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 Executive Summary 

 
This report provides information on labor and human rights risks linked to palm oil production in 
Guatemala. These risks include land grabs and displacement, unethical recruitment and hiring 
practices, indicators of forced labor, wage and hour violations, ŎƘƛƭŘ ƭŀōƻǊΣ Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
rights, unacceptable living conditions, a lack of grievance mechanisms, and environmental 
damage. This report also includes recommendations for the Guatemalan government and palm 
oil producers and buyers on steps that they can take to reduce these risks. 
 
Verité carried out research in Guatemala from June through October 2013 with the financial 
support of Humanity United. In preparation for field research, Verité mapped out the supply 
chain of Guatemalan palm oil and carried out background research. During field research 
activities, Verité researchers interviewed 46 experts and 74 workers. Expert and worker 
interviews were carried out in Guatemala City, the Northern Departments of Petén and Alta 
Verapaz, and the Southern Departments of Escuintla, Retalhuleu, and San Marcos. These 
departments house major areas of palm oil production and communities in which palm oil 
workers live. The research was qualitative in nature and sought to uncover information about 
the presence and characteristics of labor and human rights risks. While workers from a wide 
variety of regions and employed in a variety of locales and occupations were interviewed, the 
sample cannot be said to be statistically representative at a national or sectoral level.  
 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ǇŀƭƳ ƻƛƭ sector has grown exponentially since African palm was first introduced in 
Southern Guatemala in the late 1980s. The amount of land on which African palm is cultivated 
grew almost ten-fold from 2000 to 2012, while the revenue generated from palm oil exports 
increased more than 20-fold during this same period. In 2011, Guatemala was the ninth largest 
palm oil exporter in the world and the second largest palm oil exporter in Latin America. This 
can be partially attributed to the fact that Guatemala has achieved the highest palm oil yields 
per acre out of any country (due to ideal climatic conditions in certain areas of the country and 
ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎύ. While the United States imports a relatively small amount of 
Guatemalan palm oil, a large amount makes its way into the food, beverages, and cosmetics 
produced and sold by large US-based companies in Mexico, the United States, Guatemala, and 
other Central American countries.  
 
This report places an emphasis on Sayaxché, Petén because it is the municipality with the 
highest concentration of African Palm cultivation and serious labor and human rights risks. 
Almost half of the land on which African palm is cultivated is concentrated in Sayaxché. 
Additionally, Verité found that a large number of the most vulnerable categories of workers - 
local workers who had lost their farmland and migrant workers hired by labor contractors - were 
employed in Sayaxché.  
 
±ŜǊƛǘŞ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōƻǊ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ {ŀȅŀȄŎƘŞΩǎ ǇŀƭƳ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 
were numerous reports of displacement and land grabs related to palm companies in Sayaxché. 
Subsistence farmers who sold their land due to coercion, deceit, pressure, or offers of large up-
front payments had few options other than working for the palm companies that had obtained 
huge swaths of land in Sayaxché. The loss of land for subsistence agriculture and a lack of other 
employment opportunities in Sayaxché created a local labor force that either had to continue 
working on palm plantations under poor conditions or move out of the area to search for work.  
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The other group of vulnerable workers in Sayaxché consisted of migrant workers brought in 
from rural impoverished areas. These workers were typically hired by labor contractors, some of 
whom deceived them about their conditions of work and charged them up-front recruitment 
fees and deductions of up to 20 percent of their pay. Additionally, migrant workers were 
generally hired on one to three-month contracts, and there were reports that they were not 
paid if they did not finish their contracts and did not leave the plantations on which they were 
housed for the duration of their contracts. Many of these migrant wƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ 
were retained, which prevented them from filing official complaints against their employers. 
 
This situation can create vulnerability to forced labor and Verité researchers found a number of 
indicators of forced labor in GuatemalŀΩǎ ǇŀƭƳ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ 
these two groups of vulnerable workers in Sayaxché. Indicators of lack of consent included 
induced indebtedness, deception or false promises about types and terms of work, withholding 
and non-payment of wages, and retention of identity documents or other valuable personal 
possessions. Indicators of menace of penalty included physical violence against workers or 
family or close associates, sexual violence, imprisonment or other physical confinement, 
dismissal from current employment, exclusion from future employment, exclusion from 
community and social life, deprivation of food, shelter or other necessities, and shifts to even 
worse working conditions. It should be noted that while the data contained in this report is 
valuable for assessing the risk of forced labor, it cannot be used to determine the existence or 
scale of forced labor.  
 
Verité found other risks related to palm oil production on plantations across Northern and 
Southern Guatemala. These risks included wage, benefit, and working hour violations; child 
labor; discrimination and other issues facing women; health and safety risks; poor housing; 
environmental damage; and a lack of grievance mechanisms. Verité research found that while in 
general, conditions were better on plantations in Southern Guatemala, which tended to be 
located close to urban areas and were not involved in land grabs, a number of labor risks could 
still be found on these plantations. Additionally, while Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
certifications and monitoring of plantations tended to lessen the risk of more extreme forms of 
exploitation, they were not a guarantee against labor or human rights violations.   
 
Palm companies are operating in very complicated environments in which land conflicts, 
impunity, and unscrupulous labor contractors and criminal actors contribute to land grabs and 
the exploitation of workers. There have been some improvements in recent years. However, 
there is still a high level of vulnerability, especially among workers who have lost their land due 
to land grabs and migrant workers from impoverished areas. Therefore, it is essential that the 
Guatemalan government and palm oil producers and buyers take urgent action to reduce these 
risks. Verité recommends that the Guatemalan government effectively implement all 18 points 
of DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ Enforcement Plan to promote increased respect for labor rights; take specific 
measures to improve the capacity of the labor inspectorate; reform labor law to adequately 
protect agricultural workers; and improve measures to detect, report, refer, and prosecute 
forced labor and labor exploitation. Verité recommends that palm oil producers and buyers 
design and carry out effective supply chain assessments to identify non-compliances; design and 
implement training and capacity building programs in order to better understand the risks 
associated with palm oil production and institutionalize knowledge and expertise within the 
company and across its supply chain; develop and make available to workers and community 
members credible grievance mechanisms; and engage in policy advocacy and stakeholder 
dialogue on a local, national, and international level in order to address risks linked to palm oil 
production. 
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Map of Guatemala and Departments under Study 
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Research Methodology 
 

Research Team 
 
The research team was comprised of a male and female researcher, both of whom are bilingual 
and had previously conducted research on forced labor in Guatemala and other countries 
throughout the Americas. Verité also contracted local guides to assist in contacting workers. 
 
 

Research Timing and Locales 
 
Verité carried out research in Guatemala from June through October, 2013. In June, in 
preparation for field research, Verité conducted desk research, a mapping of production areas 
and the supply chain of Guatemalan palm oil, and expert consultations over the phone. During 
July and August, field research was carried out in Guatemala. Based on preliminary research, 
Verité chose to conduct expert consultations in Guatemala City and to focus its field research 
activities on the Northern Departments of Petén (where the largest amount of palm oil is 
produced) and Alta Verapaz (an emerging palm oil producer and a major sending region for 
palm workers employed in Petén). Verité also carried out research in the Southern Departments 
of Escuintla, Retalhuleu, and San Marcos (major areas of palm oil production which also include 
communities in which palm oil workers live).  
 
Verité found that the most vulnerable categories of workers - local workers who had lost their 
farmland and migrant workers hired by labor contractors - were employed in Sayaxché. While 
there were some labor issues in the other departments under study, Sayaxché was by far the 
department in which workers registered the highest level of vulnerability to severe forms of 
exploitation. Additionally, Sayaxché is by and large the biggest palm producing municipality in 
Guatemala. Therefore, the research and this report emphasize Sayaxché.  
 
Field research began with expert consultations in Guatemala City, in which Verité interviewed 
Guatemalan and foreign government officials, representatives of international organizations and 
NGOs, journalists, and academics. These interviews provided Verité with a better understanding 
of the major issues present in the palm oil sector, the supply chain, and the areas in which 
indicators of forced labor were most likely present. This helped Verité to map out the main 
areas of palm oil production in which there was the highest risk of forced labor and human 
trafficking.  
 
Subsequently, field research was carried out in the Departments of Petén, Alta Verapaz, 
Escuintla, Retalhuleu, and San Marcos. During field research, Verité was able to visit palm 
plantations, processing plantsΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ conducted 
interviews with workers, cooperative members, labor brokers, foremen, employer 
representatives, and local experts (from the government, NGOs, academia, and religiously-
affiliated organizations). In total, Verité was able to interview 74 workers and 46 experts during 
research activities. 
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Interviews 
 

Table 1: Summary of Expert Interviews 

Number of Interviewees Category of Interviewees Location of Interviews 

9 Government Officials Throughout Guatemala 

1 Foreign Government Official Guatemala City 

11 NGO Guatemala City 

2 International Organization Guatemala City 

2 Media Guatemala City 

2 Employer Representative San Marcos 

2 Employer Representative Retalhuleu 

1 Foreman Escuintla 

1 Faith-Based Organization Escuintla 

3 Faith-Based Organization Cobán 

1 Foreman Petén 

4 Labor Brokers Petén 

3 Cooperative Member Petén 

2 Faith-Based Organization Petén 

1 NGO Petén 

1 Academic Petén 

46 in Total 
 

Table 2: Summary of Worker Interviews 

Number of Interviewees Category of Interviewees Location of Interviews 

2 Workers Retalhuleu 

9 Workers Escuintla 

5 Workers San Marcos 

4 Workers Cobán 

54 Workers Petén 

74 in Total 
 

 

Data Analysis 
 
This report provides background information on palm production, Guatemala, and Sayaxché and 
findings on labor and human rights risks associated with palm oil production in Guatemala.  
These risks include land grabs and displacements; unethical recruitment and hiring practices; 
indicators of forced labor; wage and hour violations; and other labor issues, such as child labor, 
Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǳƴŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜ 
mechanisms. Verité has also provided some information on environmental damage linked to 
palm plantations. For this report, Verité researchers collected and cross-analyzed data from 
desk research, expert consultations, and worker interviews in order to ensure the triangulation 
of data.  
 
.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ±ŜǊƛǘŞΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ 
out a rapid analysis on the existence of indicators of forced labor. In the Findings section, Verité 
provides an overview of the indicators of forced labor encountered in the Guatemalan palm 
sector in accordance with the L[hΩǎ нллр ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ άLŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦέ 1 In 
Appendix 1: Presence of ILO Indicators of Forced Labor, Verité provides a chart of a broader 
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spectrum of indicators of forced labor, based on the L[hΩǎ 2011 publication, Hard to See, Harder 
to Count: Survey Guidelines to Estimate Forced Labor of Adults and Children. Verité collected 
data on the existence of indicators of forced labor as opposed to making a determination of 
whether each individual was a victim of forced labor. Verité did not seek to determine the 
existence or scale of forced labor, but rather to highlight the risk of labor and human rights 
violations, including forced labor.  
 

 
 
The ILO defines forced laōƻǊ ŀǎ άŀƭƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŜȄŀŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ under the 
menace of any penalty and for which said person has not offered himself voluntarily.έ This 
means that a person is in a forced labor situation if he or she is working under conditions to 
which he or she did not originally consent and cannot leave that job without penalty or a threat 
of penalty. In this case, a penalty could include physical constraint or punishment, or other 
forms of abuse such as threats of deportation, the confiscation of passports, or the non-
payment of wages that effectively binds a worker to a job or employer. Hard to See, Harder to 
Count provides a broad spectrum of indicators of forced labor and breaks them down into three 
dimensions: unfree recruitment, work and life under duress, and impossibility of leaving 
employers.2 !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ L[hΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊ ǘƻ exist, there needs 
to be at least one indicator of involuntariness and one indicator of menace of penalty in at least 
one dimension (unfree recruitment OR life and work under duress OR impossibility of leaving 
the employer), and at least one of these indicators must be strong. Each individual case must be 
assessed using this methodology. Therefore, while the data contained in this report is valuable 
for assessing the risk of forced labor, it cannot be used to determine the existence or scale of 
forced labor.  
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¢ƘŜ L[hΩǎ ƴƻƴ-binding Recommendation concerning Indirect Compulsion to Labour encourages 
member states to take into consideratiƻƴ άǘhe desirability of avoiding indirect means of 
artificially increasing the economic pressure upon populations to seek wage-earning 
employmentέ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ evil effects which too sudden changes in the habits of life and labour 
may have on the social conditions of the populationέ ǿƘŜƴ άdeciding questions connected with 
the economic development of territories in a primitive stage of development, and, in particular, 
when deciding upon: (a) increases in the number and extent of industrial, mining and 
agricultural undertakings in such territories; (b) the non-indigenous settlement, if any, which is 
to be permitted; (c) the granting of forest or other concessions, with or without the character of 
monopoliesΦέ3 This Recommendation is relevant to the Guatemalan palm sector in that land 
grabs have resulted in the concentration of a large percentage of land and employment 
opportunities in the hands of a small number of palm companies in Sayaxché. A large number of 
uneducated indigenous farmers lack land for subsistence agriculture or alternative employment 
opportunities, which can indirectly compel them to labor on palm plantations. 
 
Verité bases its definition of labor trafficking on the 2000 UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children, also known as the Palermo 
Protocol. This protocol contains the internationally recognized definition of human trafficking, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘΣ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊΣ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ 
by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of 
deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 
payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for 
the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the 
prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or 
practices similar to slavery, sŜǊǾƛǘǳŘŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴǎΦέ4 Verité research assessed the 
existence of indicators of forced labor rather than indicators of labor trafficking. While Verité 
ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŎƻƳōŀǘƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ L[hΩǎ 
indicators of forced labor and labor trafficking.5 
 
 

Limitations 
 
It should be noted that the research was qualitative in nature and sought to uncover 
information about the presence of labor and human rights risks. While workers from a wide 
variety of regions and employed in a variety of locales and occupations were interviewed, the 
sample cannot be said to be statistically representative at a national or sectoral level. 
 
The level of insecurity in Guatemala cannot be overemphasized as a research challenge. Due to 
an increase in narcotics trafficking and organized crime, a climate of violence and fear has 
returned to the country, causing individuals to become increasingly cautious about airing their 
grievances or talking with outsiders. Guatemala has registered the fourth highest homicide rate 
of any country in the world as well as a large number of murders of high profile figures, labor 
unionists, and NGO activists. Furthermore, there is a high rate of άǾƛƎƛƭŀƴǘŜέ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 
Guatemala. Suspicion of outsiders is high, particularly related to fears of trafficking of 
indigenous children for illegal adoption.  
 
The research team was therefore careful to form partnerships with trusted and respected local 
NGOs, as well as community and religious leaders in order to obtain permission to operate in 
particular regions, to gain the confidence of workers, and to ensure the security of the 
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researchers and respondents. Researchers carefully explained the purpose of the research to 
ŀǾƻƛŘ ƳƛǎǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻǊέ ǎǇŀǊƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳŎƘŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
forced labor among questions about production, general conditions of work, labor relations, and 
other related issues.  
 
It is very difficult for outsiders to enter palm plantations. While conducting research, Verité 
researchers noted a large number of armed guards controlling the entrances to palm 
plantations and researchers needed to obtain permission from management to enter 
plantations. Experts interviewed by Verité have indicated that palm plantations have denied 
entrance to labor inspectors and representatives of the Human Rights Ombudsman (PDH) and 
United Nations seeking to carry out inspections on palm plantations. One leading expert 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ōȅ ±ŜǊƛǘŞ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ to enter a palm plantation than a 
ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ōŀǎŜΦέ A Verité researcher was informed by a government official that labor inspectors 
had been threatened with guns in the past when attempting to inspect agricultural plantations. 
In cases where Verité was successful in gaining access to plantations, it was generally not 
possible to interview workers privately or without putting them at risk of reprisal.  

 
Fenced Worker Housing 

 
 
Because of this impeded access to the plantations and the danger to both researchers and 
workers, researchers conducted ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ƛƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ or in 
public spaces such as markets. This was especially challenging with migrant workers employed in 
plantations in Sayaxché, since these workers were housed on the plantations and were generally 
not permitted to leave during the duration of their employment. Many of these workers came 
from remote areas in Alta Verapaz, as well as other Departments and countries. Because many 
of their communities are extremely isolated, it was not possible to interview migrant workers 
from isolated communities who were employed in Sayaxché, who appear to be one of the two 
categories of workers most vulnerable to forced labor. However, researchers obtained 
information about their conditions of work from interviews with other workers and experts. 



P a g e|  12  
 

Background  
 
 
Background on Guatemala 
 
Guatemala is country in Central America of almost 15 million inhabitants. At 42,042 square 
miles, it is roughly the size of the U.S. State of Virginia. Although Guatemala ranks as a middle-
income country, it is plagued by high levels of poverty and inequality, and low levels of human 
development. ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ос ȅŜŀǊ-long civil war and 
societal violence has led to waves of migration, both internal and external. The growth of youth 
gangs and organized criminal groups has fueled a further acceleration in violence to levels 
rivaling the civil war.  
 

Socioeconomic Indicators 
 
Guatemala, with a GDP of approximately USD 70 billion, ranks 81st out of 226 countries globally 
in terms of overall GDP.6  Guatemala has the largest GDP in Central America, comprising 
approximately 35 percent of the GDP of the whole isthmus. Services generate 61 percent of 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ D5tΣ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ну ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ мм ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ7  
 
In 2011, Guatemala had a population of 14,713,763, the largest population in Central America.8 
While it overall GDP is relatively high compared to other Central American countries, its GDP per 
capita is relatively low. In 2011, Guatemala had a GDP per capita of approximately USD 5,200, 
ranking 143rd in terms of GDP per capita out of 226 countries.9 This is compared to a GDP per 
capita of USD 6,000 in El Salvador, USD 10,800 in Costa Rica, and USD 46,300 in the United 
States.10 In fact, out of Central American countries, Guatemala only surpassed Honduras in GDP 
per capita.11 
 
Applying the GINI coefficient, a measurement of equality where a score of zero means complete 
equality and 100 means complete inequality, Guatemala has a score of 55.1, making it the 13th 
most unequal country in the world out of a total of 147 countries in 2011. The only countries 
with higher levels of inequality in Latin America and the Caribbean were Ecuador (54.4), Bolivia 
(57.2), Honduras (58), Colombia (58.5), and Haiti (59.5). In comparison, Nicaragua scored 43 and 
Costa Rica scored 48.12 In Guatemala, less than one percent of the population controlled over 80 
percent of the arable land, one of highest rates in world.13 
 
¢ƘŜ ¦b 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ό¦b5tύ IǳƳŀƴ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ LƴŘŜȄ όI5Lύ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀ ŀǘ 
0.581 in 2012. Its score was 133rd out of 186 countries ranked in 2012, down from 131 in 2011 
and 121 in 2008. In fact, after Haiti, it had the second lowest score out of any country in the 
Western Hemisphere.14  
 
The Human Rights Ombudsman (PDH) concluded that inequality, discrimination, and an 
economic model dependent on agriculture contributed to elevated levels of poverty and 
malnutrition among indigenous peoples.15  As of the 2002 census (the most recent year for 
which comprehensive statistics on ethnicity exist), approximately пл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ 
population was made up of indigenous peoples: K'iche Mayans constituted 9.1 percent of 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΤ YŀǉŎƘƛƪŜƭ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ уΦп ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΤ aŀƳ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ тΦф ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΤ 
Q'eqchi constituted 6.3 percent; other Mayan groups constituted 8.6 percent; and other 
indigenous non-Mayan groups constituted 0.2 percent. There are 23 officially recognized 
indigenous languages, the most prominent of which are Quiche, Mam, Garifuna, Xinca, 
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Kaqchikel, and Q'eqchi 16 A 2007 national survey found that 75 percent of indigenous 
Guatemalans were living in poverty and 27.4 percent were living in extreme poverty, compared 
to 36.5 percent of non-indigenous people living in poverty and 7.8 percent living in extreme 
poverty.17 Of the 1,951,724 Guatemalans living in extreme poverty in 2011, 69.5 percent were 
indigenous.18   
 
According to a 2007 study, 78 percent of Guatemalans living in poverty were concentrated in 
rural areas, while 28 percent were concentrated in urban areas. The highest levels of poverty 
could be found in the Northern Departments of Alta and Baja Verapaz, where 77.1 percent of 
inhabitants lived in poverty and 38.8 percent of the population lived in extreme poverty. In the 
Northwestern Departments of Quiche and Huehuetenango, 75.6 percent of the population lived 
in poverty and 23.6 percent lived in extreme poverty. In addition, poverty affected 
approximately half of the residents of San Marcos, Suchitepéquez, and Retalhuleu.19 
 
According to the 2010 National Survey on Employment and Income (ENEI), women comprised 
осΦо ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ !ŎǘƛǾŜ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ό9!tύΦ Lƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ 
earned an average of 16.7 percent less than men and in urban areas they earned an average of 
12.5 percent less than men.20 In 2007, 30.8 percent of families with a female head of household 
were living below the poverty line, while 42.7 percent of households led by men were living 
below the poverty line. Studies show that children were much more likely to be affected by 
poverty, as 60 percent of children between the ages of 0 and 14 were living below the poverty 
line in 2007.21 
 
According to a PDH report, Guatemalans living below the poverty line were plagued by hunger 
and malnutrition.22 In fact, Guatemala had the fourth highest rate of malnutrition in the world 
and the highest rate of any Latin American country in 2012. Malnutrition, which affected 49.8 
percent of children under the age of five, was especially prevalent in rural and indigenous 
communities.23  
 
In 2011, 38 percent of Guatemalans were economically active: 38 percent of whom were 
employed in the agricultural sector, compared to 26 percent in services, 18 percent in 
commerce, and 14 percent in industry. Other data indicates that the percentage of workers 
employed in agriculture grew six percent from 35.32 percent in 2010 to 41.42 percent in 2011, 
while the percentage of workers employed in commerce shrunk from 20.72 percent to 15.7 
percent.24 In 2012, 57 percent of agricultural workers came from rural areas, 43 percent came 
from urban areas, 71 percent were men, and 69 percent were indigenous. Temporary 
agricultural workers had an average of 4.5 years of schooling.25 A PDH report from 2012 
indicates that 63.8 percent of Guatemalan workers were employed in the informal sector 
(including temporary agricultural work), in which there are fewer worker protections and lower 
wages.26  
 

Violence 
 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ос ȅŜŀǊ-long civil war ended in 1996 with the Peace Accords.27 The Historical 
Clarification Commission, backed by the United Nations, found that over 200,000 people were 
killed and more than one million were displaced during the war. The Commission also 
determined that while guerrilla groups were responsible for numerous kidnappings and killings, 
the military and government-backed paramilitary groups carried out the vast majority of the 
killings.28 During the civil war, 83 percent of the victims were indigenous Mayans.29 The 
Commission has labeled the campaign of massacres targeted at rural indigenous communities a 
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genocide.30 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ 
ƻŦ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀōǳǎŜǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ 
against them.31 
 
The violence of the civil war, combined with an economic downturn, caused the forced 
displacement of over a million Guatemalans.32 By 2013, there were approximately 1.2 million 
Guatemalans in the United States, two-thirds of whom were foreign born.33 In 2013, 
Guatemalan immigrants sent USD 3.2 billion in remittances to Guatemala, constituting the 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΦ34 
 
However, migration also brought negative consequences, such as family disintegration and the 
spread of gang culture from the United States to Guatemala. In the United States, Guatemalans 
often found themselves in poor neighborhoods where some joined gangs such as Mara 
Salvatrucha (M-13) and the Eighteenth Street Gang (Mara 18 or M-18) to defend themselves. 
Many of these gangs turned extremely violent and engaged in criminal activities. Members were 
subsequently deported from the United States to Guatemala, which was ill-equipped to deal 
with their reintegration.35  
 
Some gangs formed links with the growing organized crime and drug trafficking organizations 
(DTOs) in Guatemala.36 Lƴ нлмлΣ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀ ώǿŜǊŜϐ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭέ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŎǊƛƳŜ ǎȅƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊŎƻǘƛŎǎ 
ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜǊǎΦ {ŜǾŜƴ ƻŦ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ нн 5Ŝpartments were reportedly under the control of these 
criminal groups, which had been aided by active and former military personnel.37 
  

Guatemala Criminal Map38 
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Recent waves of migration have been fueled by organized crime pushing poor people out of 
their communities. In 2010, for example, due to the incursion of organized crime into Alta 
Verapaz, then-president Alvaro Colom declared a state of emergency in the Department, sent in 
the military, imposed curfews, and prohibited public meetings. He declared that the Department 
ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘέ ŦƻǊ ŘǊǳƎ ŦƭƛƎƘǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ǿŀǎ ƭƛŦǘŜŘ ƛƴ 
February 2011. Although most of the drug flights were ceased in the Department, he stated that 
four areas of the country were still under the control of DTOs.39 Since 2011, the infiltration of 
DTOs has forced people out of their homes and into the palm plantations, and has made the 
palm workers in Petén more vulnerable to exploitation. 
 
 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀ Ƙŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ Ƙƻmicide rates as a result of gang activity, infighting 
between drug cartels, and an increase in common crime. In 2004, the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights placed the Guatemalan homicide rate at 70 per 100,000 
residents, compared to a rate of six homicides per 100,000 residents in the United States.40  In 
2011, homicide rates fell to 39 per 100,000 residents or 15 murders per day, a rate still roughly 
ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ŀǎ aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎΦ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлмнΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƳǳǊŘŜǊǎ 
per day returned to the 2009 average of 17 per day.41 In some Departments, including those 
under study, homicide rates were much higher. For example, Escuintla was the Department with 
the second-highest homicide rate in Guatemala, with 93 murders for every 100,000 inhabitants 
and Petén had a homicide rate of 50 per every 100,000 inhabitants.42 
 

Murder Rates by Department 2012 and 201343 
 

 
 
Violence has permeated the electoral process, resulting in 43 deaths, 39 injuries, 65 threats, and 
14 other types of aggressions carried out against politicians, party officials, and their family 
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members from January to October 2011.44 Many of the killings in Guatemala are carried out by 
contract killers (sicarios), who charge as little as USD 15 to carry out a murder.45 The high level 
of impunity in Guatemala has contributed to elevated levels of criminality and violence in the 
country. Government statistics reveal that there was a 95 percent impunity rate in 2010.46  
 
The ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ International Commission to Combat Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) has 
been effective in reforming the Guatemalan justice system. The Commission established a 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƛǊŜ 
ǘŀǇǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŎǊƛƳŜΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀƭƛŀƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ /L/LD ŀƴŘ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ !ǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ 
General, Claudia Paz y Paz, Guatemala has taken important steps in combating organized crime, 
violence, and impunity. They have been involved in the prosecution of high-level criminals and 
corrupt government officials, including ex-Presidents.47 However, CICIG's mandate has been 
ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ tŀȊ ȅ tŀȊ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ 
future.48 
 
While CICIG has made strides in prosecuting corrupt officials, solving high-profile cases, and 
reforming the judicial sector, it has failed to assist in the prosecution of crimes against union 
ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ L¢¦/Σ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀ άƘŀǎ 
ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴƛǎǘǎΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ р3 union 
members killed between 2007 and June 2013, the highest per capita rate in the world. The ITUC 
reported in 2013 that the killings, kidnappings, torture, attacks, robbery, and threats made 
against trade unionists instilled a culture of fear that made the exercise of freedom of 
association impossible.49 In 2011, the ILO Commission of Experts on the Application of 
Conventions and Recommendations (ILO-CEACR) reported an increase in violence against 
unionists and a lack of prosecution of those responsible. Although the government claimed that 
murders of union members were not politically motivated, the high number of killings and the 
failure to clarify the motives or prosecute those responsible creates fear and resentment among 
workers and labor activists aƴŘ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ50  
 
The killing of agricultural workers with impunity has created an increased sense of fear and 
mistrust. The 2011 decapitation of 27 contract workers on plantations in Los Cocos, La Libertad, 
tŜǘŞƴ ŦƻǊ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƛƴƎƭȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǊƛǾŀƭ ŘǊǳƎ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿ ǾŀƭǳŜ 
ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ51 Individuals have also been murdered by armed 
guards on coffee plantations. For example, in 2011, a 63 year-old campesino trespassed on a 
coffee plantation to collect firewood and was shot to death. When family members came to 
look for him, they too were received by gunfire, tragically resulting in the death of another 
family member. Instead of reporting the incident to authorities, community members took the 
guard who had shot them hostage and threatened to lynch him because they did not trust the 
authorities.52  
 
The palm sector has also been plagued with violence. In 2012, an armed guard was assassinated 
on a palm plantation in Pajapita, San Marcos.53 While Verité was carrying out research in 
Escuintla in 2013, the manager of a palm oil plantation was killed in a highway ambush during 
broad daylight.54  In January 2014, a powerful Spanish businessman who owned multiple fincas 
in Northern and Southern Guatemala and had recently begun to operate a palm plantation in 
Izabal was kidnapped and killed.55 There were also reports of a shootout, resulting in four 
deaths, between two armed groups on a palm plantation owned by one of the leaders of the 
DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀƴ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ½ŜǘŀǎΣ aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ōǊǳǘŀƭ ŘǊǳƎ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦ56 
 



P a g e|  17  
 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƳƛǎǘǊǳǎǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŜǎǳǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ linchamientos 
όάƭȅƴŎƘƛƴƎǎέ - by mobs or vigilante groups), which have reached levels comparable to those 
during the civil war. From 2006 to 2011, 913 people were lynched, 176 of whom were killed. In 
2011 alone, a total of 294 individuals were lynched, resulting in 51 deaths.57  
 
The high levels of violence, impunity, and inequality in Guatemala create a system where little 
value is placed on the lives of impoverished, uneducated indigenous campesinos. Workers know 
that their lives are cheap and that they lack the political connections and economic power to 
gain credibility and make significant changes. They know that workers have been killed for 
organizing or complaining and they know that the vast majority of their killers have not been 
brought to justice. Therefore, even if workers owe small amounts of money, even if they hear an 
implicit threat, even if there are merely armed guards on a plantation, they may be frightened 
for their lives.  
 
 

Background on Sayaxché 
 
Besides having the highest concentration of African palm and the highest palm oil yields, 
Sayaxché has a number of characteristics that increase the vulnerability of workers to 
exploitation. These include the proliferation of organized crime and land grabs and the high 
number of migrant workers from impoverished areas. Therefore, this report includes sections 
specifically focused on Sayaxché. 
 

Ferry to Sayaxché 
 

 
 
{ŀȅŀȄŎƘŞ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴƳƻǎǘ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ tŜǘŞƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ 
Department. At more than 22,000 square miles of land, it is twice as big as the entire country of 
El Salvador. Petén has over 350 miles of DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǊƻǳǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ aŜȄƛŎƻ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ 










































































































































































































