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Letter from the chair 

Dear delegates, 

My name is Andrea Eichenberger and I will be your chair for VAMUN XXXIX. 

I’m excited to meet you all and have a fun weekend of structured debate. I went to 

VAMUN as a delegate in high school, and then in college I have been a vice chair, the 

USG of General Assemblies and Specialized Committees, and now a chair of this 

committee.  

The topic of this committee is the Organization of American States. That includes 

essentially all of the Western Hemisphere. For the purposes of the committee, we will 

focus on mainly continental countries as they relate to immigration and development. I 

want everyone to have a different mindset about these countries. Eliminate your 

preconceived notions about western power. Just because the United States and Canada 

are typically considered wealthier, more developed nations does not mean they have the 

most important roles in the committee. In fact, the delegates representing these 

countries should be listening carefully to delegates representing Latin and South 

American countries, and collaborating with them, not overpowering them. 

“Less-developed” does not mean wrong. If you take away anything from this committee, 

let it be that a western perspective is actually quite frequently the wrong one: especially 

on issues unique to a non-western region and/or culture. I encourage you to do research 

to really understand the mindset and goals of your country. And keep in mind, the 

country’s government may be trying to emulate western ideals (with western support) 
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against the will of the people, which can harm them. Be a critical thinker and formulate 

creative solutions to these sensitive problems instead of falling into your comfort zone of 

what you believe to be just.  

I hope you all will learn a little bit from this committee. At the end of the day 

though, it’s just one weekend where you will pretend to be part of a real committee. So, 

remember to take a step back and don’t take things too seriously! Model UN can get 

pretty competitive, but it’s most fun when we remember to relax and actually try to work 

together instead of tearing each other down.  

I look forward to meeting you in November. If you have questions about the 

committee, you can email me at ake4kf@virginia.edu. And congrats if you actually read 

this letter, I know as a delegate I didn’t.  

Sincerely,  

Andrea Eichenberger 
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Committee History 

The Organization of American States, abbreviated as OAS, is a regional 

organization of countries that aims to promote collaboration and peace between the 

countries of the Americas. In the present day, all countries of continental North, 

Central, and South America are members, in addition to all the independent island 

nations in the Caribbean. The OAS was formally founded in 1948 with the signing of the 

Charter of the OAS, which created the body and its mission, and went into effect in 1951.

 The structure of the organization includes a General Assembly and the Permanent 
1

Council, among additional structures. The organization doesn’t have an extensive 

amount of power over other countries, because one of their goals is to uphold the 

sovereignty of all the member nations. So, the organization cannot make any binding 

legislature unless it is voluntarily approved. It also has no military power; it is purely 

political in nature. Therefore, this body cannot force any country to do something 

unwillingly, nor can they coerce them to with violence or use any kind of military to 

carry out a goal unless permission is given by a member country to use their forces on 

behalf of a common goal.  

The OAS has numerous goals for the betterment of the Americas. The 

infrastructure they have in place aims to create a safe and controlled environment for 

political dialogue in order to uphold their four pillars of democracy, human rights, 

security, and development.  

1
OAS. “Organization of American States: Democracy for Peace, Security, and Development.” OAS, 1 Aug. 

2009, oas.org/en/about/who_we_are.asp. 
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As this is a specialized committee, delegates will write working papers and vote 

on resolutions. However, keep in mind that the decisions made by the committee are not 

necessarily binding and in real life may just be considered recommendations to a 

member state, as the OAS does not legally hold power over sovereign states.  

  

Topic One: Gang Violence 

Introduction 

Gang violence has been a huge issue for members of the OAS. The countries of 

the Northern Triangle, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, have typically exhibited 

excessively high rates.  The effects of gang violence are widespread and spill over into 
2

other member countries, like Mexico and the United States, often in the form of refugees 

from the violence. While the Northern Triangle is notorious for gang violence, please 

note that virtually every member state has some level of gang activity in their country. 

There are two ways to approach this issue as a committee: front end reforms and back 

end reforms. Front end reforms are things that will address the effects of gang violence, 

like determining what to do about refugees, and whether to reform asylum law. Back 

end reforms are efforts to combat the root of the issue: gang violence in the countries of 

origin.  

2
 Labrador, Rocio Cara, and Danielle Renwick. “Central America's Violent Northern Triangle.” Council on 

Foreign Relations, Council on Foreign Relations, 26 June 2018, 

www.cfr.org/backgrounder/central-americas-violent-northern-triangle. 
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History 

Gang violence is a relatively recent issue in Latin America, with gangs only 

becoming what some countries classify as an “epidemic” around the 1980’s. Gang 

violence in the Northern Triangle stems closely from the civil war that took place in the 

early 1980’s. The beginning of mass emigration from El Salvador is centered around 

when the United States supported the anti-communist government in a bloody civil war 

focused around human rights for the working class. The violent war between the FMLN 

rebels and the government, which infamously used death squads, resulted in 80,000 

deaths and the displacement of one million; at the time, this represented about one fifth 

of the country’s population.  Due to this widespread violence, countless civilians fled the 
3

country during this time, leading to a significant rise in the number of those seeking 

asylum in the United States. The United Nations officially brokered peace between the 

government and guerilla forces in 1992, but by that time the conflict had displaced one 

million Salvadorans who fled the country in an attempt to escape the widespread 

violence.  Of the one million displaced natives, many ended up in the United States, as 
4

well as Mexico, and neighboring countries Guatemala and Honduras. The stream of 

Salvadoran emigrants to the US during this time increased exponentially from historic 

records.  Ever since then, emigration has remained high, primarily due to a constant 
5

3
 Lakhani, Nina. 2017. “El Salvador Issues Warrants for Guerrillas Who Killed US Soldiers during Civil 

War.” The Guardian. Retrieved March 28, 2019 

(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/25/el-salvador-guerrilla-fighters-us-soliders-helicopter-

killings). 
4
 Schultze-Kraft, Markus, et al. “El Salvador.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica Inc., 20 

Apr. 2018, www.britannica.com/place/El-Salvador/. 
5
 Terrazas, Aaron. “Salvadoran Immigrants in the United States.” Migration Policy Institute, Migration 

Policy Institute, 5 Jan. 2010, www.migrationpolicy.org/article/salvadoran-immigrants-united-states/. 
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fear for safety. In the United States, Salvadorans remain the 5th largest ethnic group of 

immigrants.  In fact, as of 2010, approximately one in five native residents of El 
6

Salvador was living in the United States.  However, undocumented immigrants that 
7

ended up in the US were often jailed and deported. In the United States, Salvadorans 

were exposed to gang activity, which rapidly spread once Salvadoran gang members 

were deported back to El Salvador. This has caused a flood of gang violence in the 

country. Additionally, El Salvador was struck by a series of natural disasters like 

earthquakes in the 2000’s that left much of the country without shelter, electricity, or 

access to potable water. The United States extended Temporary Protected Status to 

those affected by the disasters, but this is not equivalent to asylum because the period of 

time they are permitted to legally stay in the US is limited. Of particular concern to 

women in the country are the incredibly strict anti-abortion laws. El Salvador is one of 

the only countries in the world in which abortion is completely illegal, including in 

instances of rape or birth being life-threatening for the mother. As a result, many 

women are wrongfully jailed on accusations of abortion for having still-births or 

miscarriages. Many women try to leave the country and seek asylum elsewhere to avoid 

persecution by the government for this reason. 

 Guatemala has faced similar long-term problems as El Salvador, especially in 

rural areas. A combination of natural disasters, heightened crime, and results of poverty 

have continued to chronically affect the population and encourage migration. The 

Washington Post reports that the recent uptick in immigrants to the US has not been 

6 Terrazas, Aaron.  
7
 Terrazas, Aaron.  
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caused by a sudden increase in violence, but rather because food scarcity in rural areas 

continues to worsen.  
8

 Honduras experiences similar conditions of violence and poverty that ultimately 

force residents out of the country. As one of the northern triangle countries, Honduras 

similarly has one of the world’s highest murder rates, so violence is a major proponent 

in people leaving. Additionally, the country faces extreme poverty: numerous citizens 

are living well below the poverty line on less than two dollars a day. These kinds of 

conditions are not sustainable long term for a family to survive. Guatemala and 

Honduras, however, do not have as strict of abortion laws as El Salvador, so violence 

against women is perpetrated primarily domestically and through gangs, not as much 

through the government. 

 

Discussion 

The task of the Organization of American States is to determine how best to curb 

the negative effects of gang violence and its consequences, like emigration. The OAS 

classifies gang activity into four categories: regular, delinquent, violent and criminal 

gangs, which they use to identify the best plan of action for stopping illegal activity.  
9

8
 Miroff, Nick and Kevin Sieff. 2018. “Hunger, Not Violence, Fuels Guatemalan Migration Surge, U.S. 

Says.” The Washington Post. Retrieved March 29, 2019 

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/hunger-not-violence-fuels-guatemalan-migr

ation-surge-us-says/2018/09/21/65c6a546-bdb3-11e8-be70-52bd11fe18af_story.html?utm_term=.b880

3848a629). 
9
 Tack, Clint Chan. “OAS Helps to Fight Gangs.” Trinidad and Tobago Newsday Archives. Newsday, April 

24, 2008. https://archives.newsday.co.tt/2008/04/24/oas-helps-to-fight-gangs/. 
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Front-End Reforms 

The following information on asylum law is particular to the United States, but 

for the purposes of the committee, should be treated as a case study to illustrate how 

asylum law works in many countries and therefore is relevant to any position. In the 

United States, to be eligible to apply for asylum, one must be in the United States or at a 

port of entry, apply within one year of arrival, and prove that in their country of origin 

they were both prosecuted and fear future prosecution based on race, religion, 

nationality, social group membership, political opinion, or in some circumstances, 

humanitarian reasons.  There are two ways to apply for asylum in the United States. 
10

The first way is called affirmative asylum. This type of asylum is applied for inside of the 

United States by voluntarily submitting a form to the United States government within 

one year of arrival. This process of asylum application gives the applicant more 

autonomy because they are able to do more on their own terms by simply submitting 

their request and waiting for government approval. Defensive asylum, by contrast, is 

most commonly used when immigrants are stopped at a US port of entry attempting to 

enter the country illegally. This form of asylum is a difficult process for the applicant, 

because they have to go through several court-like trials in which they plead their case 

for why they should be granted asylum. This begins when they are intercepted at a US 

border and must state that they are applying for defensive asylum. At the border, they 

are screened by a United States official who determines whether or not they have 

10
 Anon. 2015. “Obtaining Asylum in the United States.” US Citizenship and Immigration Services. 

Retrieved March 28, 2019 

(https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/asylum/obtaining-asylum-united-states). 

 

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/asylum/obtaining-asylum-united-states
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credible fear and can therefore begin the asylum process.  Both asylum processes have 
11

flaws as they can be prone to subjective outcomes depending on who reviews each 

individual case. The defensive process, however, can be prone to higher levels of 

subjectivity, as there are multiple more stages in which the asylum seeker must prove 

their case, leaving more room for interpretation by more people. 

 

Legal pathways to US residence are complicated because many of these asylees 

are fleeing widespread complications of gang violence in their respective countries. 

However, in the United States under asylum law, asylees must argue their case for which 

of the five grounds they fit under in order to qualify for asylum. Gang-based asylum 

cases are usually argued on the grounds of either opposition to or refusal to join a gang 

as depicted as a political opinion, or young women and men are considered a social 

group targeted for violence or recruitment by gangs.  While depicting gang violence as a 
12

11
 US Citizenship and Immigration Services 

12
 Cheng, G. (2011). Gang persecution as grounds for asylum in the US. Forced Migration Review, 1(37), 

50–51. Retrieved from 

http://proxy01.its.virginia.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&

AN=59541613&site=ehost-live&scope=site 

 

http://proxy01.its.virginia.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=59541613&site=ehost-live&scope=site
http://proxy01.its.virginia.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=59541613&site=ehost-live&scope=site
http://proxy01.its.virginia.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=59541613&site=ehost-live&scope=site
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force targeting a social group has worked in the past, it is only effective in places where 

gangs hold an explicit amount of political and social power.  It becomes extremely 
13

difficult to prove that an individual qualifies for asylum, because in addition to 

demonstrating credible fear for their departure they must also demonstrate that they 

repeatedly attempted to get help from the police or would not have benefited from 

moving to another part of the country to escape persecution.   
14

Back-End Reforms 

Back-end reforms will be difficult, but not impossible, to implement. Approach 

reforms with the mindset that it will be setting goals and suggested programs for 

countries to work towards and resources they can use to combat issues, not with the 

mindset that whatever resolution you pass will solve the issue instantly.  

One of the biggest issues with curbing gang violence is that it becomes difficult to 

stop when local law enforcement is also corrupt and ineffective. There are numerous 

reports about how law enforcement becomes ineffective in countries for a variety of 

reasons. Sometimes officers will accept bribes from gangs. Other times, the police do not 

uphold values of democracy. In El Salvador, officials implemented a “war on gang 

violence” tactic that has lead police to hunt down suspected gang members and arrest 

them without cause, sometimes killing them before they are even brought to the station, 

much less on trial.  

13
 Cheng 

14  Cheng 
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Another issue is that gangs will recruit young and aggressively. Perhaps if there 

were more opportunities for young people, they would not fall into the cycle of gang 

violence. Opportunities could include better schools, activities, clubs, sports programs, 

and jobs where people and teenagers can make money. Gang activities like drug 

distribution can be much more lucrative than traditional career paths.  

In terms of overall opportunity, it would also likely improve the status of 

countries to have improved welfare, food supply, and medical care. If countries can 

improve their resource capacity, it’s possible gang activity as a way to distribute 

resources will lower. At minimum, it will help stem the flow of emigration from 

countries experiencing gang violence, because at least there will be more resources 

available to its citizens.  

Questions to Consider 

1. Should only the countries with gang violence problems be accountable for them, 

or should other countries help? 

2. How can the OAS minimize the effects of gang violence from spreading, like in 

the form of immigration? 

3. How can countries better protect their populations from gang violence? 

4. Should countries grant asylum seeker/refugee status to emigrants fleeing from 

gang violence, or should they be deported? 

5. How can OAS members prevent gang violence before it happens? 

6. How can the OAS help victims of gang violence? 
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Topic Two: Sustainable Development and the Environment 

Introduction 

Another important issue to consider for the Americas is how to continue 

developing safely and sustainably. This topic is applicable to all member states because 

no matter the economy and state of the country, there is always room for improvement, 

especially keeping in mind how to safeguard the environment for the future. This just 

might come in different forms for different countries, whether that be setting goals for 

the future, reducing emissions, or retroactively setting limits on industrial practices 

instead of putting them in place beforehand in the developmental timeline. Countries 

like the United States and Canada are huge contributors to global emissions. Canada 

also has a controversial past with drilling for tar sands, fracking, and unsustainable 

deforestation. In other more southern American countries, governments and businesses 

face the challenge of building their economy in a sustainable way. How can we develop 

in a way that is responsible for the future? 

 

History 

Historically, member states of the OAS have developed differently. There is a split 

between North and South America. Countries first began meeting informally in the late 

1800’s to mediate discussion and forumate shared goals. At this point in time, the 

United States had an established government and was moving into industrialization 

during the 1890’s onward. Canada was also becoming more urban and continuing to 
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industrialize on a more national level. Due to colonialism, however, countries from 

Mexico down to Argentina experienced negative effects on their development. In 1890, 

some modern OAS countries had independence while some did not. Many still remained 

in non-democratic forms of government, including Mexico which was ruled by 

essentially a military dictator. Through the 1900’s, numerous countries went through 

periods of dictatorships and revolutions. This fight for democracy and the residual 

effects of colonialism hindered the overall modernization of some of these countries, 

preventing them from operating on the same timeline as countries like the United 

States. Because of this, economic development and sustainability were not top priorities 

for these developing nations. These issues became sidelined for human rights. By the 

1940’s and onward, a large majority of the current OAS member states were 

industrializing democracies, though Marxism continued to hold sway in some countries. 

Civil wars and natural disasters would persist until the modern day, like the civil war in 

El Salvador of the 1980’s, discussed previously.  

Sustainable and ethical economic/industrial development has only recently 

become an issue at the forefront of OAS country policy. Now that all the countries are 

stable for the most part, they can look at ways to improve and compete in the global 

market. However, this is also a time in which sustainability is a major concern for the 

global community. If countries of the western hemisphere cannot continue to grown 

sustainably, there will be disastrous consequences for the entire planet. Island nations, 

coastal countries, and countries on the equator will face the biggest effects from climate 
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change. Sea levels will rise, causing flooding and displacement. Natural disasters 

become more frequent, including droughts in the hottest places.  

 

Discussion 

Currently, the Organization funds numerous projects in various areas to help 

with sustainably development and economic growth. On the OAS website, they can be 

found separated by economic development, and sustainable development. The total 

budget of the OAS for the 2020 year is 82.7 million USD. Historically, around 9 million 

per year has been allocated for integral development.  
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15

Keep these figures in mind as you write working papers and create strategies to improve 

sustainability. The OAS does not have limitless funding, so delegates will have to 

prioritize which projects they think will be most important for the 2020 year.  

In terms of current economic development projects, there are a few. One is the 

small tourism enterprise network, which has minimal funding and works to provide 

15
“PROPOSED PROGRAM-BUDGET OF THE ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES 2020.” 

Organization of American States. Organization of American States, April 5, 2019. 

http://www.oas.org/budget/2020/CP40631EPROPOSEDPROGRAMBUDGET.pdf. 
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support for micro, small, and medium sized businesses in the tourism industry. There is 

another tourism fund specifically for countries in extreme poverty to promote tourism 

for the economy. Additionally, there is the Inter-American Competitiveness Network, 

which “seeks to facilitate high-level public policy dialogue, cooperation activities, the 

exchange of successful experiences and practices and the adoption of joint initiatives 

among competitiveness authorities and councils in the Americas and other stakeholders 

in order to support competitiveness, innovation and productivity in the region”.   
16

In terms of sustainability development projects, there are many more that are 

currently active. To view them all, visit the Organization of American States website and 

sustainable development at the cited source.  There are projects on integrated water 
17

resource management, like to preserve rivers, basins, and tributaries in places like 

Mexico, the United States, Argentina, Uruguay, Bolivia, Honduras, and more. There are 

three hemisphere-wide projects to prevent climate change. One is the energy and 

climate partnership of the Americas, which aims to “support the efforts of OAS Member 

States to adopt clean energy alternatives, increase energy security, implement climate 

change mitigation and adaptation strategies, and improve land use sustainability in 

urban and rural environments. To achieve this goal, the project will engage a wide array 

of energy stakeholders in a sustained dialogue around the seven fundamental pillars of 

ECPA, with the objective of improving collaboration and awareness on these issues”. 

There is also meteorology for sustainable energy technologies and the environment, “to 

16
“Project Reporting Database: Economic Development.” Organization of American States. Organization 

of American States, 2019. http://www.oas.org/en/sedi/prd/desd.asp. 
17

“Project Reporting Database: Sustainable Development.” Organization of American States. Organization 

of American States, 2019. http://www.oas.org/en/sedi/prd/dsd.asp. 
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strengthen measurement capabilities in the fields of energy efficiency, renewable 

energies, air quality and greenhouse gases as means to support the deployment of 

sustainable energy technologies and foster low carbon economic growth”.  In the 
18

category of biodiversity, sustainable cities, and land tenure, there are a variety of 

projects that effect all OAS countries. A major one is sustainable communities in Central 

America, which supports NGOs and community associations to build sustainable 

communities in the Americas. There is also the western hemisphere migratory species 

initiative, which builds upon “other migratory species efforts to significantly enhance 

the conservation of shared migratory species throughout the Americas by strengthening 

institutional and human capacity, political commitment, international cooperation, and 

public-private partnerships at regional, national and local levels”. For nature, there is 

the biodiversity conservation initiative for Mesoamerica, which works to conserve the 

remaining landscapes in the region and improve the quality of life for people.  For this 
19

topic, delegates from each country will need to identify what challenges their country 

faces in regards to the environment, sustainability, and economic development in the 

face of global climate change. How can OAS members work together to further the 

protection of their country’s environment and economic growth? Remember to build 

upon the projects the OAS has already employed instead of duplicating them. 

 

 

18
“Project Reporting Database: Sustainable Development.” Organization of American States. Organization 

of American States, 2019. http://www.oas.org/en/sedi/prd/dsd.asp. 
19

Project Reporting Database: Sustainable Development 
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Questions to consider 

1. What kind of projects will be most useful to your country’s development? What 

projects are already being funded in the country? Should they continue? 

2. What projects should be prioritized on the limited budget of the OAS? 

3. What investments will be best for both the environment and the economy of your 

country? 

4. How can a member state grow their economy without contributing significantly 

to climate change or habitat loss? 

5. How can more developed economies in the OAS reduce their carbon footprint 

without hurting industry? 

 

Resources 

General overview of history and conflict in the Northern Triangle: 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/central-americas-violent-northern-triangle  

Organization of American States Website: www.oas.org  

● For more specific research, check the “Topics” tab on their website. Relevant 

topics include Environment, Migration, Refugees, and Sustainable Development. 

● www.oas.org/en/member_states/programs.asp Check this list to see what 

programs your specific country is doing by topic.  

● Sustainable Development Active Projects List: www.oas.org/en/sedi/prd/dsd.asp  

 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/central-americas-violent-northern-triangle
http://www.oas.org/
http://www.oas.org/en/member_states/programs.asp
http://www.oas.org/en/sedi/prd/dsd.asp
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