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I. INTRODUCTION
With the escalation of gang violence in Central America, women
and children from Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala are
increasingly !eeing to the United States to seek protection. The facts
and "gures are, at this point, well-known: A record 69,000 children
and 68,000 families arrived at the U.S.-Mexico border in "scal year
2014.1 After a brief decline due to stricter border control strategies,
the numbers of children and families arriving at the U.S. border are
again on the rise.2 Termed a “humanitariancrisis” by President
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Barack Obama, policy makers, advocates, and adjudicators are grappling with how to address these claims.3
Yet, within the larger story of gang warfare in Central
America, one aspect is too often overlooked: the
targeting of individuals on the basis of religion.4
The persecution of lay church members and church
leadership alike by gang members in Central America
deserves greater attention as more and more individuals from the region apply for asylum in the United
States. In order to establish eligibility for asylum,
individuals must show a connection between the harm
su#ered or feared and one of the "ve protected grounds
under the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967
Protocol: race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, and/or political opinion.5 Although advocates and adjudicators have generally
analyzed cases involving gang violence in terms of
membership in a particular social group, other protected grounds, including religion, are equally
relevant.6 Indeed, given the jurisprudential confusion
surrounding membership in a particular social group
in gang-based asylum claims, the ground of religion
may provide a useful framework for developing, presenting, and evaluating these cases.7
K2016 Thomson Reuters. All rights reserved.
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This Brie!ng addresses the ground of religion in
asylum cases involving gang violence in Honduras, El
Salvador, and Guatemala, a region known as the
Northern Triangle. It "rst describes country condition
evidence critical to a nuanced understanding of these
claims.8 The Brie!ng then presents an overview of
U.S. asylum law with a focus on religion-based claims
and gang violence. Next, the Brie!ng provides examples of cases in which adjudicators have granted
asylum to women and youths who su#ered or feared
persecution by gangs for reasons of religion, among
other grounds. The Brie!ng concludes with practical
guidance regarding how to develop and present asylum
cases involving gangs, religion, and the church.

II. SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT OF
THIRD-GENERATION GANGS AND
THE CHURCH9
The dynamics between gangs and the church are an
integral part of a larger strategy of terror through which
gangs establish and maintain control over physical territory, criminal markets, the population, and, to an
extent, the process of governance itself. As illustrated
through the examples provided infra, these dynamics
often give rise to risks of egregious physical harm and
death to individuals due to their religion, or the religious beliefs attributed to them, in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala.
Community life in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala is de"ned by a number of variables, including
overlapping family-social networks and a hypervigilance around knowing who is in the social environment, who is connected to whom, where people are
from, and what they do during the course of their daily
lives. As such, those who are active in their practice of
faith are commonly recognized by the local population
in general, and by gang members in particular, who
are obsessive about knowing who lives and moves
within areas under their control. Given the dynamics
between gangs and the church, such individuals may
be at high risk for psychological, physical, and sexual
violence, or even death, as a direct result of their faith
or the religious beliefs attributed to them.
Gangs typically subject members of the church to

K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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violence for a combination of symbolic and strategic
reasons. In terms of the symbolic, the church is one of
the most visible “anti-gang” institutions in society, and
gangs often view the church as their nemesis. Attacks
against the church and its members are intended to
undermine the position of the church in society by
demonstrating gangs' ability to exercise authority over
it by de"ning and limiting its role. Stated di#erently,
attacks against the church are intended to convey a
message that gangs—not the church—de"ne and
dictate the terms under which daily life is conducted.

able to coerce religious young people into service,
gangs have achieved a symbolic victory over the
church by drawing young people away from their faith
into gang activity. Second, on a strategic level, because
young people known for their religiosity are perceived
as “good kids,” gang members believe that they can be
used for criminal purposes, such as transporting drugs
and weapons, delivering extortion demand letters,
and/or collecting and delivering extortion monies
without arousing suspicion among police, teachers,
rival gang members, or local residents.

One manifestation of gangs' e#orts to demonstrate
power over the church involves targeting members of
the clergy, church leadership, and laity involved in
activities perceived as “anti-gang” in nature, which
may include sermons promoting a moral, nonviolent
lifestyle; campañas (revival type meetings) or street
preaching; outreach to vulnerable and at-risk youth; or
even Bible studies. Gang members view activities of
this nature as direct challenges to their hegemony in
areas under their control and respond by subjecting
members of the clergy, church leadership, and laity to
threats or actual experiences of physical harm and
death. It is critical to understand that gangs subject
members of the clergy, church leadership, and laity to
reprisals not only to “punish” the individuals involved
but also to convey a message to the larger community
that challenges to their power of this nature will result
in reprisals that are as brutal as they are predictable;
this is a fundamental element of gangs' strategy of
terror.

In some cases, gang members advise youth that they
are being targeted speci"cally because of their religion
whereas, in other instances, they do not state their
motivations directly, but an analysis of the situation
makes it clear that the young person's faith represents
a central factor in the gang's decision to target him or
her. Young people raised in a religious home environment and/or active in their practice of faith are not generally attracted to a lifestyle that includes criminality,
drug and alcohol use, sexual violence, and murder. As
a result, it is implausible that gangs believe that these
youths would be “good” gang members. Rather, gangs
target them for the symbolic and strategic reasons cited
previously. In the process of coercing young people
involved in the practice of faith, gang members frequently demand that they cease attending church and
other religious activities, oftentimes under threat of
death.

The risks to clergy and laity are so extreme that
many choose not to involve themselves in activities
that could be construed as “anti-gang” in nature, and
many of those who do engage in pro-youth church and
community-based activities do so only after negotiating with gangs to determine the “acceptable” parameters of activity. If they violate those parameters, they
are likely to be at high risk for harm and even death.
Youth who are recognized for their involvement
with the church may also be at high risk of serious
harm and even death, and gangs frequently attempt to
coerce them into service to the gang. This occurs for
two reasons: one symbolic, the other strategic. First, if
K 2016 Thomson Reuters

It is critical to recognize that, once coerced into service, such youth are not considered “members” of the
gang nor are they typically promised any of the bene"ts
associated with membership, such as camaraderie,
money protection, or shelter. Rather, they are simply
forced into servitude and viewed as “disposable” once
they become a liability to the gang because they learn
of its structure, leadership, and activities. Further,
because gang members feel no loyalty toward these
young people, they are o#ered no support if they are
arrested as a result of their coerced activity on behalf
of the gang or subjected to police abuses.
Among those not intimately familiar with the basic
tenets of gang culture and mentality there exist two
overly simplistic misperceptions regarding the dynam3
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ics between gangs and the church. First is the notion
that gangs “respect” the church. It is often the case that
gang members were raised in or around the church and
had relationships with local pastors, ministers, and
priests long before they became involved with gangs.
As such, some gang members and even gang leaders
may have a degree of “respect” for the church, but it is
imperative to understand that gangs operate largely
with an institutional mentality and the beliefs and
values of any given member may not shape the culture
and mentality of the gang as a whole.
Another common misconception is that gang members are necessarily free to leave gangs for religious
reasons. It is true that, in some instances, gang members are granted permission to leave based on a religious conversion, but this is not automatic, and several
variables may come into play in any particular case.
For instance, what are gang leaders' attitudes toward
religion and requests to leave the gang based on
religious conversion? Second, how do leaders assess
the e#ect of a member being granted authorization to
leave in terms of the internal dynamics within the
gang? Third, are there concerns among the gang's
leaders that, having undergone a religious conversion,
the individual may begin to engage in anti-gang
religious activities or potentially cooperate with law
enforcement as an expression of his or her newfound
commitment to the church and corresponding antigang values? If so, gang leaders may prohibit the
person's departure and order that he or she be subjected
to harm or death for attempting to extricate himself or
herself from the gang.
In cases in which a gang member is granted permission to leave based on a claim of religious conversion,
gang leaders typically let the individual know that they
will be monitoring the individual to ensure that he or
she is indeed living in accordance with these newfound
values. If the person's dedication to the church later
wanes, he or she will likely be at high and predictable
risk of reprisal.
The ability of police and other agents of government
in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala to protect
individuals at risk from gangs as a result of their
religion is undermined almost entirely by systemic
4
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obstacles arising from the combination of resource
scarcity, the paralyzing e#ect of gangs' intimidation
and terrorization of public o$cials, burn-out and indifference on the part of many public o$cials, and the
corrosive e#ect of pandemic corruption. The end result
is that individuals at risk of harm from gangs because
of their religion, or the religious beliefs attributed to
them, are defenseless and largely abandoned by the
states charged with protecting them.

III. THE U.S. REFUGEE DEFINITION
AND ASYLUM CLAIMS INVOLVING
RELIGION AND GANGS
Overview of U.S. Asylum Law
Under U.S. law, a refugee is de"ned as:
any person who is outside any country of such person's
nationality . . . and who is unable or unwilling to
return to, and is unable or unwilling to avail himself or
herself of the protection of, that country because of
persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution on
account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion.10

This de"nition was incorporated into U.S. law with
the Refugee Act of 1980, which adopted the de"nition
of refugee and the non-refoulement obligation, providing protection against return, from the 1951 Refugee
Convention and the 1967 Protocol on the Status of
Refugees.11
In order to qualify for refugee protection, an asylum
seeker in the United States thus bears the burden of
establishing that:12
(1) he or she is “unable or unwilling to return to,
and is unable or unwilling to avail himself or
herself of the protection of the country of nationality . . . ”;
(2) “[b]ecause of past persecution or . . . a wellfounded fear of persecution”;
(3) “[o]n account of”;
(4) “race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion.”
The U.S. Supreme Court has recognized that a

K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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“well-founded fear” means that an asylum seeker must
show a “reasonable possibility” or a 1-in-10 chance of
persecution.13 The agent of harm can be either a state
or a nonstate actor, including a gang member, against
whom the state is either unable or unwilling to provide
protection.14
When assessing the ability or willingness of a
government to protect an asylum seeker, adjudicators
can consider a variety of factors, including “whether
there were reasonably su$cient governmental controls
and restraints on the action[s] that harmed the applicant” and “whether the government had the ability
and will to enforce those controls and restraints with
respect to the entity that harmed the applicant.” 15
Adjudicators may look at whether the asylum seeker
could have accessed those controls and restraints,
whether he or she sought protection from the government or not, and how the government responded, if at
all.16 It is not, however, necessary that an applicant
seek government protection where doing so would be
futile or dangerous.17 As U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) has made clear, “[e]vidence that the government does not respond to requests
for protection is a strong indication that state protection is unavailable.”18
In order to demonstrate the nexus or linkage between the harm su#ered or feared and a protected
ground, an asylum seeker may provide either direct or
circumstantial evidence.19 Such evidence can include,
for example, country condition information corroborating the reason(s) for the harm su#ered or feared and
documenting the experiences of those similarly situated, thereby demonstrating that “sooner or later [the
asylum seeker] also will become a victim of
persecution.”20
Given the challenges that many asylum seekers face
in “obtaining documentary or other corroborative evidence,”21 adjudicators have recognized that testimony
alone “may be su$cient to sustain the applicant's
burden” if the testimony is credible, persuasive, and
speci"c.22 However, where an adjudicator “determines
that the applicant should provide evidence that corroborates otherwise credible testimony, such evidence
must be provided unless the applicant does not have
K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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the evidence and cannot reasonably obtain the
evidence.”23
Asylum applicants need not demonstrate that a
protected ground, i.e., religion, is the sole or dominant
reason for the harm su#ered or feared; rather, they
must show that a protected ground constitutes “at least
one central reason” for the harm.24 Courts have recognized that gangs can have “mixed motives” for in!icting harm.25 As the USCIS Asylum O$cer training
materials instruct, “The persecutor may be motivated
by several reasons, some unrelated to a protected
ground. There is no requirement that the persecutor be
motivated only by a desire to target the protected
characteristic of the applicant.”26 In addition, persecution on account of religion is often intertwined with
persecution on account of other grounds, including political opinion,27 particularly in claims involving gang
violence in Central America discussed further below.
Under the regulations, a "nding of past persecution
gives rise to a presumption of a well-founded fear of
future persecution.28 This presumption can only be
rebutted if “[t]here has been a fundamental change in
circumstances such that the applicant no longer has a
well-founded fear” or if “[t]he applicant could avoid
future persecution by relocating to another part of the
applicant's country of nationality . . . and under all
the circumstances, it would be reasonable to expect
the applicant to do so.”29 Where an asylum seeker suffered past persecution but no longer has a well-founded
fear, he or she may still be eligible for asylum if he or
she “has demonstrated compelling reasons for being
unwilling or unable to return to the country arising out
of the severity of the past persecution” or if “[he or]
she may su#er other serious harm upon removal to that
country.”30
Asylum Claims Involving Religion and Gangs
U.S. adjudicators have focused their analysis of
religion-based persecution not on the content of the
asylum seeker's religious beliefs but, rather, on how
the persecutor perceives the asylum seeker and whether
his or her beliefs con!ict with those of the persecutor.31
In its guidelines on religion-based refugee claims, the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
5
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(UNHCR) notes that “[i]n many cases, persecutors are
likely to target religious groups that are di#erent from
their own because they see that religious identity as
part of a threat to their own identity or legitimacy.”32
As the UNHCR has observed, religion can be “less a
matter of theological beliefs than membership of a
community that observes or is bound together by common beliefs, rituals, traditions, ethnicity, nationality,
or ancestry.”33 The ground of religion thus encompasses status, identity, or way of life as well as actual or
imputed beliefs or nonbeliefs.34
In Matter of S-A-, for example, a Moroccan woman
sought and was granted asylum in the United States
where the beatings and burns that her father in!icted
“arose primarily out of religious di#erences between
her and her father, i.e., the father's orthodox Muslim
beliefs, particularly pertaining to women, and her liberal Muslim views.”35 The Board of Immigration Appeals (Board or BIA) in Matter of S-A- found “that the
persecution su#ered by the respondent was on account
of her religious beliefs, as they di#ered from those of
her father concerning the proper role of women in Moroccan society.”36 The Board explained that “[t]he record clearly establishes that, because of his orthodox
Muslim beliefs regarding women and his daughter's
refusal to share or submit to his religion-inspired
restrictions and demands, the respondent's father
treated her di#erently from her brothers.”37
Both the UNHCR and the USCIS Asylum O$ce
have emphasized that “[p]ersecution for reasons of
religion may . . . take various forms.”38 It can, for
example, “include prohibition of membership of a
religious community, of worship in community with
others in public or in private, of religious instruction,
or serious measures of discrimination imposed on
individuals because they practise their religion, belong
to or are identi"ed with a particular religious community, or have changed their faith.”39 As the UNHCR
has made clear, “the Convention would give no protection from persecution for reasons of religion if it was a
condition that the person a#ected must take steps—
reasonable or otherwise—to avoid o#ending the
wishes of the persecutors.”40
With respect to claims involving gang violence, the
6
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UNHCR has noted that “[t]he 1951 Convention ground
of religion may be relevant for the analysis of a claim
where the applicant's religious beliefs are incompatible with gang life style” and where “intolerance and
violence against people of other religions or beliefs in
a particular society is promoted by gangs.”41 Speci"cally, in its Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating to Victims of Organized Gangs, the UNHCR recognizes that individuals involved in church groups that
oppose gangs may become “the targets of intimidation
tactics and violence.”42 According to the guidance
note, “[g]angs may direct harm at individuals who in
various ways have resisted gang activity or who oppose, or are perceived to oppose, the practices of
gangs.”43
The guidance note observes that “a person expressing opposition to gangs will often stand out from the
rest of the community” where inter alia “law enforcement is incapable of protecting people from gang
violence.”44 The guidance note provides as examples
the case of an asylum seeker who “refuses to join a
gang because of his/her religious belief or conscience”
as well as the case of “a gang member who experiences
religious conversion [and] wants to exit the gang.”45 In
these cases, the UNHCR underscores the need “to
consider whether the applicant's religious conviction
has been or could be brought to the attention of gang
members.”46
Similarly, the March 2016 Eligibility Guidelines for
Assessing the International Protection Needs of
Asylum-Seekers from El Salvador issued by the UNHCR indicate that “[a]cts commonly construed as challenging a gang's authority reportedly include [inter
alia] . . . participating in civil, religious or other
organizations viewed as undermining the gang's
authority.”47 The 2016 Guidelines explain that “individuals whom the gang members suspect of resisting
their authority are reported often to be killed without
prior warning.”48 Such individuals may include church
members or leaders “who represent an alternative
source of authority to the gangs and who oppose them,
or are perceived by the gangs as doing so” and are thus
“equally at risk of violent retaliation.”49
K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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IV. CASE EXAMPLES: ASYLUM
GRANTS IN IMMIGRATION COURT
AND BY THE ASYLUM OFFICE
U.S. adjudicators have, depending on the circumstances, granted asylum and withholding of removal to
asylum seekers from Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala on account of religion.50 In such cases, described further infra, detailed country condition information has often proven integral to demonstrating the
connection between the ground of religion and the
violence su#ered and/or feared.51
There is, however, a dearth of published, precedential decisions recognizing religion as a protected
ground in cases involving asylum seekers from the
Northern Triangle. Indeed, in some cases, federal
courts have imposed unreasonable evidentiary standards and disregarded relevant direct and circumstantial evidence.52 In other cases, the factual record has
been underdeveloped, and claims have focused on
membership in a particular social group, abandoning
religion as a ground for asylum and thereby leaving
limited avenues for appeal.53
Some examples of successful claims presented in
immigration court include the following:

E Matter of — (Arlington, VA, March 20, 2008):
Granting asylum to a 17-year-old Honduran boy
who was a devoted member of the Pentecostal
church and refused to join the gang.54 The gang
threatened him with death, shot at him, and killed
his uncle who had tried to protect him. His friend
was also threatened with death and killed. The
court found that he had su#ered past persecution
and had a well-founded fear of future persecution on account of his religious beliefs since he
had repeatedly told the MS that joining a gang
was “wrong” and against the values of his church,
in response to which the MS told him the church
was “worthless” and “trash.”55
E Matter of — (Newark, NJ, May 13, 2008): Granting asylum to a Salvadoran woman who was
“deeply involved in her church” and who
“preache[d] to other youngsters the importance
not only of religion, but also the importance of

K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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living a clean and law-abiding life.”56 The woman
had witnessed another church member “being attacked and raped by gang members,” and “local
gangs members kn[e]w of Respondent's evangelical activities not only because they saw her
go in and out of the church, but also because her
aunt . . . [was] an Evangelical Christian who approached gang members herself to try to convince them to join the church (without
success).”57 The court concluded that “all of the
other motives that the gang members might have
for harming the Respondent, though undeniable,
pale against the obvious motive that they oppose
her religion, her Evangelical principles and her
public display of her loyalty to her religion
through her Church attendance and membership
in her Church youth group.”58 The court determined that, “[b]ased on her testimony and evidence [including expert witness testimony], Respondent convinces this court that she has a
reasonable and well-founded fear of future persecution against her by gangs on account of her
Evangelical Christianity.”59

E Matter of — (Arlington, VA, July 16, 2010):
Granting withholding of removal to Salvadoran
man, a born-again Christian who evangelized and
who was threatened with death and beaten for refusing to join the 18th Street gang. The court
explained that, “[w]hile it does appear that the
Respondent was targeted for extortion, the Respondent's credible testimony, along with his
corroborating documents, demonstrates that the
Respondent's religion was a central reason for
his persecution.”60 The court pointed, inter alia,
to the Respondent's testimony that gang members would “mock him . . . saying, ‘Here comes
the preacher man! Hooray, we're all saved!’ ’’ 61

E Matter of — (Arlington, VA, August 10, 2012):
Granting asylum to Salvadoran man, "nding that
“the Respondent has demonstrated that he has a
well-founded fear of persecution on account of a
protected ground, his religion.”62 The court noted
that, “as part of his faith, he feels a responsibility
to proselytize within the community and that if
7
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he were removed to El Salvador, his religious
beliefs would compel him to continue
proselytizing.”63 The court explained in its decision that “the Respondent's credible testimony,
when combined with the credible testimony of
Respondent's pastor regarding his religious
convictions, the testimony of [the country expert]
regarding the targeting of religious individuals
by the MS-13, and the independent objective evidence [including State Department, human
rights, and news reports] indicating that religious
individuals who speak out against gangs are
persecuted in El Salvador is su$cient to "nd that
Respondent faces at least a ten percent chance of
persecution in El Salvador on account of his
religion.”64
In other cases, immigration judges have granted
asylum to church-goers and evangelical Christians
targeted by gangs but without issuing written
decisions. In one case, for example, gang members
raped, stabbed, and carved gang marks into a woman
at her church, which provided “clear links between the
persecution and the respondent's religion, establishing
nexus.” 65 In another case involving a Salvadoran
evangelical Christian, the immigration judge “was
persuaded both by the applicant's testimony regarding
the ways in which he was targeted because of his
religious opposition to gangs and by the testimony of
an expert witness that gangs routinely persecute
religious individuals who speak out against them.”66
Immigration judges have also granted asylum where
the persecution su#ered and/or feared is linked to
multiple protected grounds, including religion, as well
as family membership, gender, and political opinion.
These include, for example, asylum grants in Boston
Immigration Court in 2015 to a young Salvadoran
Jehovah's Witness who was repeatedly taunted, then
kidnapped, and raped by members of the MS, who
tried to recruit her brother and who told her that her
God did not exist and would not protect her,67 and in
2016, to a Honduran mother and her son who belonged
to and engaged in outreach with an evangelical Christian church that was attacked by gang members. She
and her teenage son successfully sought asylum after
8
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repeated threats to their lives, including by her abusive
ex-partner and by members of the M-18 who killed her
brother.68

V. RECOMMENDATIONS AND
CONCLUSIONS
In cases involving gang violence, it is critical that
attorneys develop the record as fully as possible to
demonstrate nexus, i.e., that gang members targeted a
client because of his or her religion (and/or other
protected grounds), not solely because of the gang's
desire to recruit more members or to extort money.69 It
may take multiple meetings to elicit information connecting the circumstances leading to the client's !ight
from his or her home country to a protected ground.
In order to e#ectively present claims based on
religious persecution by gangs, attorneys need to
inquire into their clients' religious beliefs, the strength
of those beliefs, and the ways in which those beliefs
have already or could in the future come into con!ict
with gang members, their way of life, and their
values.70 Where clients are targeted or fear persecution
on account of multiple grounds, it is important to
discuss and develop each ground.
The case of the young Salvadoran Jehovah's Witness described above, for example, was ultimately
framed in terms of family membership, anti-gang political opinion, and gender, as well as religion, to
provide the adjudicator with di#erent avenues for analysis and decision making. Yet the lawyers who had
initially "led her case did not ask her about her religion,
and, as a result, she did not think it was important to
talk about or include her outreach e#orts as a Jehovah's
Witness in her original asylum application. She had
purposefully blocked out the threats that she received
denouncing her faith, and she had avoided thinking
about the reasons that she was kidnapped and raped. A
psychological evaluation submitted to the court helped
explain why certain information was omitted when her
application was originally "led and why her claim had
been developed more fully over time.
Attorneys should present either direct or circumstantial evidence of nexus, linking the harm su#ered or
K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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feared to religion and/or another protected ground.71
Direct evidence of nexus can include oral or written
statements by gang members, indicating that they were
aware of the client's religious beliefs and/or church
outreach e#orts and targeted the client because of them
(i.e., statements like, “Your God does not exist.” “Your
God won't protect you.” “You must do as I say.” “If
you don't stop what you have been doing, you will pay
the price.”).
Yet, clients may be hesitant to repeat slurs or taunts
that they "nd o#ensive or may have di$culty remembering the content of threats and insults. It is important
to explain to clients that the words used by gang
members to threaten or insult clients can prove critical
in establishing nexus and should, as a result, be discussed where possible. Supporting a$davits from
friends, neighbors, other congregants, family members, pastors, or lay clergy describing the asylum
seeker's religion and church involvement and any
threats and/or attacks su#ered or feared can also
provide further corroboration.
Circumstantial evidence can include country condition documentation, such as news articles, human
rights reports, and governmental reports, demonstrating that gangs target individuals who are similarly situated because of their religion or church attendance
and outreach. It can be helpful, for example, to include
articles documenting the murder of evangelical church
members and missionaries in El Salvador in recent
years72 as well as the death threats received by and
murders of pastors in Honduras.73
News reports like these can corroborate that individuals involved in church outreach and activities
come under attack for a variety of reasons, described
in Part II above, including their opposition to gang
activities and the gang lifestyle and their capacity to
draw other community members away from gangs and
into the church, thereby threatening gang power and
control.74 As the UNHCR has emphasized, such claims
should be viewed in light of “speci"c country and
societal contexts,” described above.75
In addition, evidence regarding where attacks on or
threats to the client occurred, whether they occurred
K 2016 Thomson Reuters
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on the way to or from church, or even at church, may
assist in establishing a linkage between the persecution su#ered and/or feared and the protected ground of
religion.76 Country condition information regarding
gang members' attitudes and treatment of other members of the church, as well as clergy, may also help
elucidate the connection between the harm and the
protected ground.77
It is important to note that forced repression of
religious beliefs constitutes serious harm that rises to
the level persecution.78 As such, asylum seekers cannot be forced to change or hide their beliefs or practice
their religion in private in order to avoid persecution.
As other commentators have emphasized, “Facing
gang violence for living in accordance with one's faith
in a situation where one's country is unable or unwilling to protect should form a cognizable claim.”79 Any
evidence that state protection was sought should be
included in the documentation submitted to court.
Where a client did not seek state protection, attorneys
should present country condition information explaining why doing so would have been futile or dangerous.
Attorneys should also present country condition evidence demonstrating the power and control that the
gangs exercise in the country and the impunity with
which they operate throughout the country in order to
show that internal relocation would not be possible or
reasonable. Even if internal relocation would be possible, adjudicators must consider such factors as ongoing civil strife, a lack of administrative, judicial, or
economic infrastructure in other parts of the country,
as well as “age, gender, health, and social and family
ties” to evaluate whether internal relocation would be
reasonable.80 Country condition evidence can help
demonstrate the obstacles to relocating internally and
the reasons why the client would not be safe somewhere else.
As adjudicators and advocates alike learn more
about the dynamics between the church and gangs in
the Northern Triangle, religion-based claims may gain
greater traction in U.S. asylum proceedings. Each case
should therefore be developed and presented as thoroughly as possible to establish and preserve a comprehensive record for appeal.
9
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