
to the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision of regional 
experiences and expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of Nicaragua.

NICARAGUA

Maintenance of public 
order.

ProtecƟ on of strategic 
naƟ onal infrastructure.

Border control.

Fight against human 
traffi  cking.

Fight against drug 
traffi  cking.

Fight against the illegal 
extracƟ on of mining deposits.

Contraband and traffi  cking 
of arms, ammuniƟ on and 
explosives.

Kidnapping.

ExtorƟ on. 

ProtecƟ on of leaders of 
social groups.

No.

Yes.
Security and protecƟ on operaƟ ons in relaƟ on to the economic objecƟ ves and strategic resources of the naƟ on.

 Yes.
AcƟ ons to guarantee the defence of naƟ onal sovereignty and territorial integrity; carries out the control, surveillance 
and protecƟ on of its land borders through military border units, and border control posts.

Yes.
Especially with regard to irregular migrants. 

Yes.
The Army collaborates with the NaƟ onal Police in the fi ght against drug traffi  cking, organized crime, and related 
acƟ viƟ es in accordance with the law and the plans and instrucƟ ons issued by the President of the Republic.

 No.

 No.

 No.

 No.

 No.



20 R E S D A L  |  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  S e c u r i t y  a n d  D e f e n c e  N e t w o r k

Primary and Secondary Roles of 
the Armies: Comparative Case 

Studies from Latin America
P u b l i c  S e c u r i t y  |  D i s a s t e r  R i s k  M a n a g e m e n t  |  G e n d e r  P e r s p e c t i v e

Organization for Public Security Actions
Organization to engage in these actions is generally of a specifi c nature: units or commands are formed. Links are 
formed, furthermore, with other state institutions with which work will be carried out (interagency cooperation), 
with these including police forces, ministries of security and public ministries (prosecution authorities), depending 
on the case in question.

El Salvador:
Commands in the framework of the “New Dawn” campaign: 

• Zeus Command: with 3,100 personnel distributed across eight task forces, one 

leadership of the PNC.
• Thunder Command: with 600 personnel, it acts as a mobile force, formed by three 

• Aguila Command: with 2,302 personnel it is responsible for Joint Community 

• Sumpul Command: with 1,000 personnel, it is responsible for surveillance of border 
zones and unauthorized border crossing points. 

dependencies in accordance with the nature of the mission. In the case of the Zeus 

reasons, patrols by military personnel in the absence of police leadership have been 
assigned or endorsed.

Ecuador:

territory are carried out in rural areas, again working alongside police 
personnel.

Chile:

Guatemala:

fashion with other organic units of the Guatemalan Army.

Nicaragua:

missions, in warlike and non-warlike environments. It forms part of the Army’s high combat readiness units and 

patrol the zone for which its responsibility is assigned, and 

forces, responds to the concept of neutral data 
established in the interministerial agreement between 

by mountain infantry regiments. They are organized 

Mexico:
The Army is organized into Military Regions and 
Areas.
In general terms, reference is made only to the 

operate together with police personnel in regular 

background.

Brazil:

guidelines, plans, and coordinates 

of civil defence.

-
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 17 Given their diverse employments and the quantity of operations, it is 
worth asking if the role of armies in public security tasks supposes greater 

access to budgetary resources. This class of subsidiary mission has not meant, in the 
cases analyzed, a greater availability of resources for the defence sector. Increases in 
defence budgets across the region are instead more closely linked to the increase 
in GDP experienced in Latin American countries over the course of the last decade.

Source: RESDAL (2005, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016). A Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin America and Caribbean. 

Per Capita Defence Budget, 2006-2016, in US Dollars

Brazil
2006 72
2008 136
2010 169
2012 178
2014 156
2016 95

2006 49
2008  65
2010 77
2012 104
2014 100
2016 98

Chile
2006 192
2008 265
2010 278
2012 336
2014 310
2016 250

Ecuador
2006 72
2008 103
2010 162
2012 170
2014 173
2016 153

El Salvador
2006 17
2008 18
2010 21
2012 23
2014 23
2016 23

Guatemala
2006 10
2008 11
2010 11
2012 13
2014 16
2016 15

Mexico
2006 30
2008 43
2010 44
2012 55
2014 60
2016 47

Nicaragua
2006 6
2008 7
2010 6
2012 11
2014 13
2016 11

Colombia
2006      66
2008    133
2010    133
2012    166
2014    172
2016 102
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  18 Collaboration in cases of natural or manmade disasters has historically 
formed part of the tasks given to armies not only in this region but also in 

various parts of the world. Yet in Latin America, where state institutions tend to have 
limited capabilities, the armed forces have played a signifi cant role in this area. Over 
the last two decades, however, governments have built risk management systems 
headed by civil authorities and in possession of capacities to coordinate different 
state institutions, with ministries of defence and the armed forces featuring among 
these. These systems depend, according to the case, on ministries of security, interior, 
or the presidency itself (in the case of Guatemala, it is managed by the Ministry of 
Defence). All of this can be observed throughout the following sections.9

 19 In Argentina, the Secretariat of Civil Protection and Emergency Manage-
ment is responsible for formulating policy and planning of civil protec-

tion, and to coordinate the support of the security forces, the Federal Police and the 
Armed Forces in order to mitigate the effects of disasters. The Ministry of Defence 
participates in the response structure in cases of natural disasters within the legal 
framework of the Federal Emergency System –SIFEM- (coordinated by the Ministry 
of Security; permanent secretariat: Secretariat for Civil Protection and Emergency 
Management). The SIFEM is activated when the Executive declares a state of national 
emergency, and coordinates the actions of the competent bodies with the provinces 
and municipalities.  When the use of the Armed Forces is required, the Joint Staff 
(EMCO) takes up the coordination and leadership of operations and activities.

 20 The National System of Civil Protection and Defence (SINDPEC) of Brazil 
acts across the entire national territory, coordinating with state authori-

ties. The National Policy on Civil Protection and Defence is elaborated by the National 
Council of Civil Protection and Defence (CONPDEC), coordinated by the Ministry of 
National Integration and is formed by the Chief of the Presidential Staff, the Cabinet of 

9  Sources: Legislation and decrees are cited in respective tables. RESDAL (2014, 2016). Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin 
America and Caribbean. 

Primary and Secondary Roles of the Armies: Comparative Case Studies from Latin America

Disaster Risk Management 

Disaster Risk Management Systems: Role of the Armed Forces

Argentina – Federal Emergency System

Legal Framework
Law N° 27287, 20/10/2016.

Decree N° 39/2017, 13/01/2017.

Agency
Secretariat for Civil 

Protection and Emergency 
Management.

Institutional Authority
Ministry of Security.

Regional Analysis:
Natural Disaster Management and 
National Armies: A Comparative Look 
at Some Latin American Experience

Hal Klepak

http://www.resdal.org/ing/assets/resdal-paper_hal_klepak_ing.pdf
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Institutional Security and the Secretariat of Institutional Relations of the Offi ce of the 
President; the Ministries of Defence, Planning, Budget and Management, Cities, So-
cial Development and Fight against Hunger, and of Health; and representatives of the 
States, of civil society, and of the communities that were affected by disasters.

The Ministry of Defence is part of CONPDEC and coordinates the combined opera-
tions of Special Forces in civil defence activities.

 21 In Chile, the National Offi ce for Emergency –ONEMI- is responsible for co-
ordinating the system. The National Civil Protection Plan establishes mul-

ti-agency planning in civil protection in response to natural disasters. The provisions 
contained in the plan are executed through the ONEMI - that sets up Civil Protection 
Committees at the regional, provincial and local levels. For each of those levels, with-
in the Committees the different services, agencies and each of the branches of the 
Armed Forces and the Carabineros (Carabiniers) of the relevant area are represented. 
The militarized force responsible for initial actions is the Carabiniers of Chile.

The participation of the Ministry of Defence and the Armed Forces in all levels of the 
Emergency Operations Committees - national and local - incorporates military capa-
bilities into all aspects of the prevention and assistance process. 

 22 Colombia formulated the National Policy for Disaster Risk Management 
in 2012, thus establishing a National System for Disaster Risk Manage-

ment. The system is coordinated by the National Unit for Disaster Risk Management.

The Ministry of National Defence forms part of the National Committee for disas-
ter prevention and response (together with the President, the Ministers of Interior 
and Justice, Economy, Social Protection, Communications, Transport, Environment, 
Housing and Territorial Development). It may delegate its responsibility to the General 
Command of the Military Forces. They are responsible for training and preparation 
and for security in disaster areas, aerial control and the identifi cation of ports and 
heliports, as well as providing assistance to them in disaster situations.

Chile– National System of Civil Protection

Legal Framework
Law Decree Nº 369, 

18/03/1974.
Decree N° 156, 12/03/2002.
Decree N° 38, 18/01/2011.

Agency
National Offi ce for 

Emergency - ONEMI.

Institutional Authority
Ministry of Interior and 

Public Security.

Colombia – National System for Disaster Risk Management

Legal Framework
Law Nº 1523, 24/04/2012.

Decree N° 2672, 20/11/2013.

Agency
National Unit for Disaster 

Risk Management.

Institutional Authority
Offi ce of the President

of the Republic.

Brazil – National System of Civil Protection and Defence

Legal Framework
Law Nº 12608, 10/04/2012.

Agency
Secretariat for Protection

and Civil Defence

Institutional Authority
Ministry of National 

Integration.
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 23 In Ecuador, The National Risk Management Secretariat leads the National 
Decentralised Risk Management System to ensure people’s protection 

from the negative effects of disasters.  The system is established through constitu-
tional provisions and public security legislation.

Each region has an Operating Committee for Emergencies (COE) that includes, 
among others, members of the Armed Forces. Rapid Intervention Units were formed 
in 2016, ready for deployment within the framework of the system.

 24 The National Civil Protection, Disaster Prevention and Mitigation System 
of El Salvador is under the responsibility of the General Directorate of 

Civil Protection, Disaster Prevention and Mitigation, which is under the Ministry of 
Interior. The System is formed by the National Committee, provincial, municipal and 
local committees. The National Civil Protection Committee is chaired by the Ministry 
of Interior, and is formed by the General Director of Civil Protection, the representa-
tives of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Public Health, Agriculture, Environment and 
Natural Resources, Public Works, National Defence and Education, and the Director 
of the National Civil Police.

Depending on the contingency, the Directorate activates emergency operating cen-
tres, which include the Armed Forces mainly through the deployment of human and 
material resources.

 25 Guatemala is the only case among those analyzed where the system 
is managed by the Ministry of Defence. The National Coordinator for 

the Reduction of Natural or Man-made Disasters (CONRED) is made up of agencies 
both from public and private sectors. Its highest body is the National Council, coor-
dinated by the Ministry of National Defence. It is organized by the local, municipal, 

Ecuador – National Decentralised Risk Management System

Legal Framework
Executive Decree Nº 42, 
10/09/2009, and N° 62, 

05/08/2013.

Art. 389, Political Constitution

Regulation of the Public 
and State Security Law, 

30/09/2010. 

Agency
National Risk Management 

Secretariat.

Institutional Authority
Offi ce of the President

of the Republic.

El Salvador – National Civil Protection, Disaster Prevention and Mitigation System

Legal Framework
Legislative Decree No 777, 

18/08/2005.
Decree No 56, 26/05/2006. 
Decree N° 37, 10/06/2016.

Agency
General Directorate of 

Civil Protection, Disaster 
Prevention and Mitigation.

Institutional Authority
Ministry of Interior.
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provincial and regional coordinating bodies involved in the process of disaster re-
duction.

It has established a National Policy for Risk Reduction in Disasters implemented 
through an Action Plan and National Management Strategy for Risk Reduction in 
Disasters.

 26 The National Civil Protection System of Mexico was established in 1986. 
It is headed by the National Civil Protection Council, a consultative 

governmental body chaired by the President, and composed of the Secretaries 
of State, State Governors, Head of the Federal District Government, and Executive 
Board of the Civil Protection Committees of the Senate and House of Representatives. 
The Secretary of Interior is its Executive Secretary.

In an emergency situation, the National Defence Secretariat and the Navy Secretariat 
implement the relevant assistance plans (Secretariat of Defence’s Plan for Assisting 
the Population in case of disasters).

 27 Finally, in the case of Nicaragua, the National System for Disaster Pre-
vention, Mitigation and Response (SINAPRED) is under a National Com-

mittee headed by an Executive Secretary, and directly reports to the President of 
the Republic. It is made up of agency and government representatives and regional 
coordinators. The Commander in Chief of the Army is a member of the Committee 
assisting the Minister of Defence.

The Special Operations Committee (one of the eight Working Committees in the 
System) is chaired by a permanent Army delegate. The Chief of Civil Defence Staff 
guarantees the effective participation of the various Army units and their coordina-
tion with State institutions and the population in protection plans for natural dis-
asters, catastrophes and similar events. The Nicaraguan Army’s Civil Defence Staff 
established the Disaster Operation Centre included within the National System. The 

Guatemala -  National Coordinator for the Reduction of Natural or Man-made Disasters

Legal Framework
Legislative Decree No 109, 

06/11/1996.
Legislative Decree No 49, 

14/03/2012.
Government Agreement Nº 

06-2011, 18/05/2011.

Agency
National Coordinator for the 

Reduction of Natural or 
Man-made Disasters.

Institutional Authority
Ministry of Defence.

Mexico -  National Civil Protection System

Legal Framework
Civil Protection Law, DOF 
06/06/2012 and 19/01/2018.

Agency
National Civil Protection 

Council.

Institutional Authority
Secretariat of Interior.
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System’s Executive Secretariat, in coordination with the Civil Defence Staff, declares 
the corresponding alerts.

 28 As noted, risk management systems are broad and involve a range of 
agencies within them. This implies the need for all actors involved to 

develop coordination mechanisms, but also the ability to interact and to work with 
different organizational cultures, and - in the case of military forces, to develop civil-military 
cooperation capabilities. In some cases, the scope of the system is signifi cant in that 
it includes non-governmental organizations, private companies, and also international 
agencies. El Salvador and Guatemala provide examples of this.

Nicaragua -  National System for Disaster Prevention, Mitigation and Response

Legal Framework
Law Nº 337, 07/04/2000.
Law Nº 863, 19/05/2014.

Decree No 53, 28/06/2000.
Law N° 748, 13/12/2010.
Law Nº 181, 02/09/1994. 
Law Nº 855, 11/02/2014.

Law Nº 337, 08/03/2000.

Agency
Minister–SINAPRE

Director.

Institutional Authority
Offi ce of the President

of the Republic.

The National System of Civil Protection involves the 
participation of forty seven public and private institutions, 

which are detailed below:

The National Coordinator for Disaster Reduction’s System 
of Interinstitutional Linkages (CONRED) is integrated by 100 
institutions, both public and private, including the following:

El Salvador Guatemala

Public Entities: Ministry of Government (Interior) / Ministry of For-
eign Affairs / Ministry of Justice and Public Security / Ministry of Na-
tional Defence / Ministry of Environment / Ministry of Public Works 
/ Ministry of Education / Secretariat of Vulnerability / National Civil 
Police / Armed Forces / Universidad de El Salvador / Rio Lempa Hydro-
electric Commission (CEL) / National Association of Aqueducts and 
Sewers / Fire Service / Salvadoran Institute of Social Security / Ministry 
of Health  / Ministry of Agriculture / Maritime Ports Authority / Salva-
doran Institute for Comprehensive Rehabilitation / Solidarity Health 
Fund (FOSALUD) / Teacher Welfare / Court of Audit of the Republic / 
Offi ce of the Attorney General of the Republic / Special Autonomous 
Ports Commission / National Public Security Academy / General Di-
rectorate the Prevention of Violence and a Culture of Peace (PREPAZ) 
/ Forensics Institute / Offi ce of the General Superintendent of Electric-
ity and Telecommunications / General Customs Directorate / General 
Directorate of Migration and Foreigners / General Directorate of Sta-
tistics and Censuses  / Social Investment Fund for Local Development 
/ National Youth Institute / Secretariat of Social Inclusion / National 
Sports Institute.

Private or Non-Governmental: Salvadoran Red Cross / Salvador-
an Green Cross / Universidad Centroamericana / Geólogos Mundi  / 
National Association of Private Enterprise / World Vision / Salvadoran 
Foundation for Health (FUSAL) / Salvadoran Chamber of Construction 
/ Salvadoran Association of Engineers and Architects / Scout Asso-
ciation of El Salvador / Salvadoran Girl Guides Association / CARE / 
CARITAS.

Public Entities: National Association of Municipal and Departmental 
Fire Services, ASOMBOM  / National Electric Energy Commission, CNEE 
/ Social Investment Fund, FIS / Land Fund, Fontierras / Guatemalan So-
cial Security Institute, IGSS / National Forestry Institute, INAB / Nation-
al Electrifi cation Institute, INDE / National Institute of Statistics, INE / 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food, MAGA / Natural Resources 
and Environment Ministry, MARN / Ministry of Communications, Infra-
structure and Housing, CIV / Ministry of National Defence, MDN / Min-
istry of Energy and Mines, MEM / Public Ministry (Offi ce of the Public 
Prosecutor) / Ministry of Public Health and Social Assistance, MSPAS / 
National Civil Police, PNC / National Secretariat of Science of Technol-
ogy, SENACYT / Presidential Secretariat for Women, SEPREM / Offi ce 
of the Telecommunications Superintendent, SIT / Universidad de San 
Carlos de Guatemala, USAC.

Private or Non-Governmental: Guatemala Aero Club / Ecological 
Scouts Association / The Girl Guides Association / Guatemalan Associ-
ation for Water and Sanitation / National Association of Canine Utility, 
Sports and Obedience, ANUDOC / Guatemalan Scouts Association / 
Band Radio Citizen’s Association, ABC / Archbishopric of Guatemala / 
Guatemalan College of Architects / Guatemalan College of Engineers / 
Coordinating Committee of Agricultural, Commercial, Industrial and Fi-
nancial Associations, CACIF / Amateur Radio Club, ARBOM / Guatemalan 
Red Cross / Volunteer Fire Services / El Ébano Private Security Company, 
S.A. / Community Health League / OXFAM / Plan International / World 
Food Programme, WFP / Telefónica / TIGO Guatemala  / Universidad 
Mariano Gálvez, UMG / Universidad Rafael Landívar, URL  / Universidad 
del Valle de Guatemala, UVG / Universidad Rural de Guatemala, URG / 
World Vision.

Source: Amaya Cóbar, E. (2017). Ejército y Posconfl icto en El Salvador. Contributing to 
the Colombian peace process: collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime 
footing through the provision of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin 
American region. The Case of El Salvador.

Source: Ogaldes, C. (2017). Misiones y roles del Ejército frente a amenazas no 
tradicionales. El caso de Guatemala. Contributing to the Colombian peace process: 
collaborating with the Army’s process to a peacetime footing through the provision 
of regional experiences and expertise from the Latin American region. The Case of 
Guatemala.
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 29 National defence resources have been employed for disaster assistance 
in recent years. Following are some example of this:

-

-

-
   

-

-
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 30 One of the most resounding cases in recent years was the employment in 
Ecuador of the Army following the 7.8 (Mw) earthquake of April 16th, 2016. It 

was one of the biggest disasters to face Ecuador in recent decades, affecting the provinces 
of Manabí and Esmeraldas. The disaster caused 671 deaths, 9 disappearances and 6,274 
injuries, with 113 people requiring rescue, in addition to the loss of property across 13 prov-
inces. On 17th April 2016, the President of the Republic issued a State of National Exception 
in affected provinces through Executive Decree No 1,001. Article 2 provided for national mo-
bilization in these provinces, making available “all bodies, especially the Armed Forces and 
National Police” to coordinate efforts with the objective of executing necessary and indis-
pensable actions to mitigate and prevent risks and to confront, recuperate and improve 
adverse conditions.  Executive Decree (DE) N° 1,004 of 26th April created the “Committee 
for reconstruction and reactivation of production and employment in zones affected by 
the earthquake” with the objective of implementing the construction and reconstruction 
of necessary infrastructure to mitigate the effects of the earthquake and to implement 
plans, programs, actions and public policies for the reactivation in affected areas.

 31 The then Ministry for Coordinating Internal and External Security was as-
signed responsibility for the emergency stage, which included “immediate 

post-disaster assistance in terms of rescue, health, foodstuffs, shelter, the removal of 
debris, and the demolition of uninhabitable buildings”. The Committee of Emergency 
National Operations (COE-N) was installed on April 16th 2016, with the Vice President 
of the Republic presiding over the body, which was formed by technical working 
groups. Technical Working Group No5 “Comprehensive Security for the Population” 
was presided over by the Ministry for Coordinating Security and composed of the 
Ministry of Interior - National Police, Ministry of National Defence – Armed Forces, the 
Transit Commission of Ecuador, and local fi re services, and held responsibilities for 
the search and rescue operation for victims and other affected persons. 

The Armed Forces took on responsibility for the collection and distribution of aid. 
In addition to providing security, military personnel collaborated in the installation 
and improvement of refuges as well as administration and data collection at these 
centers. Furthermore, they carried out permanent patrols in affected areas as well as 
specifi c patrols during the distribution of foodstuffs and other supplies. 6,254 Army 
personnel were employed in support of operational commands.

With respect to 
crisis management, 

the Armed Forces 
implemented the 

following actions in 
response:

• Security of strategic sectors
• Security at fi xed and mobile hospitals
• Security patrols
• Administration and security at collection centers
• Distribution of humanitarian aid
• Production and distribution of potable water
• Removal of debris
• Road maintenance
• Improvement of refuges
• Demolition of at-risk structures
• Evaluation of roads, bridges and residences
• Transportation via land, air and water of
   humanitarian aid, personnel and equipment

According to 
the Minister of 

Defence 14,000 
military personnel 

participated in:

Search and rescue 
operations; tasks 

related to medical 
evacuations; 

transport 
of supplies; 

mobilization 
of medics and 

professional military 
personnel to 

affected areas.
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Name

State of Siege

Cause

Internal commotion

Foreign attack

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Declared by the Congress and by the President if the 
latter were not in session (with a subsequent report).

Requires the approval of the Senate

Argentina

Name Cause Participation of the Legislative Power 

Brazil

State of Defence

State of Siege

Grave or imminent institutional 
instability.

Natural calamities of great 
proportions.

Grave commotion of national 
impact.

Situations which prove the 
ineffi ciency of the state of 

defence.
Declaration of the state of war.

Response to an armed foreign attack.

Requires the approval of the Congress.

Name Cause Participation of the Legislative Power 

Chile

State of Assembly

State of Siege

State of Catastrophe

State of Emergency

External war

Internal war
Grave internal commotion

Public calamity

Grave disturbance of the public 
order

Grave damage to national 
security

Requires the approval of the Congress

The President shall inform the Congress of the 
measures adopted

Requires the approval of the Congress in case they 
are extended for more than a year

The President shall inform the Congress of the 
measures adopted

Requires the approval of the Congress in case they 
are extended for more than fi fteen days

Name Cause Participation of the Legislative Power 

Colombia

State of External War

State of Internal Commotion

State of Emergency

External war

Grave disturbance of the public order

Situations which disturb or 
seriously threat to imminently 
disturb the economic, social 

and ecological order or which 
constitute public calamity.

Requires the approval of the Senate except when it 
is necessary to repel aggression

The declaration of a third consecutive period 
requires the approval of the Senate

The Congress shall examine the causes and 
measures which determined it and those adopted, 

and shall expressly rule on the convenience and 
timeliness of such measures

 32 The employment of armies in the event of natural or manmade disasters is 
closely linked to the question of states of exception, with the denominations 

for these differing in each country. Constitutions establish the causes for their declara-
tion, authorizing the Executive to adopt extraordinary measures in cases where stability, 
security and/or public order are threatened, with the occurrence of a disaster featuring 
among these. On numerous occasions, such states of exception have provided the basis 
for making available the employment of military forces in public security matters. 
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Name

Name

Name

Name

Name

Cause

Cause

Cause

Cause

Cause

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Participation of the Legislative Power 

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Mexico

Nicaragua

State of Exception

Exception Regime

Case of aggression
International or internal armed 

confl ict
Grave internal disturbance

Public disaster
Natural disaster

War.
Invasion of the territory.

Rebellion.
Sedition.

Catastrophe.
Epidemics or general calamity.

Grave disturbances of the public 
order

The National Assembly, which has the authority to 
revoke the decree at any time, must be informed

It is decreed by the Legislative or the Executive 
Power

In case of the suspension of certain guarantees, the 
approval of the Legislative Power is required

State of Prevention
State of Alarm

State of Public Calamity
State of Siege
State of War

Invasion of the territory
Grave disturbance of the peace
Activities against the security of 

the State
Public calamity

The Congress can ratify, modify or dismiss it

Suspension, in all the country or 
in a specifi c place, of the guar-
antees which could constitute 
an obstacle to cope with the 
situation in a quick and easy 

manner

Invasion.
Grave disturbance of the public peace.
Any other issue which could put 

the society in grave danger
Confl ict

Requires the approval of the Congress

State of Emergency

When required by:
National security

Economic conditions
National catastrophes

The Assembly can approve, modify or dismiss it

Source: RESDAL (2008, 2016). A Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin America and Caribbean. 
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 33 One of the most signifi cant experiences in the region is that of Central 
American cooperation, and the creation of a Humanitarian Rescue 

Unit at the heart of the Conference of Central American Armed Forces. Questions 
over cooperation between countries have also been present at the Conference of 
American Armies, which worked for years on the development of such a mechanism. 
The Conference of Defence Ministers of the Americas has also considered the pos-
sible creation of a mechanism between countries from the hemisphere, particularly 
over the course of its two most recent editions. The implementation of this class of 
initiatives requires, however, the intervention of other state actors – Foreign Affairs, 
for example; questions over the entry and exit of troops to/from national territory; 
and agreements for cooperation at the political level, including congresses. 

Conference of Central 
American Armed Forces (CFAC)

Each armed force in Central America –Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua – has within its 
organic-funcƟ onal structure a Humanitarian Rescue Unit, which 
collecƟ vely form the UHR-CFAC. It is acƟ vated in a disaster/
emergency under a minimal protocol that specifi es two phases 
for execuƟ on:

The country aff ected 
provides UHR-CFAC 
with the necessary 

informaƟ on to facilitate 
its employment and 

designates the mission 
to be completed.

T

inininnnnnnininnninii ff
ii

ddddddedd

Command of UHR-
CFAC is installed 
in the Center of 

Humanitarian and 
Rescue OperaƟ ons 
(COHR-CFAC) in the 

country aff ected

The country aff ected assures 
that its authoriƟ es (border 

and pubic security) are 
informed about UHR-

CFAC: routes of entry and 
deployment sectors).

CFAC 
countries 
provide 

migraƟ on 
and customs 
support to 
the UHR.

a

Each naƟ onal UHR is 
deployed to the aff ected 
country where it will be 

under the operaƟ onal control 
of the UHR-CFAC Commander 

of the country assisƟ ng. 

Phase 2:
Deployment

Each Member State sends 
to the aff ected country a 
number of personnel, list 
of equipment, and access 

route. 

The Presidents of Member States 
acƟ vate their respecƟ ve UHR in 
support of the aff ected country 
through representaƟ ves in the 

CFAC Higher Council.

Phase 1: 
MobilizaƟ on

President of the country aff ected 
solicits the support of CFAC 

Member States.

END OF MISSION

Employment of UHR-CFAC 

In May 2000, the Higher Council of CFAC created the Humanitarian and Rescue Unit (UHR-
CFAC), which is consƟ tuted by the UHR of each member Army. UHR-CFAC is the only body 

of its kind in the Americas.

Mechanisms for Military Cooperation

Source: RESDAL (2012, 2014, 2016).  A Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin America and Caribbean. 
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Conference of American Armies (CEA)

Phase 4: DemobilizaƟ on
The CoordinaƟ ng Support Body of the aff ected country, through their Military Police 
or corresponding security force, will provide physical security through an escort to 
those units implemenƟ ng assistance up to the exit points of the country.
Furthermore, they will provide migraƟ on and customs assistance to those units with-
drawing (via land, air or sea). 
The commanders of these units will provide a fi nal operaƟ ons report, which will be 
presented to the NaƟ onal Emergencies OperaƟ on Center.

4 Demobil

Phase 2: Deployment

Member Armies of the CEA involved in Disaster Support OperaƟ ons provide sup-
port through troops that will iniƟ ate their deployment towards the country af-
fected, where they will remain at the disposal of the aff ected country’s NaƟ onal 
Emergencies OperaƟ on Center.

During this phase, the CoordinaƟ ng Support Body of the country aff ected will:

Provide immigraƟ on and customs assistance (land, air and/or sea) to the troops. 

• Through its Military Police or relevant authority, ensure that its authoriƟ es, es-
pecially border and public security offi  cials at all levels, are informed of the arrival 
of the troops, specifying entry routes, approaches and areas for deployment. 

• Provide the troops with the necessary informaƟ on about the disaster, in order 
to facilitate their employment and designate the mission to be accomplished. 

• On arrival of the support delegaƟ ons, a meeƟ ng between the heads of each 
delegaƟ on team and their counterparts will be held in order to brief them on the 
prevailing situaƟ on, the capabiliƟ es of support teams, and the areas where they 
will be deployed, taking into consideraƟ on:

o DesignaƟ on of local guides. 

o Provision of informaƟ on on local customs of the aff ected populaƟ on. 

o The employment of interpreters where ethnic groups are present in the area 
aff ected.

The CEA Procedural Guide for Disaster Assistance OperaƟ ons of 
2009 established an implementaƟ on procedure that is similar, albeit 
with some variaƟ ons, to that of UHR-CFAC. The main diff erence is 
that it is set across four phases of which only three (I, II and IV) are 
outlined, with III corresponding to the operaƟ on in itself. 

CoordinaƟ on mechanisms

- The country aff ected must organize a NaƟ onal Emergencies Op-
eraƟ on Center in order to coordinate government acƟ ons at the 
naƟ onal level as well as all the support of contribuƟ ng countries. 
This Center will be responsible for organizing a structure des-
Ɵ ned to coordinate and regulate civil-military disaster assistance 
through the CoordinaƟ ng Support Body (ORCAP).

- The contact and coordinaƟ on between the Support Implemen-
taƟ on Units and the aff ected country’s civilian authoriƟ es will be 
carried out through the CoordinaƟ ng Support Body and/or with 
its authorizaƟ on.
Command, control, liaison, coordinaƟ on and other relaƟ ons must 
be specifi ed in a Memorandum of Understanding signed by na-
Ɵ onal authoriƟ es as a bilateral or mulƟ lateral agreement.

Budget: The costs inherent in the operaƟ ons of the Members Ar-
mies of the CEA should not involve costs to the aff ected country

Command and control: CEA Members Armies will be in constant 
coordinaƟ on with the CoordinaƟ ng Support Body of the aff ected 
country, within which a Senior Offi  cial shall be appointed as Mission 
Coordinator. The CoordinaƟ ng Support Body defi nes missions and 
the employment prioriƟ es of the Support ImplementaƟ on Units.

Phase 1: MobilizaƟ on 
The President of the country aff ected solicits the support of 
CEA member countries’ Presidents, normally through the 
Ministries of Foreign Aff airs. These then make the Ambas-
sador or its equivalent available for informing them of the 
support required by the country aff ected. 
In relaƟ on to personnel, the countries that provide support 
will determine if they send organized troops or simply experts.

Source: RESDAL (2012, 2014, 2016). A Comparative Atlas of Defence in Latin America and Caribbean.

 34 Disaster response also occurs within the framework of principles and 
agreements that are also international in nature. Since 2000, the In-

ternational Strategy for Disaster Reduction has sought to reduce risk and encour-
age preparation on the part of national systems. At the military level, it also involves 
consideration of the concept of civil-military cooperation and in particular the rela-
tionship with the humanitarian space.  The Oslo Guidelines were elaborated in 2007 
by the United Nations Offi ce for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
establishing three key principles: 10

10  OCHA (2007). Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets in Disaster Relief. November 2007.
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 35 One of the develop-
ments in this re-

gard that impacts the regional 
level, given the participation of a 
number of armies that have been 
considered here in that mission, 
is that of MINUSTAH, the United 
Nations Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti. The 2011 Guidelines for Civil 
Military Coordination in Haiti es-
tablished the role of military re-
sources within the humanitarian 
context, in concordance with the 
Oslo Guidelines.

Defence:
Guatemala

Presidency / 
Office PM:

Colombia, Nicaragua.

National Security / 
Interior:

Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, El Salvador,
Ecuador, Mexico.

Location of Offices 
Responsible for 

Emergency Response 
across the region: 

Humanitarian assistance must be provided in 
accordance with the principles of   

humanity, neutrality and impartiality.
KEY

PRINCIPLES

Last resource
Military and civil defence assets 
should be requested only where 
there is no comparable civilian 
alternative and only the use of 

military or civil defence assets can 
meet a critical humanitarian need.

MCDAs are a complementary tool to existing 
relief mechanisms to provide specific 

support to specific requirements. 
It responds to the "humanitarian gap" 
between the disaster needs and the 

resources available to the relief community 
to meet them.

Source: OCHA (2011). Guidelines for Civil-Military Coordination in Haiti. RESDAL (2014). A Comparative Atlas of 
Defence in Latin America and Caribbean. 

Categories of Humanitarian Assistance CIMIC

Criteria

Search and rescue missions

Humanitarian responses for vulnerable populations in remote/innaccesible areas

Rehabilitation of infrastructure such as roads and bridges to 
optimize humanitarian access

Humanitarian assesments carriers out by the UN Disaster Assesment and Coordination 
(UNDAC), or other humanitarian actors

It is clearly limited in time
and scale and approved by the 

humanitarian country team

Requests must be based 
solely humanitarian

criteria

There is no appropiate
civilian alternative

The urgency of the tasks at
hand demands inmediate action

Direct Assistance
Face-to-face 

distribution of 
goods and services.

Indirect Assistance
At least one step

removed from the 
population, it involves the 

transportation of relief 
goods and personnel.

Infrastructure Support
Deprovision of general 

services, such as road repair
and airspace amagement,
that facilitate relief but are

not to, or solely for, the 
benefi t of the affected 

population
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 36 Changes in recent decades to the international and regional context 
have affected, as we have seen - and not only in the cases analyzed, but 

throughout the region - perceptions regarding the principal and secondary missions of 
the military. Confl ict hypotheses have progressively been converted into cooperation 
hypothesis; the employment of military forces has begun to a greater extent to 
include missions that were considered secondary and that contain a strong com-
ponent of interrelation with the population - such as those related to public security 
and risk management - and participation in United Nations peace operations has 
also opened the door to different perspectives regarding the capabilities required to 
fulfi ll the military’s mission. But the strongest infl uence on changes in the way the 
military institution is seen have come about as a result of social, cultural and politi-
cal changes that required the defence sector to produce policies to adapt and align 
themselves with each society and what they represent. The full inclusion of women 
in Latin American military forces is a direct product of this.

 37 A transversal process for a transversal perspective: observing the region-
al experience displays a process by which actors – especially ministries 

of defence and armies, and their gender advisers or offi ces – gained awareness of 
the transversal nature of a gender perspective. This implies the need to develop an 
institutional gender policy. In other words, there is a need to foment interaction, prin-
cipally with ministries and secretariats for women and foreign affairs. And for those 
who carry out public security missions, and especially any activities relating to the 
protection of women from violence, this also means linking up with procurator’s 
offi ces, gender offi ces within ministries of security, as well as with civil society. And 
in the case of peace operations, the United Nations is added to this list. All of this 
requires that actors working on gender issues receive adequate training, including 
in developing skills in relation to cross-agency work and working with civil society.

Primary and Secondary Roles of the Armies: Comparative Case Studies from Latin America

The Gender Perspective

+ Ministry 
for Women

+ Ministry 
of Foreign

 Affairs

Debate on national plans
 of action and revision 
of internal regulations

+ Ministry of Security

+ Presidency

+ Procurator or 
Public Ministry  

+ Supreme Court

+ Civil Society

Themes linked
to violence

+ UN – DPKO and 
Gender unit 

+ Cooperation with 
other countries on 

gender issues (E.g. CMDA)

Peace operations
and international 

cooperation

M

inistry of Defence

ARMY
(Gender Unit)

Interinstitutional 
gender policy

Regional Analysis:
A Gender Perspective within Armies: 
Missions and Internal Conformation

Marcela Donadio

http://www.resdal.org/ing/assets/resdal-paper_marcela-donadio_ing.pdf
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 38 The inclusion of women within armies is not, however, new to the re-

gion. In most cases, their participation dates back to the wars of in-

dependence, and deepened with the entry of women into military service corps 

during the twentieth century. And in this respect it is necessary to consider the 

increasingly blurred distinction between weapons and services corps in terms of 

the day-to-day practice of a military institution, with missions and operations in-

creasingly moving away from the traditional conception of a battlefront. In military 

culture, however, and from the perspective of professional military careerists, it is 

upon entry into the academies of offi cers and non-commissioned offi cers of an 

armed force that incorporation occurs, with this producing the primary effect of 

socializing the individual into the culture and mentality of the armed force, with it 

even possible that this individual goes on to command the force itself. With regard 

to the incorporation of women, in the cases analyzed the process was initiated from 

the last decade of the twentieth century onwards.

 39 In all cases, women began to be admitted into the academies for per-

manent offi cers (which in general were founded at the end of the 19th 

and beginning of the 20th centuries) post-1990. This was a moment – 1991 - in which 

international security trends changed markedly. The world had passed into the 

post-Cold War era, while the Gulf War marked a confl ict that showed, in the eyes 

of the world community, changes in the nature of warfare. The changing nature of 

female participation in Latin American armies coincides with the introduction of new 

paradigms with regard to the missions given to these armies and with the processes 

of democratization and increasing openness that took place in different national 

contexts. As observed in the following timeline, this was further deepened with the 

inclusion of international peace operations, providing a different way of approaching 

military activities. 
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 40 The entry of women into the academies of offi cers and non-commis-
sioned offi cers, into what is called the command or arms corps, varied 

from force to force. It is through entrance into the professional corps that women 
began to form part of the armed forces, with this process beginning in the fi rst half 
of the 20th century.

1880 1980

1887
Chile:
Military School

1914 a 1918
First World War

1939 a 1945
Second
World War

1950 a 1953
Korean War

1899
Ecuador:
Eloy Alfaro 
Military 
Academy

1904
Argentina:
National 
Military College

1907
Colombia:
General José 
María Córdova 
Cadet Military 
School

1915
Mexico:
Heroic Military 
College

1920
Guatemala:
Polytechnic 
School

1927
El Salvador:
Captain General 
Gerardo Barrios 
Military School

1944
Brazil:
Agulhas Negras 
Military Academy

1959 a 1979
Vietnam War

1980 2000

1982
Falklands 
War

1980
Invasion 
of Iraq

1999
Ecuador:
Eloy Alfaro 
Military 
Academy

1995
Chile:
Military School

Argentina:
National 
Military College

1997
Guatemala:
Polytechnic 
School

1990 1991
Gulf War

2018

2000
El Salvador:
Captain General 
Gerardo Barrios 
Military School

2009
Colombia:
General José María 
Córdova Cadet 
Military School

2007
Mexico:
Heroic Military 
College

2012
Brazil:
Agulhas Negras 
Military Academy

2004
MINUSTAH in Haiti

2011
Civil war in Syria

2011 a 2013
Internal conflict and 
civil war in the Sudan

2012
Rebellion in 
the Central 
African 
Republic

2013
Military 
intervention 
in Mali
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 O
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Argentina

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Mexico

Nicaragua

1996

2012/ 17

1998

2017

1975

2007

Country

N
CO

s

Land Force

Command Corps1 

Air Force Naval Force

1980 

2002

2009

2016

2008

2016

1997

2007

1994

1980

2012

2009

---

1965

1995

Year of 
admission 
into armed 
institutes 
through 
technical 
schools

Argentina

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Mexico

Nicaragua

1997

2012/ 172

1995

2009

1999

2007

Country Land Force Air Force Naval Force

2001

1996

2000

1997

2007

2000

1997

2007

1993

2002

2012

2007

1997

2001

2010

2010

Year of 
admission 
into armed 
institutes 
through 

professional 
training 

academies

Argentina

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Mexico

Nicaragua

1981

2001

1974

1983

1958

1971

1967

1938

1979

Country Land Force

Co
m

m
is

si
on

ed
 O

ffi
ce

rs

Argentina

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Mexico

Nicaragua

1981

1992

1974

1976

1956

1985

1967

1938

1979

Country Land Force

The entry of women into the 

professional corps of these 

armies was practically 

simultaneous for commissioned 

and non-commissioned officers. 

With the exception of Brazil, 

they all occurred prior to 

changes in the regional and 

international context that were 

characteristic of the 1990s.
1 “Command corps” refers to those who enter military schools directly, in the absence of previous civilian professional experience.

2 In August 2012, reforms were made to the laws that establish the admission requirements for officer courses in the Army 
and Navy, enabling the entry of women (Nº. 12.705 - 08/08/2012 and No. 12.704 - 08/08/2012). In the case of the Army, a 
period of 5 years was established to put in place the means necessary for the incorporation of women.

3 "Professional corps" refers to those military personnel that are trained or incorporated into the forces in order to provide 
technical and / or professional auxiliary services.

Admission of women into military academies

Year in which women were admitted into the Army’s Professional Corps3

In some cases, such as those of 

Central America, entrance to the 

three forces (Army, Navy and Air 

Force) occurs through a single 

academy. With regard to the rest 

(with the exception of Mexico, 

which opened the doors of its 

Army and Air Force officer 

academies to women in the 

same year), in 60% of the cases 

the first force to incorporate 

women has been the army.

Source: Compilation based on information provided by Ministries of Defence, academies, and public information offi ces.
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 41 Since entrance to career offi cialdom was opened up, the tendency to-
wards the incorporation of women has been growing. Even when spe-

cifi c policies on the matter are not observed, the number of women applying to join 
military career structures is high and indicative of a trend within the military institu-
tion towards change, and one that merits further analysis in the future. Even when 
quotas are not made offi cial, in the majority of cases a larger proportion of men con-
tinue to be accepted over their female counterparts. 

Admission into Military Academies

Men 1,063

Women 242

Total 1,305

Argentina: 
Army, National Military College
Quantity of Students - 2016

Chile: Army, 2016 Applicants Entrants

  Men Women Men Women

 1,640 452 213 28

 4,689 2,008 557 73

Officers 

NCOs 

El Salvador,:
Captain General Gerardo Barrios Military School, 2016

 Men Women

Applicants 673 125

Entrants 237 20

Guatemala: 
Polytechnic School, 2016

 Men Women

Applicants 608 70

The tendency towards the 
incorporation of women is 

increasing.

Source: Ministries of Defence from the abovementioned countries. 

 42 An advance in this sense, in terms of diagnosis, would be the produc-
tion of studies on the selection process to be carried out by external 

actors. The same applies with regard to career choices. The postulation of women to 
specializations considered “masculine”, such as engineering for example, stands out. 
This coincides with a parallel phenomenon evident in wider society. And furthermore 
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in terms of applications and entrants to both commissioned and non-commissioned 
offi cer career structures; in the case of Brazil, in 2016, at a time when the Army was 
opening its doors to women, among the total number of women who entered such 
schools female NCO entrants accounted for the largest proportion.

5,000

4,500

4,000

3,500

3,000

2,500

2,000

1,500

1,000

500

0

Men

4,744

2,267

123 154

Women

Brazil. Students 
enrolled in army 
offi cer and 
sergeant schools, 
2016, according 
to sex and type of 
school

Source: Brazilian Army.  

Mexico. Female applicants to Training Schools (2015 and 2016, %)

Medical Military School 44%
Engineers Military School 15%
Dentistry Military School 54%
Heroic Military College 11%
Military Aviation School 4%
Transmissions Military School 12%
Air Force Specialist Military School 26%

Source:  Secretariat of National Defence, Mexico.
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 43 The development of a gender perspective also involves observing career 
patterns, promotions, destinations, the revision of legislation and of in-

ternal regulations, and subjective issues existing in the army, as in any institution, 
that impact upon an individual’s career possibilities. The following projections dis-
play a theoretical career progression starting from the moment in which admission 
to the academies was opened up to women. They are based on current regulations 
in force in the cases analyzed and the length of time established by them, and do not 
consider any additional requirements for promotion. 

2020 2030 20502040

Estimated year in which women will reach the maximum rank within their respective Land Force

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

El Salvador 

Mexico

Argentina

2035

2044

2043

2045 

2044

2027

2030

Source: The career laws of each of the countries considered. In Guatemala, the maximum grade reached is that of Colonel. The case of Nicaragua has not been included 
here given its differing history and, as such, timings.
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 44 The experiences of Latin American cases summarized here show that 
the armed forces, and armies in particular, have undergone processes 

of change that continue to the present day. The investigations and debates indicate, 
with respect to the question of principal and subsidiary missions, certain aspects to 
be considered both in terms of the transmission of experiences and any future studies 
that may be carried out on the subject:

National defence continues to be the principal mission of the armed forces and, 
within them, of the armies, and in most cases even at the constitutional level. It is the 
foundation from which they structure themselves, develop career structures, and 
program their budget, among other things.

Given the conditions facing each country in terms of their security, and in accord-
ance with national regulations and specifi c historical experiences, armies have been 
called upon to engage in subsidiary missions, especially with regard to public securi-
ty and disaster assistance. All this takes place in a framework of ongoing debate with 
regard to the role of the military in this class of missions, and on the premise that the 
question is one of supporting other institutions, as opposed to substituting them.

The regional process has been accompanied by the active participation of national con-
gresses, enacting laws that address issues that are internal to the armed forces as well 
as strategic aspects, such as the provision of defi nitions in matters of national defence, 
public/internal security, military service, and organizational systems, among others. 

The changes undertaken include the adoption by armies of a gender perspective, 
with ministries of defence also working on this in the majority of cases. Said per-
spective has held an important focus on the incorporation of women into the force, 
meaning even greater developments with regard to the external dimension of the 
perspective have been left aside. These would involve designing and operationalizing 
ways to include it in the missions developed by the forces, especially in relation to 
public security and risk management.  

The primary mission 

Defence and community

The development of 
legislation

Gender perspective

Primary and Secondary Roles: 
Thinking about the Future
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Other central issues arising from the experience of Latin American cases are:

• The need for clarity with regard to mechanisms and training for inter-institutional 
coordination.

• Adequate planning, including inputs to the relationships with all state and civil 
society actors that are present in the context of public security and risk manage-
ment operations.

• Adequate diagnosis, including external contributions, with regard to the capaci-
ties available for this type of employment.

• Development of content and activities to be applied as part of training and edu-
cation, including a gender perspective.

• Regulations and protocols, developed by ministries of defence and/or the forces.

 45 All this supposes challenges for the armies, for political decision-makers, 
and for actors from academia and civil society. It is an ongoing process 

in which the Latin American region has made advances over the course of recent 
decades, while still facing numerous challenges ahead, with the use of military forces 
in public security and disaster assistance tasks following an ascendant trend. Mean-
while, the contributions that the region can make to post-confl ict and democratiza-
tion processes in other parts of the world are not only relevant, but also well known.

Employment 
in public 

security and risk 
management


