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Bystanders wait as police inspect a bus during 
a patrol operation in search of gang members 
on June 30, 2022, in Santa Ana, El Salvador.  

© 2022 Camilo Freedman/NurPhoto via AP

In March 2022, El Salvador’s Legislative Assembly adopted a “state of emergency,” suspending rights in the name of fighting gang 
violence. Security forces have since conducted hundreds of raids, particularly in low-income neighborhoods, arresting over 58,000 
people, including more than 1,600 children. 

“We Can Arrest Anyone We Want” documents widespread human rights violations committed during the state of emergency. These 
violations include arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, torture and other ill-treatment of detainees, and due process violations. 
Many detainees have died in custody. 

This joint report by Human Rights Watch and Cristosal shows that police and soldiers have carried out similar abuses repeatedly, across 
the country, and throughout a period of several months. President Nayib Bukele’s dismantling of judicial independence has enabled 
violations, and government policies and senior officials’ rhetoric have incentivized abuses.  

El Salvador’s government should end ongoing human rights violations and hold those responsible to account. And it should adopt an 
effective and rights-respecting security policy that addresses the root causes of gang violence and protects the population from gangs.  

Foreign governments and international financial institutions should attach human rights conditions to any loans or assistance to 
government entities directly involved in human rights violations. 

Foreign governments should also increase attention to El Salvador’s human rights situation, including at the United Nations Human 
Rights Council, and robustly support the work of independent journalists and civil society groups.  

As the human rights situation dramatically deteriorates in El Salvador, the international community should help ensure that Salvadorans 
are safe, both from heinous crimes by gangs and from human rights violations by security forces. 
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