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Introduction

     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Country Reports and Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review (EOIR) and the Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services (BCIS) in assessing asylum claims.a [FTN 1] They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b In addition to this profile, adjudicators may wish to refer to the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices ad the International Religious Freedom Report, which can be accessed at www.state.gov on the internet, or other publicly available information on country conditions. c
Overview and Recent Developments

     [2] Honduras is a constitutional democracy, with a president and a unicameral congress elected by separate ballot for 4-yeasr terms.a The multiparty political system is dominated by two traditional parties, the Nationalists and the Liberals.b In November 2001, voters elected Ricardo Maduro of the Nationalist Party president in elections that domestic and international observers judges to be generally free and fair.c The Constitution provides for an independent judiciary, however, the judiciary is poorly staffed and equipped, often ineffective, and subject to corruption and political influence. d
​_________________________________

 [FTN 1] By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences, likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; and other information relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of the Immigration and Nationality Act.

     [3] The Honduran Armed Forces (HOAF) include the army, the air force, and the navy.a A 1999 constitutional amendment established direct civilian control over the armed forces through a civilian Minister of Defense.b The amendment also replaced the position of the armed forces commander in chief of the Joint Chiefs.c In 2001 the Organic Law of the armed Forces solidified civilian control over the military, a process that took a decade.d The National Preventive Police (formerly a paramilitary force known as the FUSEP) were placed under civilian control in 1997.e The Ministry of Public Security oversees police operations, and the police are responsible for all public security issues.f The military are authorized to support law enforcement activities with police upon presidential directive.g During the year, nearly half of all military personnel were assigned continuously to joint patrols with police to prevent and combat high levels of criminal and gang activity.h The civilian authorities maintained effective control of these joint security forces.i The police committed most human rights abuses during the year, however, the military committed abuses in the past. j
     [4] The market economy is based primarily on agriculture and, increasingly, on the maquiladora (assembly manufacturing for export) industry.a The country has a population of 6.5 million.b Approximately 33 percent of the labor force works in agriculture, followed by 24 percent in commerce, and 15 percent in manufacturing.c The principal export crops are coffee and bananas;d these, along with `value added’ income from the maquiladora industry and remittances from citizens living abroad, are the leading source of foreign exchange.e Non-traditional products, such as melons, pineapples, and shrimp, play a growing role in the economy.f Economic growth remains muted due to record low worldwide coffee process and sluggish activity in the maquiladora sector.g The Central Bank estimated growth for the year at 2.0 percent.h About two-thirds of the country’s households live in poverty, and 40 percent of the population lives on less than $1.00 per day. i
     [5] The Government generally respected the human rights of its citizens, however, there were serious problems in some areas.a Members of the police committed extra-judicial killings.b Well organized private and vigilante security forces were believed to have committed a number of arbitrary and summary executions.c Human rights groups accused former security force officials and the business community of colluding to organize `death squads’ to commit extra-judicial, summary, and arbitrary executions, particularly of youth.d Security force personnel beat and otherwise abused detainees and other persons.e Prison conditions remained harsh, and detainees generally did not receive due process.f There was considerable impunity for members of the economic, and often corrupt judicial system contributed to human rights problems.g Although the courts considered allegations of human rights violations or common crimes against armed forces personnel, and some cases went to trial, there were few, if any, convictions.h While no senior government official, politician, bureaucrat, or member of the business elite was convicted of crimes, a number were under investigation during the year.i The Government removed or demoted some military officials, police officers, police agents and investigators, and judges from office on corruption and other charges.j With the full implementation of the new Criminal Procedures Code and an oral accusatory system, lengthy pretrial detention in new cases was less common then in the past;k however, cases from previous years remained subject to delays.l On occasion the authorities conducted illegal searches.m Other human rights problems included violence and discrimination against women, child prostitution, abuse of children, discrimination against indigenous people, and trafficking in persons.n The Government did not enforce effectively all labor laws.o Many workers in the private sector were forced to work unpaid overtime.p Child labor was a problem, particularly in rural areas, in the informal economy, and in some export agriculture, but generally not in the export-processing sector. q
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions 

Claims Based on Race
       [6] The very few (1-2 percent) claims from Honduras alleging mistreatment based on race come from members of various indigenous groups.a Some 490,000 persons, constituting 9 percent of the general population, are members of indigenous and Afro-Caribbean ethnic groups.b The Miskitos, Tawahkas, Pech, Tolupans, Lences, Chortia, Nahual, Islanders, and Garifunas live in 362 communities and generally have little or no political power to make decisions affecting their lands, cultures, traditions, and the allocation of natural resources.c Most indigenous land rights are communal, providing land use rights to individual members of the ethnic group.d Indigenous and ancestral lands often are defined poorly in documents dating back to the mid-19th century.e Both indigenous and non-indigenous communities have criticized the government’s exploitation of timber;f however, government policy over natural resources changed during the year and reportedly included greater local participation. g
      [7] Land disputes are common among all sectors of society, however, the lack of clear title and property boundaries of indigenous land claims often lead to conflicts between such groups as landless mastizo farmers who clear and occupy land for subsistence farming, local and national elites who encroach on indigenous land to engage in illegal logging, and various government entities (see Section 1.a. and i.f.).a During 2002, 12 Tolupen were killed in Yoro Department in separate incidents because they opposed illegal logging and usurpation of their ancestral lands.b Tolupan leaders implicated sawmill owners, police, district attorneys, and the governmental Honduran Forest Development Corporation in these murders.c By the end of 2002 no action had been taken in any of the cases.d The Government worked with various indigenous groups on management plans for public and ancestral lands that they occupy.e Expanded coverage of the national cadastral registry, property titling, and government land registries has the potential to reduce violence related to land disputes.f In recent years security officials and private landowners have been accused of participating in about a dozen murders of Lencas and Garifunas in conflicts over indigenous land claims. g
     [8] The courts commonly deny legal resources to indigenous groups and often show bias in favor of non-indigenous parties of means and influence.a Failure to obtain legal redress frequently cases indigenous groups to attempt to regain land through invasions of private property, which usually provoke the authorities into retaliating forcefully.b The Government is somewhat responsive to indigenous land claims;c however, numerous cases remained unresolved because of conflicting claims by influential individuals. d 

     [9] During 2002 the National Agrarian Institute (INA) reduced its issuance of titles to indigenous groups in the new administration because of lack of funds to compensate owners and due to expected changes in land use laws.a INA continued to play a weak role in mediating land claims of indigenous and farmer groups. b
     [10] In 2001 Amnesty International claimed that 25 members of indigenous groups had been assassinated in the previous 10 years, many of whom were active in fighting for indigenous rights.a Indigenous groups regularly petition the Government to carry out more effective investigations into the murders of indigenous leaders that date back to the 1970s. b
Claims Based on Religion

     [11] A handful (3-4 percent) of claims are received alleging mistreatment based on religious affiliation or practice.a The Honduran Constitution provides for all forms of religious expression, and the Government generally respects this right in practice. b
     [12] The most common claim from Honduras alleges threats and harassment by local citizens, rather than government officials, of Protestant evangelicals who proselytize among the Catholic majority.a Such claims are almost always very localized in nature, usually involving only one or to rural communities. b
Claims Based on Nationality

     [13] The only claims based on nationality that are received from Honduras, and they are very few (less than 1 percent) in number, allege mistreatment by Salvadorans, usually after Hondurans have emigrated to that country.a Such claims derive from historical antipathy based on border disputes and other disagreements, but do not usually address the applicant’s returning to Honduras. b
Claims Based on Social Group Membership

     [14] Although they are not always cited or substantiated as such, between 10-25 percent of the claims seem to rely principally on membership in a group of persons in the Honduran population. a
Labor/Peasant Members

     [15] The right to organize and bargain collectively is recognized by the Constitution, and 14 percent of the labor force is unionized.a Most peasant associations are also directly affiliated with the trade unions.b The economical and political influence of labor has declined in recent years.c Leaders and members of these two groups are frequent asylum applicants, alleging mistreatment by military/police forces, and/or thugs hired by employers or land owners to thwart strikes or land occupations. d
     [16] The Government does not have a policy of harassing or regressing workers, but the right to organize and bargain collectively is now always observed in practice.a Retribution by employers for trade union activity is a common occurrence in spite of its prohibition by the Labor Code.b Some employers have threatened to close down unionized companies and have harassed workers seeking to unionize.c In the past, some employers also have obtained help from local police or military officials to support their opposition to strikers.d The Ministry of Labor is supposed to assist ex-employees;e however, the office is under funded and there have been complaints of bribery and corruption among the staff, who allegedly leak lists of persons attempting to form a union to employers in the hopes of personal financial gain. f
     [17] Workers in both unionized and non-unionized companies are protected by the Labor Code, which gives them the right to seek redress from the Ministry of Labor.a The Ministry of Labor applied the law in several cases, pressuring employers to observe the code.b Labor or civil courts can require employers to rehire employees fired for union activity, but such rulings are uncommon.c Collective bargaining agreements between management and unions generally contain a clause prohibiting retaliation against any worker who participates in a strike or other union activity. d
     [18] In June 2001, the International Labor Organization (ILO) criticized legal restrictions on the ability of unions to federate domestically and recommended that the Government amend its legislation to ensure workers the right to form and join organizations of their own choosing.a The ILO notes that various provisions in the law restrict freedom of association, including the prohibitions of more than 1 trade union in a single enterprise, the requirement of more than 30 workers to constitute a trade union, and the requirement that trade union organizations must include more than 90 percent Honduran membership. b
     [19] The Constitution provides for the right to strike, along with a wide range of other basic labor rights, which the authorities generally respect in practice.a The civil services code denies the right to strike to all government workers, other than employees of State-owned enterprises.b Nonetheless, civil servants often engage in illegal work stoppages without experiencing reprisals.c The ILO has reported that federations and confederations are prohibited from calling strikes, and that a two-thirds majority of the votes of the total membership of the trade union organizations is required to call a strike;d the ILO asserts that these requirements restrict freedom of association. e
     [20] The public sector held pervasive and long lasting strikes throughout 2002.a Both teachers and public health workers were on strike for more than 2 months demanding back pay, improved working conditions, and salary raises. b
     [21] A number of private firms have instituted `solidarity’ associations, essentially aimed at providing credit and other services to workers and managers who are members of the associations.a Representatives of most organized labor groups criticize these associations, asserting that they do not permit strikes, have inadequate grievance procedures, are meant to displace genuine, independent trade unions; and are employer dominated. b
     [22] In March 2001, the Popular Bloc (`Bloque Popular’), a group of left-wing members of some 40 labor, peasant, and social organizations held a number of demonstrations to bring the Government, the private sector, and organized labor to the bargaining table to negotiate increases in contributions to the social security system.a In December a tripartite committee of government, labor, and employers was convened to begin negotiations over a new minimum wage. b
     [23] The most frequent claim of Honduran peasants is that their efforts to obtain land under the agrarian reform laws were thwarted by local military and police instigated by landowners.a Over the years, the government has implemented land reform programs with varying degrees of success, and the issue remains highly controversial among the landless and landowners. b
     [24] As part of its economic reform initiatives, the Government encourages domestic and foreign private investment in the agricultural sector.a However, Honduran peasant groups routinely have invaded private agricultural lands.b The government, however, is on record as opposing land occupations because they are a major disincentive to agricultural investment, and uses minimal force as needed to dislodge squatters.c However, one such expulsion of squatters in December 1998 resulted in the death of one activist who had threatened police personnel with a machete. d
Human Rights Activists 

     [25] Human rights activists, including National Human Rights Commissioner Dr. Leo Valladares and Ramon Custodio, President of the non-governmental Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in Honduras (CODEH), have complained of threats and other intimidation.a In June 1996, Custodio’s step-daughter died under unclear circumstances;b in March 1998 the court determined that the death was a suicide. c
     [26] One human rights group received death threats during 2002 and another announced that security forces harassed its members after they spoke out in support of investigations into extra-judicial killings committed by police. a
     [27] In August 2002, human rights worker Jose Santos Callejas was killed in Atlantida in a criminal assault to his human rights activism (see Section 1.a.). a
     [28] On February 10, 1998, Ernesto Sandoval Bustillo, a former judge who was the Copan Department Representative of CODEH, was murdered by a group of vigilantes.a Sandoval had been investigating the possible involvement of local officials in contraband and narcotics smugglings, land expropriation schemes, environmental destruction, and police abuses.b Some two dozen members of the Chinchilla gang subsequently were arrested and are awaiting trial. c
     [29] Investigations of human rights cases dating from the 1980’s, and investigations into corruption, have also led to anonymous threats against the Attorney General and his family.a The judge assigned to the case of several active and retired military officers accused of the illegal detention and attempted murder of six students in 1992 has also received threats. b
Claims based on Political Opinion

Government Forces Abuse
     [30] 30-40 percent of the applications for asylum from Honduras involve allegations of mistreatment by government security forces.a Many of these date from past years and allege abuses by the now dissolved `DNT,’ or in more generalized cases, the former FUSEP.b Allegations of various human rights abuses during the 1980’s have also been made against the former battalion 3-16 of the Honduran military, which was disbanded in 1987. c
     [31] Human rights groups have compiled credible evidence that renegade elements of the security forces, acting as neighborhood vigilante ` security squadrons,’ were involved in extra-judicial killings of habitual criminals. a
     [32] At the same time, human rights organizations, including the CODEH and CONAPRODH, said that reports of all types of human rights abuses by security forces have declined since the DNI was abolished.a At the same time, the crime rate (including homicides) surged, making it difficult to determine if the perpetrators were common criminals or private vigilantes. b
Guerrilla Harassment 

     [33] About 10-15 percent of Honduran applicants allege various types of harassment, usually attempts at recruitment, by terrorist groups, usually the Cinchonero Popular liberation Movement (Cinchoneros) or occasionally the Patriotic Morazanist Front (FPM).a To our knowledge, neither of these groups has been operational for the past several years, although occasional terrorist bombings or other incidents still occur from time to time. b
     [34] In 1991, four exiled leaders of the Cinchoneros returned to Honduras and agreed to renounce the armed struggle.a They were granted `full and unconditional’ amnesty and the right to pursue their objectives through legal means and organize political parties and labor unions. b
     [35] We have no information to substantiate allegations by applicants that any guerrilla (as opposed to terrorist) groups are still operating in Honduras.a Such claims usually involve allegations of mistreatment occurring years ago, before the decline of the guerrilla movement in the late 1980s and their renunciation of violence in 1991. b
Political Party Members

     [36] A large number (15-20 percent) of the applicants claim threats or mistreatment by members of some of the major political organizations, the Liberal or the National parties, because of their opposing political views.a The Liberal and National parties have alternated Presidential terms for the last several elections since the return of civilian rule.b The National Party has governed Honduras since January 2002, while previously governing from 1989 through 1993.c The Liberal Party had governed from 1994 through 2002 and from 1982 through 1989.d As this frequent change of power would suggest.e There is ample opportunity for open engagement in the political process without fear of official repression.f However, personal and party rivalries at the local level can result in threats and violence, usually in more remote rural communities. g
Student Activists

     [37] Another group, student activists and, to a lesser degree, teachers and educators, (about 5 percent) alleges mistreatment by the security forces.a In the early and mid-1908s, there was occasional violence aimed at student leaders, with extremist groups issuing threats against both pro- and anti-government student organizations.b The security forces are alleged to have levied some of these threats.c However, we have seen no evidence of incidents of political violence against student leaders for several years. d
Street Children

     [38] Since 1998, the number of street children has increased substantially due to Hurricane Mitch.a The Government and children’s rights organizations estimate the number of street children at 10,000, only half of whom have shelter on any given day.b Abuse of youth and children in poor neighborhoods and in gangs is a serious problem.c Both the police and members of the general population engaged in violence against poor youth and children;d some of these children were involved in criminal activities, but many were not.e Police were found to be responsible for some of the murders of approximately 500 children, only some of whom lived on the street, who were killed summarily in ` social cleansing’ killings between January 1998 and August.f In April 202, the first policeman to be sentenced for raping and killing a minor was sentenced to 24 years.g Security authorities’ abuse of street children decreased significantly in the late 1990s after Casa Alianza trained the Preventive Police on treatment of children and youth for 2 years;h it is still a problem, although the situation has improved significantly.i Casa Alianza no longer trains police recruits at the National Police Academy in La Paz Department.j During 2002 the Human Rights Committee signed an agreement with the Ministry of Public Security to provide human rights training. k
     [39] International and national human rights groups implicated out-of-uniform security force personnel, vigilantes, and business leaders in many juvenile deaths. a
     [40] Many street children have been sexually molested or exploited, and about 40 percent regularly engaged in prostitution. a
     [41] Approximately 30 percent of the street children and youth in Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula, the two largest population centers, were reported to be HIV-positive.a Over 75 percent of street children live on the streets because of severe family problems;b 30 percent simply abandoned.c In March the Tequcigalpa City administration opened 12 temporary shelters for children, with a total capacity of 240 children.d The 2000 Government plan to open a 24-hour Street Child Attention Center in Tegucigalpa was not implemented at the end of the 2001 calendar year.e The Center, working with the municipal authorities and with children’s rights organizations, would initiate contact on the streets with abandoned children, meet their basic needs, then offer counseling and formal or vocational training to help reincorporate them into society. f
Other Considerations for Adjudicators

Military Service
     [42] The Constitution previously provided for two years of compulsory military service for male citizens between the ages of 10 and 30, only Hondurans from the middle and lower classes were forcibly recruited into the armed forces.a However, in April 1995, Congress ratified a constitutional amendment to end compulsory military service, and Hondurans are no longer conscripted.b Implementation of the voluntary service system has gone very slowly, with few of the recommendations necessary to attract recruits put in place.c Troop levels have dropped sharply, as the lack of incentives has given potential recruits little inducement to volunteer. d
Cross Border Incursions

     [43] Some applicants living near the borders with El Salvador, Nicaragua, or Guatemala have claimed that either government or anti-government forces from those countries operating in Honduras tried to recruit or force them to provide food, medical aid, or shelter. a
     [44] With the end of civil conflicts in Nicaragua and El Salvador in the early 1980’s, the chances of politically motivated cross border mistreatment has all but disappeared.a Because such harassment is by definition restricted to border areas, internal relocation away from the frontiers is, in our view, a viable alternative to external flight. b
Internal Relocation

     [45] Internal relocation is available to many applicants residing in other parts of Honduras.a Human rights violations by police and military personnel are almost always localized in nature, and any national look-out effort by security forces tends to be directed at only those perceived to be th emost dangerous of criminal or political fugitives. b
Factors Influencing Migration

     [46] The climate of pervasive violence, combined with ongoing economic concerns, helped drive Honduran migration during the past few years.a The devastation of Hurricane Mitch influenced migration as well.b Annual per capita income is approximately $920.00;c about two-thirds of the country’s households live in poverty, and 40 percent of the population lives on less than a dollar a day.d Honduras is one of the poorest countries in Latin America. e
     [47] The country has a population of slightly more than 6 million.a The market economy is based primarily on agriculture and increasingly, on the maquiladora (in-bond processing for export) industry, which accounts for approximately 125,000 jobs, most of which are filled by young women.b Approximately 33 percent of the labor force works in agriculture, followed by 24 percent in commerce, and 15 percent in manufacturing.c The principal export crops are coffee and bananas;d these, along with `value added’ income from the maquiladora industry and remittances from Hondurans living abroad, are the leading sources of foreign-exchange.e Non-traditional products, such as melons, pineapples, and shrimp, play a growing role in the economy.f The economy has recovered from Hurricane Mitch in 1998, but growth has slowed during the year due to low coffee prices, and a decreasing expansion in the maquiladora sector.g The Central Bank estimated growth for the year at between 3.0 and 3.5 percent. h
     [48] An estimated 124,000 Hondurans migrated from Honduras during calendar year 2000, mostly to the U.S. During fiscal year 2000, 43 Hondurans filed applications for asylum in the U.S., while 507 applications remained in pending status at the end of the fiscal year, according to INS. a
Appendix - Chronology of Significant Events

(A chronology of significant events was added to our Profiles beginning in 

 1997. While we attempt to keep these chronologies up to date, the fact that 

 an event is not mentioned does not necessarily mean that it did not occur.)

Date



                          Event
May 1991



Four exiled leaders of Chinchonero terrorist 
                                                    group returned to renounce violence in 
                                                    exchange for amnesty and promise of 
                                                    political rights.

January 1994


Liberal Party leader Carlos Roberto Reina 
                                                    takes office as fourth popularly elect4d 
                                                    President since return of democracy in 
                                                    1982.

January 1995


Congress ratifies presidential decree giving 

 



           national Commission for Protection of 
                                                    Human Rights (CONAPRODE) legal status 
                                                    and budget.

April 1995



Congress ratifies constitutional amendment 
                                                    to end compulsory military service, 
                                                    effectively terminating the draft.

December 1996


Constitutional amendment placing police 
                                                   under civilian control approved by Congress.

November 1997


Liberal Carlos Roberto Flores Pacusse 
                                                    elected to office.

October/November 1998
Hurricane Mitch brings widespread 
                                                    devastation to that region. Honduras is the 
                                                    Central American country most affected. 

January 1999

 
Constitutional amendment established direct 

                                                    civilian control over the armed forces 
                                                    through a civilian Minister of Defense.

Fiscal Year 2000


GDP grows 5 percent after a drop in 1999 of 
                                                    2 percent.

June 2000



Honduras Supreme Court rules that amnesty 
                                                    laws are inapplicable to common crimes.

August 2000


The inter-Agency Commission on Extra-
                                                    judicial killings of street children in 
                                                    Honduras occurred during the period of 
                                                    January 1988 and Mach 2001. 

November 2001


Nationalist Ricardo Maduro elected to 
                                                    office.
February 2002


The new Criminal Procedure Code takes 
                                                    effect.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 

NOTE: The text of this report was drawn from the Department of State’s original version, font enlarged for ease of review and the paragraphs numbered for ease of reference. Those Department of State reports for which a comprehensive source and statement-by-statement PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment have been prepared contain an alphabetic superscript at the end of each sentence. To order a report-specific PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment, email your request to politicalasylum@gmail.com or call us at 1(609) 497 – 7663. 
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