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INTRODUCTION

For most of its history, Honduras has been among the poorest nations
in Latin America. It has a per capita income of US$1,200, about two-
thirds of its seven million people live in poverty, and income is very un-
equally distributed. The UN Development Programme’s Human
Development Index in 2006 ranked Honduras 117 out of 177 coun-
tries.1 The country also suffers from high unemployment and under-
employment. It has been subject to political and military domination
by its neighbors, its economy is dependent on foreign banana compa-
nies, and its population is relatively uneducated. Nevertheless, since
1982, when the military returned to the barracks, Honduras has made
great strides toward democratic governance. The process, however, is by
no means complete.2
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In the 1990s, Honduras benefited from regional peace and cooper-
ation as it worked to make its economy viable and independent of U.S.
aid. In 1992, the government concluded an agreement with El Salvador
that largely settled the border controversy between the two countries;
the last disputed section of the border was demarcated in 2006. Late in
1998, Honduras was devastated by Hurricane Mitch, one of the worst
natural disasters of the century in the Western Hemisphere. The storm
left 5,600 people dead and thousands missing, devastated the road net-
work and other public infrastructure, crippled key sectors of the econ-
omy, and destroyed several thousand schools and nearly 83,000 homes.
Mitch was estimated to have caused more than US$3 billion in damage
in Honduras alone.

According to data from the World Bank, the percentage of the popu-
lation living below the poverty line went from 74.8 percent in 1991 to
63.3 percent in 2002, while the portion of the population living in ex-
treme poverty went from 54.2 percent in 1991 to 45.2 percent in 2002.
The reduction in poverty was greater in urban areas, where both extreme
and total poverty declined, than in rural areas, where total poverty fell but
extreme poverty actually increased between 1991 and 2002.3

Honduras has experienced a rise in violence due to its growing role as
both a transit point and a final destination for small arms from
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.4 Crime has also flourished as a
result of the activities of semi-organized youth gangs known as maras,
which have spread throughout the country. The maras are structured on
gangs of Salvadoran youth in the United States, which spread to
Guatemala and Honduras through El Salvador, and continue to main-
tain links to the United States.

While progress toward democracy has been achieved, significant
problems remain. They relate primarily, though not exclusively, to the
lack of accountability within the judicial system and supporting agen-
cies such as the police. Particularly troubling issues include arbitrary,
extrajudicial executions; poor prison conditions and frequent detainee
abuse; a culture of impunity for violations of human rights; a lack of
judicial independence; discrimination against indigenous people and
homosexuals; and minimal labor law enforcement.
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ACCOUNTABILITY AND PUBLIC VOICE

Citizens have the constitutional right to change their government peace-
fully in periodic, free, and fair elections in which the president, vice pres-
ident, and members of the National Congress are chosen by universal
suffrage. The executive branch in Honduras, headed by a president who
is elected by a simple majority, has traditionally dominated the legislative
and judicial branches of government. After two successive Liberal gov-
ernments, the National Party came to power in 2002; the Liberals
returned in 2005, with Jose Manuel Zelaya Rosales as president.

One of the biggest challenges facing the future of Honduran politics
is the fact that the two traditional, dominant parties, the Liberal Party
of Honduras (PLH) and the National Party of Honduras (PNH), em-
phasize voting based on personalities and regionalism rather than plat-
form and ideology, which are similar in the two parties. Thus, voters
have been presented with little real choice.

The 2005 election was the seventh democratic ballot held since
1982, and despite extensive confusion in the vote count, which resulted
in Nationalist candidate Porfirio Lobo Sosa refusing to concede for ten
days, it was generally considered free and fair. Observers from the Orga-
nization of American States (OAS) noted some irregularities but no sys-
tematic fraud. In May 2004, a new Electoral Law was passed in an
attempt to make elections more democratic.5 For the first time in Hon-
duran history, internal party primaries were held as a way to nominate
candidates; moreover, 30 percent of all candidates were supposed to be
women, although none of the parties followed this provision to the let-
ter.6 The new law abolished the old National Electoral Tribunal, which
was dominated by the traditional parties, and replaced it with a Supreme
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Electoral Tribunal appointed by the National Congress.7 Additionally,
the new law changed the manner of voting in congressional elections,
allowing citizens in each of the country’s eighteen departments to cast
ballots for several individual candidates, potentially from different par-
ties, rather than choosing a single party list.

Honduras has five registered political parties: the PNH, the PLH, the
Social Democrats (Partido Innovacion Nacional y Social Democrata,
PINU-SD), the Christian Democrats (Partido Democrata-Cristiano,
DC), and Democratic Unification (Partido Unificacion Democratica,
UD). The PNH and PLH have alternately ruled the country for decades.
In this deeply entrenched party system, traditional community and fam-
ily allegiances generally dominate voting decisions. This is reflected in
the poor level of platform development and weak discourse in election
campaigns, with little substantive discussion about critical issues such
as poverty and vulnerability to natural disasters. Political finance rules
were modified in 2004 to include more transparency and increased pub-
lic funding, but Transparency International reported that the changes
have yet to be put into practice.8 Members of the Honduran congress,
especially those from the PNH and PLH, are generally seen as more
beholden to their respective party leaders than to the electorate, and
their actions tend to serve the interests of the country’s highly concen-
trated political and economic elite.9

In a recent article, Ismael Moreno described the Liberal Party as a
federation of parties that are clearly in competition and confrontation
with each other, as evidenced by the seven different candidates who con-
tested the party primaries in February 2005.10 Upon winning the elec-
tion, Zelaya divided power among these many factions rather than
trying to assert control over them. This has had negative effects on the
capacity of the government to develop and implement a cohesive
agenda. Governance was further undermined when the incoming ad-
ministration adhered to the partisan tradition of replacing the bulk of
the civil service, agency, and institution heads at every level, including
basic posts. The purge left the government seriously depleted of experi-
enced and capable officials and has effectively prevented continuity in
the majority of public policies. As a report from the Center for Global
Development stated, “Both [Inter-American Development Bank] and
World Bank have experienced significant stoppages to their programs 
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. . . in past political transitions in Honduras. One World Bank official
explained that disruptions in Honduras are among the worst in the
region . . . everyone from ministers to entry-level technocrats turns over
every four years.”11

Underscoring the shortcomings of this system, a major shakeup of
the cabinet occurred in January 2007. Several ministers were dismissed
after an assessment conducted by the Ministry of the Presidency—at the
direction of the president—found a number of deficiencies and instances
of administrative waste.12 Meanwhile, as there is little cohesion in
Zelaya’s cabinet or within the Liberal Party in Congress, the legislative
process has become an arena for contesting interests, and various cross-
party pacts have been made to get required legislation passed.

The status of civil society in Honduras remains tenuous. While non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other groups are allowed to
operate, these groups complain of onerous registration requirements and
government interference in their work. Moreover, with the exception of
some business groups, the government has generally exhibited little incli-
nation to take the views of civil society into account when formulating
policy. The significant presence of international donors, however, has
led to an increase in pressure on the government to increase coopera-
tion with civil society.13

Freedom of speech and of the press are constitutionally protected;
however, the government generally does not respect these rights in prac-
tice. On a positive note, on May 9, 2005, the Supreme Court declared
that the defamation law, which had criminalized criticism of public offi-
cials and created a “special realm of protection” around them, was
unconstitutional. The court held that provisions of the law violated both
national and international norms concerning freedom of expression.14

Nonetheless, restrictive press laws are still often used to subpoena jour-
nalists for reporting on official corruption, drug trafficking, and human
rights abuses.

President Zelaya often criticizes the media when he perceives news
reports as being unfriendly to his government. He has accused journal-
ists of exaggerating the government’s mistakes and minimizing its ac-
complishments. During 2006, journalists faced a number of legal
prosecutions from political figures. On September 4, Ernesto Rojas, a
reporter for Radio San Pedro, was sued by city council member
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Guillermo Villatoro Hall, while Francisco Romero, a reporter on the
program “Hablemos de Noche de Honduras,” was sued by Yansen
Juarez, the national coordinator of programs and projects in the Min-
istry of Public Education. Both suits were considered to be on charges
of harassment.

The number of threats and physical attacks against journalists has
generally diminished, but some incidents did occur in recent years, par-
ticularly following the publication of articles on organized crime or cor-
ruption. In July 2005, unidentified individuals in San Marcos de
Ocotepeque tried to kill radio journalist Jose Aleman by firing several
shots at him as he was returning home from the station. Aleman re-
vealed that he had received death threats after reporting on problems
with the water supply for the community. Politically motivated attacks
against the press were common as well. On November 5, 2005, Liberal
Party supporters forced the temporary closure of Virtud Stereo radio
and made death threats against its manager, Jaime Diaz, as a result of
party rivalry during the election. In April 2006, Liberal Party represen-
tative Romualdo Bueso Melghem tried to strangle community journal-
ist Martha Vasquez during a public meeting. Vasquez is a contributor
for the website Indymedia.com. Separately in April, Wendy Guerra, host
of the Santa Rosa de Copan city–based Channel 49 news program
“Denuncias 49,” was fired following political pressure felt by the sta-
tion’s manager, who is a member of the Liberal Party. In May, Guerra
was rehired after a public outcry.

Honduras has around nine daily papers, including the popular El
Heraldo and El Tiempo. There are six private television stations and
five nationally broadcasting radio stations—one state owned and four
independent. Although both print and broadcast outlets are predom-
inantly privately owned, media ownership is concentrated in the hands
of a few powerful business conglomerates with intersecting political
and economic ties; this has led to self-censorship. Corruption among
journalists also has an unfavorable impact on reporting. In addition,
the government influences media coverage through bribes, the grant-
ing or denial of access to government officials, and selective placement
of official advertisements. The government did not restrict access to
the internet; however, less than 5 percent of the population used the
internet in 2006.
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Recommendations
• The 30 percent quota for female candidates mandated by the new

Electoral and Political Organization Law should be enforced.
• The Electoral Law should be amended to enhance the level of repre-

sentation in Congress through the election of deputies by districts.
• Regulations on political party and campaign financing in the new

Electoral Law should be enforced and additional safeguards imple-
mented to ensure fair and competitive electoral processes.

• Media ownership concentration should be monitored, and indepen-
dent media outlets and journalists should be protected against intim-
idation and harassment. Police and judicial independence must be
guaranteed in the investigation and resolution of cases involving
harassment of independent, rural, and indigenous media outlets.

• Reforms of the Civil Service Law are needed to significantly reduce
partisan influences on government employees, particularly in low- and
mid-level positions. The government should amend the Civil Service
Law and its regulations to ensure equity and objectivity in the selec-
tion of applicants for civil service posts.

CIVIL LIBERTIES

Honduras is plagued by violations of civil liberties, including unlawful
killings by police and former members of the security forces, detainee
abuse by security forces, the disappearance of dissidents, lengthy pretrial
detention, and lack of due process of law. Government corruption,
impunity for lawbreakers, and gang violence exacerbate these problems.
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In November 2004, Honduran President Ricardo Maduro took the
first step toward accepting state responsibility for the security forces’ vio-
lations of human rights beginning in the 1980s. Complying with pre-
vious decisions by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights and the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, he apologized for 
the 1992 extrajudicial killing of Juan Humberto Sanchez and the 1995
disappearance of Dixie Miguel Urbina. He also reported the establish-
ment of an Inter-Institutional Commission on Human Rights for the
country, and promised to ensure well-funded investigations and progress
reports for victims’ family members. Human rights groups and the
media, while hailing the developments, voiced skepticism about whether
the government would follow through on its pledges.15 Two years later,
little concrete action had been taken, and allegations of new abuses con-
tinue to be reported.

In the country’s prisons, inmates endure overcrowding and unsani-
tary conditions. A total of some 13,000 prisoners are housed in facili-
ties with an intended capacity of 6,000, and all but one of the facilities
were originally built for other purposes, including military barracks,
schools, and offices. Poor urban and rural residents are disproportion-
ately represented in the prison population, with only a small minority
from the middle and upper classes. Rape and other prison violence are
common, and guards are subject to bribery by inmates, enabling escapes
and the smuggling of contraband including weapons and drugs. Because
mara members are often sequestered from other inmates and offered no
rehabilitation, they are more likely to continue their criminal activity.16

The presence of such gangs contributes to large-scale riots, uprisings, and
arson. A May 2004 blaze at the San Pedro Sula prison killed 107 gang
members, and the resulting investigation remains unresolved to date.

Gang violence is one of the most serious problems facing the coun-
try, and Honduras has one of the highest crime rates in Central Amer-
ica. There were 36,000 gang members in Honduras at the end of 2003,
according to police statistics. A new Anti-Mara Law went into effect in
August 2003, amending Article 332 of the criminal code. It aimed to
combat the rise in youth violence by rounding up gang members for
“illicit association,” and allowed police to detain youths merely for ap-
pearing to belong to gangs—due to tattoos or other insignia—and gath-
ering in their neighborhoods.17 Thus, one effect of the Anti-Mara Law
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has been a fresh surge in the prison population. Moreover, the law re-
stricts freedom of assembly and association, contradicting provisions of
the constitution and international treaties. Since its promulgation, it is
estimated that more than 1,000 mareros have been arrested and im-
prisoned, though the majority of them have never faced trial.18

On December 23, 2004, twenty-eight people were massacred on a
public bus in San Pedro Sula. While President Maduro claimed that the
massacre was a gang retaliation for his crackdowns, others suggested that
the killings were part of a turf battle between the Mara Salvatrucha and
M-18 gangs.19 Two Mara Salvatrucha members were convicted of the
crime in February 2007, but two others were acquitted due to lack of
evidence, and other possible suspects remained at large. Juan Bautista
Jimenez, a gang leader who was believed to have ordered the attack, was
found hanged to death in prison in early 2005.20

The Zelaya government, after an initial move away from hard-line
tactics and toward dialogue and rehabilitation programs, has recently
taken action to crack down on the gangs, arresting hundreds in Sep-
tember 2006. Zelaya also proposed doubling the size of the existing
police force and forming an elite special forces unit. The latter plan drew
criticism for potentially militarizing the civilian police.21

The Violence Observatory at the National Autonomous University
of Honduras issued a report on the number of violent deaths—includ-
ing homicides, traffic accidents, and suicides—in Honduras in 2006.
The report found that the number of homicides had increased by 24.9
percent from 2005 to 2006, and that of the 4,736 violent deaths in
2006, an overwhelming 3,018 were homicides. This made the homicide
rate 46.2 for every 100,000 Hondurans.22 President Zelaya announced
on August 30, 2006, a new plan to stem the tide of violence. Operacion
Trueno (Operation Thunder) was designed to develop close coopera-
tion between police, military, and private security forces. In the first days
of action in September, the program made the headlines for operations
in which security forces detained more than 100 “delinquents” in a sin-
gle night. Operacion Trueno will add 30,000 to 60,000 “often untrained
and mainly unregulated private security [personnel] . . . to bolster
10,000 experienced and usually better-trained Honduran armed service
personnel as well as 8,000 police officers who are now thinly spread
across the country,” according to the Council on Hemispheric Affairs.23
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Similar, repeated efforts to apply a strong-arm solution to the problems
of crime and youth gangs have previously failed to stem the tide of crim-
inal activity, and in most cases have made things worse.

At the beginning of 2007, the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child examined Honduras’ compliance with the convention, and ex-
pressed concern over the high number of disappearances and extrajudi-
cial killings of minors, and the lack of response from both the state and
the public. The committee urged the government to curb mara-related
violence through education, gang prevention, and rehabilitation pro-
grams, as well as a renewed focus on the abundance of firearms in the
country.24

Violence against women is rampant in Honduras. Special domestic
violence courts were reportedly overwhelmed by the tens of thousands
of complaints received in recent years. Amnesty International reports
that, according to the special prosecutor for women’s affairs, nearly a
third of the women who submitted domestic abuse complaints were
eventually killed by their abusers.25 The special prosecutor in January
2007 announced the formation of investigative units in the capital and
six other cities that would be devoted to solving murder cases with fe-
male victims. In 2006, 171 women were killed.26

The Women’s Movement for Peace has argued that judicial bias con-
sistently favors male perpetrators in domestic-violence cases. The group
reported in late 2006 that alleged victims had won only 204 of the 6,628
suits filed that year, noting that wealthy and powerful men were espe-
cially likely to prevail in court. Gladys Lanza, the organization’s coordi-
nator, listed a number of public officials who had faced allegations of
domestic abuse.27 The constitution and laws prohibit gender-based dis-
crimination in employment, but the regulations are often ignored. Patri-
archal attitudes pervade employment practices, and the state does not do
enough to curtail abuses or enforce the law. The majority of women hold
low-skilled jobs, primarily as domestic workers or in maquiladoras.

Discrimination and violence against gays and lesbians is rampant. In
a March 2007 case reported by Amnesty International, gay rights activist
Donny Reyes was severely abused in police custody in Tegucigalpa. He
was allegedly beaten by the officers who detained him, then assaulted
and raped by other detainees in a jail cell over the course of several
hours, with the alleged encouragement of police.28
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At least 7 percent of the population of Honduras is considered part
of an indigenous group, amounting to more than 500,000 people. Arti-
cle 346 of the Honduran constitution states that “it is the duty of the
government to protect the rights and interests of existing indigenous
communities in the country, especially with respect to the land and
forests where they are settled.”29 However, the state has not fully enforced
those rights. Indigenous groups have been subject to intimidation, vio-
lence, and harassment, and some activists are imprisoned, tortured, and
killed. In addition, the government has failed repeatedly to protect in-
digenous land rights. In March 2007, the Civic Council of Popular and
Indigenous Organizations (COPINH) reported a recent incident in
which local officials and heavily armed police allegedly used force and
arson to disperse an indigenous Lenca community on behalf of a
landowner. The officers, overseen by a public prosecutor and local police
commissioner, reportedly burned forty homes and a coffee nursery at
the settlement, located about eighty kilometers northwest of the capi-
tal. The blazes spread to adjacent forests and scorched some 800 acres,
COPINH said.30

Environmental groups have also become targets of harassment and
intimidation, particularly by landowners and logging interests. After
President Zelaya announced a ban on logging in parts of Olancho
province in May 2006, environmentalists reported receiving multiple
death threats, presumably because they had campaigned for the new
restrictions. The Environmental Movement of Olancho (MAO) soon
asked the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to compel
Honduran authorities to protect its personnel. However, two MAO lead-
ers were shot to death in the main plaza of the town of Guarizama in
December 2006, and the organization claimed that the national police
had summarily executed them. One of the victims, Heraldo Zuniga,
told witnesses at the scene that employees of the Sansone logging firm
had hired a police sergeant to kill him. Two days after the men’s deaths,
the human rights commission ordered officials to provide security for
MAO activists.31

The Honduran constitution protects freedom of religion.32 Roughly
80 percent of the population is believed to be Roman Catholic, although
Protestant denominations have apparently been expanding in recent
years. There is little serious friction between religious groups.
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The Honduran constitution guarantees both freedom of association
and freedom of assembly. Trade union rights have been an area of con-
flict; workers attempting to organize often face intimidation, blacklist-
ing, and other forms of retribution. Banana plantations and the maquila
export processing zones are particularly conflictive areas with respect to
labor rights.

Hondurans are generally able to utilize their right to protest and
numerous demonstrations occurred in the last two years, many involv-
ing environmental and indigenous activists. Some activists have de-
nounced the “illicit association” element of the anti-mara laws, which
is ambiguous enough to be used against non-mara groups, including the
oft-persecuted gay community.

Recommendations
• The Anti-Mara Law should be revised so as to enhance due process

protections, particularly habeas corpus rights, and reduce pretrial and
arbitrary detentions.

• A concerted effort must be made to remedy the deplorable conditions
in the nation’s prison system. Particularly important is alleviation of
overcrowding and elimination of harassment and abuse of prisoners.
Efforts should be made to promote policies aimed at rehabilitation
and prevention rather than focusing exclusively on incarceration.

• Significant resources should be dedicated to preventing domestic vio-
lence. The Law Against Domestic Violence should be revised so that
judges oversee the law’s implementation and perpetrators face serious
criminal penalties instead of community service, which the law cur-
rently prescribes.

• The government should immediately implement the Law for Inte-
grated Youth Development and the National Youth Policy Proposal
(Ley Marco para el Desarrollo Integral de la Juventud y Propuesta de
Politica Nacional de Juventud), an initiative aimed at dealing with
youth and gang violence that was approved in September 2005 but
has yet to be fully funded or implemented.

• The government must protect indigenous communities’ efforts to
organize and mobilize in support of their constitutional rights in the
face of assault by private landowners and businesspeople. It is partic-
ularly important to stop police and judicial authorities from intimi-
dating and harassing indigenous activists.
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• The government must provide greater protection for threatened envi-
ronmental and social activists and ensure prompt and effective pros-
ecution of those accused of killing or intimidating them.

RULE OF LAW

The judicial branch of government in Honduras is subject to interven-
tion and influence by both the elected branches and wealthy private
interests. Incoming presidential administrations commonly ensure the
replacement of judicial officeholders with their own appointees, and per-
vasive corruption enables the manipulation of court decisions by out-
side actors. The rule of law is further undermined by the government’s
general failure to protect the public from violent crime and police
abuses, and the lack of physical security in turn encourages vigilantism
and other forms of lawbreaking. According to one report, less than a
fifth of the population trusts the justice system, with rural residents and
the lower classes expressing the least confidence.33

The judiciary is administered by the fifteen-member Supreme Court
of Justice, which is also the country’s highest court of appeal. The court
submits the budget for the judicial branch to the National Congress for
approval, governs the organization of judicial districts, and oversees the
public defender service. Supreme Court judges are elected for seven-year
terms by the Congress, leaving them dependent on political support and
patronage. Since the court, and specifically its president, is responsible
for appointing and dismissing subordinate judges, this political influ-
ence extends into the lower courts and affects job security. Appointments
and promotions are often made in violation of legal and ethical guide-
lines and without regard to merit. Judges at all levels commonly ignore
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the official code of ethics, which also applies to attorneys and their
clients.34

The constitution contains ample and detailed provisions to ensure
the protection of fundamental criminal-procedure rights. Warrants are
required for arrests unless the suspect is caught in the act (Article 84).
Detention without charges is limited to twenty-four hours without a
judge’s order, or up to six days with court approval (Article 71). Suspects
are guaranteed legal aid, protection against coerced self-incrimination,
and the presumption of innocence (Articles 83, 88, and 89).35 However,
many of these provisions are not fully enforced or are enforced in the
breach, particularly with respect to gang members.

The criminal procedure code that took effect in February 2002 re-
placed the inquisitorial system with one based on the adversarial model,
leading to greater transparency and a reduction in procedural delays.
The proportion of prisoners held without sentence fell from 76 percent
to 62 percent between 2002 and March 2006.36 Despite such improve-
ments, many problems remain, such as deplorable prison conditions,
inordinately long pretrial detention, and the woefully inadequate pub-
lic defenders’ office. These issues continue to delay and too often deny
justice for many Honduran citizens.

The National Human Rights Commission in Honduras received
9,390 complaints of human rights violations in 2006, including ille-
gal detention, abuse of authority, and due process violations. Although
justice officials and education personnel were listed among the accused
perpetrators, security agencies were the subjects of the most com-
plaints.37

The transition from military to civilian rule and the subsequent es-
tablishment of civilian control over the military has proceeded steadily,
if not always smoothly, for a quarter of a century. Fearful of the impact
of the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua and apprehensive about the
U.S.-supported military build-up in El Salvador, both the military and
the traditional political class went to great lengths to accommodate the
United States during the 1980s.38 The military has stayed in the barracks
since 1982; during this time, and particularly since the turn of the cen-
tury, civilian control has increased considerably. Control of the military
budget, however, has ensured that the military continues to hold influ-
ence in the Honduran economy.39
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Honduran security forces have still largely not been held account-
able for human rights abuses inflicted during the 1980s. After a visit to
the country at the end of January 2007, the UN Working Group on En-
forced Disappearances noted that the lack of serious investigation had
resulted in de facto amnesty for past rights abusers. Notably, unlike in
some Latin American countries, there is no specific crime for forced dis-
appearance in Honduras, making the investigation and prosecution
process more difficult. According to Honduran special prosecutor San-
dra Ponce, however, the government was working on a bill to criminal-
ize forced disappearance.40

Protection of property rights is weak in Honduras. The shortcom-
ings of the judiciary, along with an outdated commercial code, make
enforcing contracts a difficult and time-consuming process. The gov-
ernment has begun to make improvements in intellectual property pro-
tection and the civil procedures code, largely as a result of its obligations
under the Central American Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAFTA) with
the United States.41 Starting with the 1962 agrarian reform law, Hon-
duras has a history of land redistribution from large estates to small-scale
farmers. These reforms, however, have been largely negated in recent
decades, especially after the page in 1992 of the Law for Agrarian Mod-
ernization. Despite the predominantly rural landscape of Honduras,
peasants have limited or no access to land ownership, a situation which
continues to cause conflict and occasional land invasions.42

Recommendations
• The Judicial Career Law should be amended to protect against dis-

crimination and the distortion of objective criteria in the selection of
judicial officials.43

• The Justice Ministry should be provided with its own investigative
police force to strengthen the investigation capacities of the public
prosecution and to help ensure guarantees for defendants.

• The state should fully enforce the new criminal procedure code,
which will ensure the release of all detainees held under the old code
who have been acquitted in the first instance.

• Public defenders should be provided with improved training and
material resources, such as offices, computers, and vehicles, in order
to function more effectively.
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ANTICORRUPTION AND TRANSPARENCY

Corruption in Honduras is deeply rooted and present at all levels of soci-
ety. Approximately US$526.3 million is lost to corruption annually, chal-
lenging the nation’s ability to achieve sustained progress in the political,
social, and economic spheres.44 The country’s entrenched culture of im-
punity has many interrelated causes, ranging from a restricted media, low
levels of citizen participation, and lack of transparency to institutional
shortcomings such as weak judicial independence and unaccountable leg-
islators. In a country as poor as Honduras, the undermining of the rule
of law and the transfer of funds from development projects to the pock-
ets of corrupt individuals carries particularly pernicious effects.45

According to the 2007 Index of Economic Freedom produced by the
Heritage Foundation and the Wall Street Journal, Honduras’s economy is
60.3 percent free, making it the world’s 76th freest economy among 157
nations.46 The report praises the level of fiscal and financial freedom in
the country as well as its tax levels and a slowly improving banking sec-
tor. Negatives include weak property rights and low levels of business
freedom, including difficulties related to commercial licensing and busi-
ness closure costs.47

The 2006 Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index
gives Honduras the fifth worst score in the Western Hemisphere, 2.5 out
of 10, a level indicative of uncontrolled corruption. This leaves Honduras
with a ranking of 121 out of 163 countries in the survey. Honduras’s
score in 2005 had been slightly better, at 2.6 out of 10.48

On November 23, 2006, the Honduran Congress passed the Trans-
parency and Access to Public Information Law, becoming the sixth Latin
American country to adopt such a law.49 The law established the
National Institute for Access to Public Information (IAIP) as the clear-
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inghouse for processing citizens’ information requests.50 While the prin-
ciple behind the law was lauded by many civil society groups, they
pointed to numerous loopholes that will allow the government to shield
large numbers of documents from public scrutiny, especially in the name
of national security. Government ministers will also be able to restrict
any document that is believed to also threaten economic stability or gov-
ernance. Other major drawbacks include restrictions on information
about humanitarian aid, ambiguous provisions regarding the purging
files, the weakness of the IAIP, and the inapplicability of the law to large
numbers of high-ranking officials.51

On February 10, 2007, an estimated 30,000 Hondurans marched
in Tegucigalpa to protest corruption and demand transparency. The high
attendance lost some of its power, however, following allegations that at
least 2,000 people had been paid by the Liberal Party to participate in
the march and provide assurances that cheers would outweigh heckles
when President Zelaya spoke.52

Corruption among the police remains alarmingly high. Police in-
volvement in drug trafficking, extrajudicial killings, and intimidation of
human rights groups remains a major problem. More than fifty police
officers have been removed or prosecuted for involvement in corrupt ac-
tivities ranging from taking bribes to murder. Police corruption seems
to be worse in rural areas, where officers are routinely used by land-
owners, large corporations, or prominent politicians to intimidate polit-
ical opponents or social activists.

A report by the Federation of Organizations for Development in
Honduras (FOPRIDEH) revealed that the four government institutions
with the highest number of corruption-related media stories in 2006
were the Executive Directorate of Income (the revenue collection
agency), municipal governments, the immigration agency, and the jus-
tice ministry. One of the major scandals during 2005 and 2006 was the
so-called gasolinazo, in which 500 tankers of gasoline were brought into
the country illegally, costing the government about 67 million lempiras
(US$3.5 million) in taxes. Reports indicate that officials of the National
Agrarian Institute linked with the then ruling National Party benefited
from the operation.53 Another area of concern was the selling of Hon-
duran visas by immigration officials to ineligible foreign citizens so they
could obtain entry into the United States. In 2006, the U.S. govern-
ment suspended the issuing of entry visas in Honduras until Honduran
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officials provided assurances that firm steps would be taken to curb cor-
ruption in the immigration agency.54 Despite some limited efforts to that
end, immigration and customs services remain among the most corrupt
agencies in the Honduran government.

While Honduras has laws to protect civil servants and to promote
transparency in government procurement processes, many of them are
lightly enforced, lack teeth, or are contradictory. In general, Honduras
lacks adequate mechanisms for auditing public accounts. The Superior
Court of Accounts is not fully equipped to handle all of the responsi-
bilities the law requires. Additionally, conflict-of-interest regulations are
poorly enforced, and private-sector influence on government continues
to distort public policy decisions. The Honduran budget process was
judged by the Open Budget Initiative to be only “minimally” open, with
little information provided to citizens by the executive, and no public
hearings.55 Restraints on the media and the lack of specific and effective
legislation to protect whistle-blowers also make the reporting of cor-
ruption less likely.56

Recommendations
• The Law of Transparency and Access to Public Information should be

revised to close loopholes and contradictions that permit the classifica-
tion of large numbers of documents that should be available for public
scrutiny. These reforms should be accompanied by stronger mechanisms
for public participation and scrutiny of government decisions.

• Significant efforts should be made to stem the tide of corruption in
the national police force. The government of Honduras should fully
implement Article 8 of the Organic Law of the National Police, which
calls for an Internal Affairs Unit under the direct supervision of the
minister of security and with independent powers to investigate ille-
gal and corrupt actions by police officers. The unit should also be able
to coordinate its investigative activities with the Justice Ministry in
order to ensure that crimes by police officers are swiftly prosecuted.

• Training programs for public servants should be increased in order to
raise the standards of conduct, and to improve mechanisms for pre-
venting conflicts of interest.57

• The government should adopt and implement specific measures for
protecting civil servants who report acts of corruption, ensuring that
they are not subjected to threats or reprisals.58
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• The government should provide the Superior Court of Accounts with
the resources it needs to fully carry out its functions.
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