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Defying threats, a movement of rural Hondurans leads Central America’s
struggle against illegal logging and the corruption that sustains it

By Bruna Genovese

Bloodshed in the Forestsof Hondur as

Consarvationistsand human rightsactivistsin Honduras
run graverisksasthey fight to preserve what remainsof a
uniguerange of ecosystemsin Olancho, the country’slarg-
est department. Intimidation and murder arethe weapons of
choice employed by thosewho sack theforestsand despoil
the environment. In the past few years, three
Olancho environmentalists have met violent
death. Amnesty International has publishedre-
portsof ongoing threatsagainst thosewho have
opposed the uncontrolled and illegal destruc-
tion of Olancho’sforest reserves.

On June 30, 2001, Carlos Roberto Flores
waskilled inthe municipality of Gualaco. On
November 24, 2002, community |leader
Mauricio Hernandez from the village of Las
Caasin Jano municipality wasshotinthefore-
head with an AK-47. In July 2003, inthemu- |
nicipality of El Rosario, 21-year old Carlos -
Arturo Reyeswasriddied withbulletsinhisown ¢
backyard. Reyes had been recelving death |2
threatsfor months, but he believed hehad put &
them behind himwhen hefled hishomeinGuata &% -
and moved to El Rosario. Yetan nfound S
him. Now othersonan alleged hitlist, 17 names | =% &
inal, must go about theirimportant work incon- 2
gtant fear that they will be next. Tt

Father Andrés Tamayo of Sdama, Olancho, s
the charismatic leader of the grassroots Envi-
ronmental Movement of Olancho (Movimiento
Ambientalista Olanchano, MAO) is amajor
thorninthe side of the country’smany illegal
loggers. On May 5 and 6, 2003, José Ramén
Ramos, the mayor of Salamé, stated publicly,
“Theenvironmenta probleminOlanchowill be

Olancho’s forests are being emptied by the truckload.

only resolved by ordering thekilling of Father Tamayo.”* It
isacrimein Hondurasto threasten aperson’slife, yet Ramos
commentswent unremarked by the Honduran government.

On June 20, 2003, just one month before Reyes’ mur-
der, Father Tamayo led some 3,000 peopleonal75-mile
marchto protestillegal logging in Olancho. I1legal timber
harvesting has devastated the department’ sforests, causing
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water-table levels to drop and poverty to rise. Father
Tamayo's“March for Life” (Gran Marcha por la Vida),
which started in Olancho’scapita, Jutical pa, culminatedin
Tegucigal pa, the capital of Honduras, on June 27. It was
supported by twenty-seven religious, human rights,
campesi no, student, and labor organizations.
Themarchers prepared seven demandsthat they hoped
todiscusswithHonduras' President, Ricardo Maduro, who
had campaignedin 2002 on aplatform of fighting corruption
andsmilarillegd activity. Instead, they weremet at the Presi-
dential Palace by asmall army of anti-riot police, armed
with the usual assortment of rubber truncheons, protective
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Honduras

Population: 6,669,789, in an area slightly larger than Tennessee

Per Capita Income, 2002: $925
Income Ratio, Wealthiest 10% To Poorest 10%: 92 times
Population Earning Less Than $2 a Day: 44.4%

Ranking, Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index: 106 out of 133

Probability at Birth of Not Surviving to Age 40: 13.8%

helmets, and metal shields.
Olancho: An Ecological Mosaic

At 9,400 square miles, dightly larger than New Hamp-
shire, Olancho makes up one-fifth of the country’ sterritory.
Forests, mostly conifers, cover 67.9 percent of thissparsely
populated department.? Itsrugged territory iscriss-crossed
by mountains separated by broad valleys, and the higher
reaches of its peaks house some of the densest, most exten-
svecloudforestsin Central America

Thisecological mosaicisalso oneof themost environ-
mentally threatened placesin Central America. Thedestruc-
tion of the hugerainforests of Oaxaca, Mexico— theresult
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of rampant, indiscriminatelogging—isnow being mirrored
in Olancho. And, asin Mexico, the effects promise to be
widespread ecological devastation for generationsto come.

Traditionaly, forest ecosystemsin Hondurashave been
valued primarily intermsof thetimber they provide. How-
ever, what forests provide goes far beyond mere timber:
treesdiminish wind erosion, regul ate climate, maintain mi-
croclimatic conditionsinlocal areas, and preservebiologica
diversity. Furthermore, they protect water catchmentsand
stream banks, reduce flooding, and regul ate stream flow.
Some of theseimportant forest functionsin Olancho have
been disrupted. For the department’ sresidents, seriouswa
ter shortages have become acruel reality in recent years.
Water tablelevel shavedropped
precipitoudy around thevillage
of Yocon, for example, and 12
out of 15of itsspringshavesm-
ply dried up. In San Pedro de
Catacamas, residentshave had
to dig 120-140 meter artesian
wellsbeforethey hit water. In
San Francisco delaPaz, fresh
water sourceshave completely
dried up. Evenéfter drilling400-
meter deep wells, people have
been unableto find water. The
most affected of all are rural
peoplewho areforced to move
from placeto placesearching for
water for their very surviva.®
Illegal Logging: ThelLion's
Share

Honduras This Week, an
English-language weekly, cites
forestry expert Filippo del
Gatto’sgroundbreaking study
“Governance and Poverty Implications of I1legal Timber
Tradein Central America,” which placeslogging intothree
categories. legd, legdized, andillegd.* Lega production of
timber issdlf-evident; all necessary permitsareapplied for
and approved, taxes are paid, and companiesact in accor-
dancewith forestry management (by cutting only the permit-
ted amount, for instance, restraining from cutting down seed-
lings, or felling treesbordering water supplies).

The second category islegalized, or quas-legd, logging.
For example, Company X might obtainalegal permit, but
then continuelogging long after the permit’ sexpiration date.
Or Company Y may havealegd, timely permit, but harvest
treesinwaysthat directly contradict forestry lawsand regu-



lations. Several reliable sources say that the Byzantine na
ture of thegovernment’slawsmakedrictly legal production
such an obstacl ethat otherwiselaw-abiding companiestake
thelegalized route not out of avarice but smply from sheer
exhaugtion. Thisisnot tolet logging companiesoff thehook,
however, for many of thosewho hold lega permitsharvest
asmuch asthreetimesthe authorized amount.

Thefinal category, illega logging, isresponsiblefor the
lion’sshare of logging in Honduras. An astounding 75-85
percent of hardwood (including premium priced mahogany)
and upto 50 percent of pineisillegally harvested, an esti-
mated total of between $55-70 million each year. Govern-
ment lossestotal between $11-18 million each year from
illegd logging, acombination of uncollected taxesand mon-
iesspent on forest management. Timber pricesarehigh, and
finesfor breaking thelaw distressingly low. Whilealogging
company can make huge profitswithlittleor no
consequences by logging when, where, and how
much it wants, expediency will usualy win out
over ethics. Indeed, thelucrative nature of 1og-
ging appearsto make even murder arisk worth |
taking. “f“”
Palitics, L ogging, and Money: TheFox and ?:__'
the Henhouse P

Thoughtheredity of hitlists, community diss ¢
. e b

placements, increased poverty, and millionsin .
lost revenue would appear to beincentivesfor \“"t.:' B
the Honduran government to put ahdt toillegal '
logging, it hasresisted callsto crack down on
thisdamaging practice. Gustavo Mordes, thedi-
rector of AFE-COHDEFOR (Administracion
Forestal del Estado—Cor poracién Hondurefia
de Desarrollo Forestal), the government’s
agency in charge of overseeing and regulating
theforestsof Honduras, has sought to improvetheagency’s
performance, but with little success. The agency hasbeen
structured in away that assures loggers the upper hand.
COHDEFOR'ssurviva dependsonthefundsit collectsfrom
logging concessionsand timber auctions. Evenwith that in-
come, theagency isstarved for funds. M oreover, accepting
money—depending onit for one' sexistence, in fact—from
the people oneisassigned to monitor and control, creates
itsown set of perverseincentives. Logging companies pay-
ingtoensuretheir compliancewithlogging lawshasthedis-
tinct smell of thefox guarding the henhouse. Theforestry
sector would be much better off if COHDEFOR’s opera-
tionswerefinanced by fines penaizing thosethat logille-
gdly, rather than profiting from concess onsand timber auic-
tions.
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More fundamentally, as the U.S. State Department’s
2003 Report on Human Rights Practices makes clear,
democracy in Hondurasis undermined by “considerable
impunity for membersof theeconomic, military, and officid
elite.”® Corruption pervadesall sectors of Honduran soci-
ety, fromlocal governmentsand small businessesto high-
level government officid sand huge corporations. Largeland-
holders, timber companies, and bankers makeup aninfor-
mal society inwhich economicinterestsare mutually pro-
tected. Companiesreachinto politicsintheuniversal way:
by pouring money into political campaignsinexchangefor
economic favorsand protection. Understandably, though re-
grettably, thelaw ison theside of those who can pay for it.
Theresult iswidespread impunity for thetiny fraction of the
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country with money and connections, and widespread mis-
ery for thevast mgjority of the country with neither.

History of the Environmental M ovement in Hondur as

Honduran environmenta activisngot akick sartin1991,
when Stone Container, the Chicago-based world leader in
paper bag and cardboard box production, signed aprelimi-
nary agreement with then-President Rafadl EliasCallgasto
“lease” the country’sremaining virgin pineforests, located
primarily inthe Mosquitiaforest (in northeastern Honduras
along the Caribbean, the Mosqguitiaincludesall of the de-
partment of GraciasaDios, and partsof the departments of
Col6nand Olancho) for the next forty years. The company
planned to harvest the pinefor pul pwood to produce paper
bags, packaging containersand similar items. Whenword
got out that the terms of the contract granted Stone unre-
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stricted rightsto harvest between 1 and 2.5 million acres of
pineforest throughout the country, different sectorsof Hon-
duran society, including environmentaigts, foresters, Miskito
indigenous groups, and bus ness peopl e, united in opposi-
tion.

The groups were concerned that neither Stone nor the
government were discussing thelong-term effectsthat the
project would have on the environment. The project, they
said, would result in the sedimentation of riversand lakes,
land erosion, and theloss of biodiversity. The opposition
prevailedin February 1992, when Porfirio Lobo Sosa, then
head of COHDEFOR, regjected Stone Container’sproposal.
Thegovernment’sdecisonwashailed at thetimeasatesta-
ment to the fledgling Honduran democracy’s capacity to
tackletough socia and economic problems.

The Environmental Movement of
Olancho (MAOQO)

Thecurrent adminigtration gppearsdis-
inclined to put Olancho’secological patri-
mony abovefinancid interedts. It hasdog-
gedly looked the other way whilelogging ¥
companiesthreaten theland and lives of
the peopl e of Olancho. Olanchanosthem-
selves have had no aternative but to or-
ganizeagaingt theforest predators. A coa-
lition of rurd communitiesin Olancho has
joined together under MAQO’s banner to
defend the country’ sforestswith thegoa
of protecting and managing themfor fu-
turegenerations. Itistruly ahomegrown
movement whose |eaders and members
arecampesinosand religiousfigures.

Bishop Mauro Muldoon, aformidablefigurein Olancho,
has put hisweight behind Father Tamayo and the move-
ment, giving assent for the Pastoral Socia-Caritas, abranch
of the Honduran Episcopa Conference committed to socid
work, to work hand-in-hand with MAO. The Committee
of Families of the Detained-Disappeared in Honduras
(COFADEH), headed by noted humanrightsactivist Berta
OlivadeNativi, isdsoworking directly with the movement.
Founded in the 1980sto seek justicefor the disappearance
of Honduran paliticd activists, COFADEH becameinvolved
iNnMAQO’scause several yearsagoinresponsetothe series
of threatsand abuses against environmental activigts.

In August 2003, the Center for International Policy’s
newly established Central America program, headed by
Ambassador Robert E. White, decided tojoin MAO and
COFADEH intheir fight toend illegal loggingin Olancho

and to protect defenders of the environment. Ambassador
Whiteiswdl knownintheregion, having served in Hondu-
rasin the 1970s as head of the U.S. embassy’s political
section and then asambassador to Paraguay and El Salva-
dor.

Theprogram’sgoal isto mobilizekey sectorsof the na-
tion to support effective measuresto protect Honduran for-
estsfromillega ravaging, and to takeon theweb of corrup-
tionthat allowsit to continue. CIPwill work withlocal non-
governmenta organizationsto protect thecivil libertiesof all
thosewho organizetheir communitiesto protect natural re-
SOUrces.

The" Environmental Guerrilla” of Olancho

Elements in the logging business have attempted to
delegitimize MAQO by fabricating the existence of anarmed

.
Olancho Environmental Movement leader Father Andrés Tamayo (left).

environmentalist guerrillagroupin Olancho. Fivedaysafter
themurder of Carlos Arturo Reyes, and perhapsto counter
someof the pressresulting from hisdegth, thelogging inter-
estsplanted astory in La Prensa, oneof Honduras' major
newspapers, claiming that amovement, headed by ahooded
“Comandante Pepe,” had taken up armsto fight against |og-
ging.® Thefollowing day, the same paper reported that the
Minister of Defense, Federico Breve, had ordersto disarm
the Olancho groupsimmediatdy (the Olancho groups, headed
up mostly by Cathalic priests, arevery much unarmed).” He
warned that any foreign activigtsor religiousleadersinvolved
inthe* guerrilld” movement would be deportedimmediately.
Inacynical gesturethat married political calculuswiththe
technique of thebig lie, Breve associated the non-existent
movement with the Shining Path of Peru.



An Effort at Dialogue

It would appear that President Maduro did not take his
minister’ sfabricationsabout the environmental movement
serioudy, for hequickly agreedto participateinaroundtable
discussionwithMAO and anumber of government repre-
sentatives. Out of that meeting camethedecisontosetupa
commissionto discussMAQ’sseven proposals.

1. Ensuretheimplementation of theforest policy that
was part of the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy,
designed after Hurricane Mitch.

2. Guaranteethat thoseresponsblefor protecting and
administering forestsdo their jobs properly, according to
thelaw.

3. Restructure COHDEFOR (Corporacién
Hondurefia de Desarrollo Forestal).

4. Srengthenoversghti |nsI|tut|ons, particularly theGen-
eral Directorate of : g i i
Environmental Evau- A SET AN | 7
aionand Control, the g i
Procurator-Generd of E'ﬂ'
the Environment, and o 'f"
the Attorney Generd E
of theEnvironmentin
thejudicid branch.

5. Provide im- .
mediateprotectionto B
those whose lives &8
have been threatened
for defendingthefor- §
ests.

6. Fire police
and military personnd
whoareprafitingfrom
illegd logging. ’ -

7. Enactamoratoriumonindustrid loggingin Olancho
until aforest audit can be conducted.

Government representatives made clear fromthevery
beginning, however, that the seventh MAO demand —the
moratorium on commercia logging—wascompletely out of
the question for economic reasons. Demondtrating their flex-
ibility, MAO |leaders said themoratorium request wasnego-
tigble.

When agovernment refusesto negotiate and instead sets
up acommission to talk about the demands, it is a dead
certainty that red tape and bureaucracy will soon enshroud
the proceedings. Indeed, though the commission met five
timesin 2003 to negotiate MA O’ sdemands, nored progress
seemsto have been made. 2004 has proven even lessfruit-
ful, with the government failing to re-convenethe commis-
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son. MAO |leadersbelieve the government isusing the ex-
istence of the commission as a backdrop for its plansto
introduce a new forestry law, Ley Forestal de Areas
Protegidasy de Vida Slvestre, one which they fear will
weaken community involvement and tilt ever morefavor-
ably towardsthelogging companies.

A versonwhichrecelvedinitia congressional approval

inearly 2003washeavily criticized by NGOs, which argued
strongly that it favored economic interestsover socid is-
sues, and that it failed to address the fundamental issue of
land-property rightsand, by extension, therightsto thefor-
edtsthemsaves?® Property rightsare at the center of many
natural resource conflictsin Honduras, because tenure and
ownership areoften unclear (most private ownerslack titles
tother lands).
T B In addition, the
™ law would create a
new Honduran
Agency for Forestry
Financing, whichcrit-
icsfearedwouldsm-
ply add bloat toanal-
ready hefty bureau-
cracy while adding
little in the way of
progress. Finaly, ac-
cordingtocritics, the
law would succeedin
actudly weskeningthe
Socia Forestry Sys-
tem (SSF), which
seekstoinclude com-
— munitiesin the man-
agement and harvesting of forests.

Inlate January 2004, President Maduro presented are-
port to Congresslisting the successesof hisfirsttwoyearsin
office. He highlighted hisgoalsfor 2004, among them his
intention to present thisnew forestry law® . Thislaw, he said,
would benefitinvestors, aswell asmunicipalitiesand com-
munitiesliving around forested aress.

An article published in late spring in La Tribuna an-
nounced that Congress has begun to passthe most recent
verson of thelaw.’® The article mentionstheinclusion of
severd new progressivepaliciesinthelaw: increasngfunds
for municipa governmentsto permit themto attend tothe
socid demandsof communitieslivinginforested aress, es-
tablishing normsfor reforestation, and no longer permitting
COHDEFOR be dependent on logging concessionsfor its
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own budget, asit will now be funded by the Secretary of
Finance. Membersof Congressand civil society alike hope
that thelaw will createanew culture of forestry inthe coun-
try. Thearticleisscheduled to be approved by summer’s
end.t

February 2004—CIPin Olancho

In mid-February, 2004, Center for Internationa Policy
(CIP) staff vidted Hondurasto conduct their owninvestiga
tion into the extent of forest degradation and to examine

o
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firsthand itsimpact on theloca environment and communi-
ties. The delegation conssted of Central American program
director ElsaChang, program associate BrunaGenovese,
and Rhys Thom of the Global Information Internship Pro-
gramat theUniversity of Cdiforniaat SantaCruz. Thedd-
egation visited various Olancho municipditiesand held 42
interviewswith representatives of the government, media,
international organizations, human rightsand environmenta
groups, and community organizationsin both Olancho and
Tegucigdpa

Theteam collected statistical and testimonial data, first-
hand and anecdota evidence of uncontrolledlogging, forest
degradation, and lack of socia-environmenta justice. Rep-
resentativesfrom different sectorsof Honduran society gave
Cl P gtaff numerousexamplesof how impunity, institutiona

weaknesses, and lack of transparency and accountability in
Honduras legd andjudticesystemsperpetuateaviciouscycle
of corruption. Accompanied by severd of MAQO'srdligious
and community leaders, the Cl P del egation visited anumber
themunicipalitiesin Olancho hardest hit by illegal logging:
Salama, Jano, Juti cal pa, Catacamas, Gual aco/San Esteban,
and Campamento. Thegroup witnessed logging operations
inremoteand isolated private and nationa forestlandsand
noted many clear violationsof thelaw: treesharvested next
towater sourcesor onroadsides; treesfelled on dlopesand
steep areas,
leavingthearea
susceptible to
erosion; large

o, Eﬁ- f tracts of land
- I denuded of for-

est cover; seed-
ling pine trees
being harvested,
and, ironicaly,
many felledtrees
simply aban-
doned.

In Jano, the
CIP group
stopped at the
village of El
Higuerito, a
community of
eghtfamilieslo-
cated beside a
dirt road. One
resident ex-
plained that the
community had
been forced to leave their homes in the mountains of El
Jmerito after two mgor forest cuttingsdried up their wells.
Sheadded that membersof the community twiceattempted
tofilecomplaintswith COHDEFOR, but the agency’srep-
resentativesrefused to respondto their case. Addinginsult
toinjury, ther effortsbrought them unwel come attentionfrom
the head of thelocal 1ogging company, who threatened to
havethem putinjail if they persisted. And now, withsigns
that more cuttingsare set to take place in El Higuerito, the
community may beforcedtorelocateyet again.

Aroundillegal logging swirl anumber of other issues,
which must befaced head-on: humanrights, land ownership
rights (often tenuous at best where indigenous populations
areconcerned), labor rights, economic justice, and govern-
ment transparency and governance. Thisimportant issueof-



fersMAOQ, CIPandtheir partnersarare opportunity totackle
theweb of corruption that keepsillegal logging entrenched
inHonduras.

“Fixing” the problem of logging will bean uphill battle,
tough, costly, requiring patience and determination. But it
offersHonduransthe opportunity to make democracy work
onanissueof crucia importancefor futuregenerations. The
welfareof thenation requireslogging to bescaed back toa
reasonable, sustainablelevel. Thegovernment hasan obli-
gationto providelocal police protection from private com-
paniesthat violatethelaw, and ensurethat land tenancy rights
be respected. Successinthefight against overzealous, in-
discriminate, exploitativelogging would be avictory for
Honduran democracy, anti-corruption efforts, accountable
government, and the Maduro administration.

Second March for Life

In February, deep inthewoods of Olancho, inthetiny
village of Quebrada Grande, the CI P del egation found doz-
ensof smiling facesand awarm lunch awaiting them. The
community washonoring thearrival of thedelegation, yes,
but moreimportantly it was cel ebrating DoflaCatalina s 78"
birthday. At 4’8", 80 1bs., Dofia Catalinaisthe mother of
12, the grandmother of 72, and one of Quebrada Grande's
most respected members. With gresat pride, shetold thedel-
egationthat last summer shejoined 15,000 other Olanchanos
inwakingal 175-milesof last year’s*Marchfor Life’, not-
ingthat shewoulddoitdl over againif shecould. Thisdune,
DofiaCatdinawill get her chance.

During thelast week of June 2004, thousands of Hondu-
ran campesinos will again march on the capital city of
Tegucigapa. The marchersintend to present the govern-
ment with alist of demands cal culated to put the brakeson
illegd logging by involving communitiesin the management
of local timber reserves.

Father Tamayo predictsthat 50,000 peoplewill partici-
pate. Campesinos will begin the
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tional delegateswill attend the event that will focusonthe
linkages between human rights, democracy, and environ-
mental protection, with special consideration giventothe
issueof illega logginginHonduras. They will dso meet with
defendersof human rightsand the environment and Hondu-
ran government officialsand businessleadersaike. Del-
egateswill visit themarchersto discusstheimpact of illegal
logging ontheir livesand their hopesfor change.

AstheHonduran activists prepareasecond “ March for
Life,” deforestation throughout the country —and related
corruption—isasrampant and uncontrolled asever. Hon-
durasurgently needsto takeon itssystemic impunity inor-
der to permit theforest to be managed in waysthat meet the
present needsof society, while preserving thispatrimony for
futuregenerations.
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march on June 22 fromfivedifferent
pointsaround the country. Marching
about 20 milesaday, they are sched-
uledto arrivein Teguciga paon June
30. Eachnight, community leaderswill
hold ateach-in for the host commu-
nity. They will speak with residents
about their rightsascitizensinade-
mocracy and encouragethemto par-
ticipate morefully intheciviclifeof
thecountry.

TheCenter for Internationd Policy will support the*March
for Life’ by holding aconference during that week. Interna-
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CIP Senior Associate Elsa Chang contributed resear ch tothis
report. Photosby RhysThom, mapscourtesy of COHDEFOR.
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