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“If you want a deeper understanding of the global land grab emergency,
you can’t do better than this book. Through meticulous research, un-
apologetic attention to history, and crackling critique, it lays bare the
truth: land grabbing is not just a new colonialism. It is a natural oftshoot
of 90s-style, triumphal neoliberalism. This book reminds us not just why,
but what we fight.”

—Naomi Klein (author, The Shock Doctrine) and Avi Lewis (director,

The Take)

“Tanya Kerssen’s book on Honduras provides a concise and impassioned
analysis of the most acute agrarian crisis in Central America in the past
fifteen years. Grabbing Power exposes the linkages between a corrupt and
authoritarian political regime, an undemocratic agricultural and food
system, the criminalization of subsistence activities and social move-
ments and deeply troubling processes of environmental destruction.”
—Marc Edelman, Hunter College and the Graduate Center, City
University of New York

“Grabbing Power represents a timely and inspiring challenge to the swell-
ing ‘land grab’ literature. Tanya Kerssen situates the current land grab
in Honduras as more than a momentary putsch—rather a power play
against a land and democracy movement generated by previous neolib-
eral land grabs in the 1990s. The story is one thing, and it is powerful; the
challenge is another, namely, that land grab analyses need to take account
of the full range and genealogy of political forces at work.”

—Philip McMichael, Cornell University

“Grabbing Power by Tanya Kerssen is a small book on a huge topic: con-
temporary global land grabbing, in the specific context of Honduras. It
challenges many aspects of the conventional understanding of this trend,
and provokes critical thinking on what is to be done.”

—Jun Borras, International Institute of Social Studies (ISS), The Hague

“This comprehensive and incisive work uncovers the power dynamics

and history of the war over land in Honduras, shedding light on the root

causes of the conflict, and the vision of the social movements fighting

not just for land and dignity, but for a radical transformation of society.”

—Benjamin Dangl, author, Dancing with Dynamite: Social Movements and
States in Latin America

“With this chilling description of the impacts in Honduras of the new

scramble towards land and resources, Tanya Kerssen gives faces, and voices,

to what 1s all too often described through statistics and trends — an ano-

nymization that is also a silencing. This is required reading for those who

wish to understand land grabbing from the point of view of the victims.”

—Olivier De Schutter, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the
Right to Food
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FOREWORD

by Eric Holt-Giménez

and grabs are a means to power and control. This simple

fact—often lost in the current debates over “large-scale land
acquisitions”—is the central thesis of this book about the heroic
struggle by peasants in the Aguan Valley of Honduras to keep
their land in the face of the rapacious national elites bent on
taking it.

“Power,” wrote Frederick Douglass, “concedes nothing with-
out a demand.” Comprehending how power constructs itself
globally and locally; how it avails itself of ideology, the state, the
market, the army and paramilitary violence; and how it goes
about violating basic human rights in order to amass wealth (and
more power to protect its wealth) is essential for understanding
both what drives current land grabs and what can be done to
stop them.

The case of the corporate expansion of palm oil in the Aguin
Valley provides these lessons within the context of late capital-
ism’s rush on the world’s natural resources. The violent recourse
to “accumulation by dispossession” behind today’s land grabs in
Honduras goes beyond popular media accounts of land deals
by foreign investors. The land being grabbed in the Aguan is
being taken piece by piece as part of a long-standing class proj-
ect of Honduran elites. What Honduran land grabs do have in
common with global media accounts is the plantation mecha-

nism—oil palm—and the complicity of Northern governments
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and multilateral development institutions. What distinguishes
Honduran land grabs is the extent of the bloody violence by
Honduran elites and the determined, militant resistance on the
part of the peasant movements in the Aguan.

The Aguan Valley 1s emblematic. Land grabs here respond to
both historical inequities in the Americas and to the new crises of
accumulation by transnational capital, of which Latin American
elites are also a part. It is also a reflection of the larger, global
struggle being carried out by peasant and indigenous communi-
ties around the world. In the face of the relentless destruction of
their lands and livelihoods, the peasants of the Aguan refuse to
disappear.

Much has been written about food sovereignty—the right of
all peoples to determine their own food and production systems.
In this book, Tanya Kerssen provides a trenchant and uncom-
promising picture of the struggle for land sovereignty—people’s
right to live and thrive on the land that feeds them. The lessons
shared in this book help us understand a world in which local
peasant resistance increasingly characterizes global strategies for
survival.

Eric Holt-Giménez is Executive Director of Food First/
Institute for Food and Development Policy. He is the author
of Campesino a Campesino: Voices from Latin America’s Farmer to
Farmer Movement for Sustainable Agriculture, which chronicles two
and a half decades of farmers’ movements in Mexico and Central
America.



No somos peces para vivir del agua, ni aves para vivir del aire;

somos hombres y mujeres para vivir de la tierra.

We are not fish that live in the water, or birds that live in the

air; we are men and women who live from the land.

—Slogan of the Unified Movement of Aguan Peasants (MUCA)






INTRODUCTION

ournalist Manuel Torres Calderén (2002) calls Honduras

the “unknown country,” the least known and the least
understood country in Central America—primarily thought of
as a “banana republic” and a US base for counter-insurgency in
the 1980s. Indeed, compared to most Latin American countries,
there are few English-language books about Honduras written
for a popular audience. Even after the June 2009 coup that ousted
president Manuel Zelaya and the massive popular movement that
followed, Honduras languished in mainstream media obscurity,
overshadowed by celebratory coverage of the Arab Spring.
‘When the media did report on Honduras (or Central America
in general) it generally portrayed the region as a hopeless “basket
case” beset by gangs, crime and a tragically unwinnable War on
Drugs. These portrayals tell us little about the structural (political
and economic) causes of poverty and violence. Nor do they show
us how fiercely Hondurans are fighting to take back control of
their local economies, protect their families from violence, and
build democracy from the ground up.

While Honduran cities are growing rapidly, marked by
highly precarious working and living conditions, the majority
(74 percent) of the poor are rural: they are peasants (campesi-
nos), landless workers, indigenous and Afro-indigenous peoples
(USAID 2011b, 4). As throughout Latin America, both rural and
urban poverty are closely linked to the unequal distribution of
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land—with enormous landholdings (known as latifundios) on one
hand and smallholdings (minifundios) on the other. In Honduras,
approximately 70 percent of the farmers hold 10 percent of the
land in minifundios while 1 percent of the farmers hold 25 per-
cent of the land in massive estates (ibid.).

Opver the last three decades, the poverty generated by Honduras’
unequal land distribution has been magnified by climate change
and natural disasters, rising food prices and land grabs for cor-
porate agribusiness and tourism development. While deepen-
ing both urban and rural vulnerability, these events also sparked
new forms of grassroots organizing and political consciousness.
This book explores the dramatic expansion of agro-industrial
development in northern Honduras in the neoliberal era, its rela-
tionship to strengthening elite power and the seeds of popular
resistance it has paradoxically sown. Honduras is not a hopeless
basket case. It is, like many countries in the Global South, a place
where hunger, poverty and violence are rooted in a lack of genu-
ine democracy (and not, as some would have it, a lack of foreign
aid or economic growth). And that is precisely what Honduran
peasant movements are fighting for: the democratization of land,

food and political power.

Situating Honduras in the Global Land Grab

In the wake of the 2007-2008 global food, fuel and financial cri-
ses, observers have called attention to a growing trend in large-
scale farmland investments, particularly in poor countries of the
Global South. While reliable figures are hard to come by, esti-
mates range from around 56.6 million to 227 million hectares of
grabbed land globally (Cotula 2012).These land grabs erode local
control, often re-orienting production from meeting local needs
to meeting global market demands for food, feed and fuel. The
impact on land-based livelihoods—those of peasants and indig-
enous peoples whose survival hinges directly on access to land
and nature—has been deeply devastating. The term “land grab”
has now become a media buzzword, a catchall phrase for the new

global wave of peasant dispossession. Numerous scholars, activists
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and organizations' have been analyzing the phenomenon to
understand the forces behind it, while also working to stop it (or
curb its impacts) through campaigns and solidarity efforts.

New players have been identified (e.g. financial companies,
pension funds, sovereign wealth funds) as the buyers of huge
tracts of land. Compared to previous instances of land grabbing
by colonial powers or agribusiness firms, these investors tend to
be much more interested in the financial value of land (and of
the resources on, under or near it) than the value of its produc-
tion. Pension funds, for instance—which have quickly become
one of the largest institutional investors in land—*“see long-term
pay-offs from the rising value of farmland and the cash flow
that will in the meantime come from crop sales, dairy herds or
meat production” (GRAIN 2011a). The speculative nature of
land acquisitions by a new set of global actors—in the context
of the food, fuel and financial crisis—is a defining feature of the
new land grabs (McMichael 2012).

As Borras et al. (2012) point out, however, prevailing
approaches to the land grabbing question have tended to high-
light certain regions and dimensions to the neglect of others. For
instance, studies generally focus on the role of foreign companies
and foreign governments (primarily China, India, South Korea
and the Gulf States) in the global land rush. This approach tends
to miss or marginalize land grabs carried out by domestic and
intra-regional capital, as well as the role of local elites and the
state itself (857). Analyses also tend to focus on “mega” deals,
measured in terms of numbers of hectares grabbed, generally defin-
ing a land grab as an acquisition (lease or purchase) greater than
1,000 hectares (850). In a recent presentation, GRAIN (2011b)
identifies land grabs as acquisitions of 10,000 hectares or more.

From the point of view of rural people facing eviction and
loss of livelihood, it matters little whether the deals in question
are for 10,000 hectares or ten.The experience of displacement—
whether gradual or sudden, small or large—is one of physical
and structural violence, and the end result is community frag-

mentation and even cultural obliteration. As the agrarian scholar
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Aguan peasant stands in _front of his destroyed home after an eviction by police,
June 2011 (photo by Roger Harris)

Samir Amin (2011) puts it, “we have reached a point at which, in
order to open up a new area for capital expansion, it is necessary
to destroy entire societies” (xiii).

Along with an emphasis on foreign-led mega-deals, the pre-
vailing approach to land grabs has been Africa-centric. With
cases like Ethiopia, where over 1 million hectares of Anuak
indigenous lands have been leased to foreign investors (primarily
Indian and Saudi), this regional focus clearly is not unwarranted
(GRAIN 2010; 2012). But in looking at Latin America, where
a different set of dynamics appears to be at work, there is evi-
dence that land grabbing is occurring “to an extent wider than
previously assumed” (Borras et al. 2012, 846). The case of the
Aguan Valley in northern Honduras, for instance, has been iden-
tified in a number of media articles and reports (Oxfam 2011;
DanChurchAid 2011) as an emblematic case of land grabbing.
And yet, it fits poorly within the model of land grabs outlined
above for a number of reasons.

First, the main instance of land grabbing in the Aguan occurred

nearly two decades ago, between 1990 and 1994, before the
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recent food, fuel and financial crises that is widely viewed as trig-
gering the new rush on land. Neoliberal land legislation in 1992
facilitated the process, reversing earlier agrarian reforms and
unleashing new investment dynamics that were highly unfavor-
able to peasant farmers. In a short period, a few wealthy investors
seized more than 21,000 hectares (over 70 percent) of peasant
lands in the Lower Aguan Valley.

Second, while this would seem to meet the condition of a
large-scale land grab, it was not a single transaction, but rather
hundreds of small deals, in some cases for less than three hect-
ares. Cumulatively, this flurry of land deals generated widespread
peasant dispossession, and concentrated some of the country’s
best farmland and water resources into a few hands.

Third, the primary actors in the case of the Aguin were
not foreign investment firms or transnational agribusiness, but
Honduran elites. The biggest investor was Honduran business-
man Miguel Facussé Barjum—known as the “richest man in
Honduras”—who now controls most of the valley for corpo-
rate palm oil production. As part of the “ten families” (as they
are commonly known) who now control the country’s wealth,
Facussé amassed his fortunes with the help of economic policies
that liberalized trade and investments—first in manufacturing,
and then in agriculture. These policies led to the consolidation
of a globally oriented agro-industrial bourgeoisie (see below).

This re-configuration of class power set the stage for a new,
intensified phase of agro-industrial expansion beginning in
2009. This phase began with the most all-encompassing and
arguably the crudest “grab” of all: the grabbing of state power.
The coup that overthrew president Manual Zelaya on June 28,
2009 can be read as the expression of a class process set into
motion by neoliberal restructuring. The “new” land grabs in
Honduras then, look more like a deepening and intensification
of a process already well underway. Put another way, the grab-
bing of state power is, at least in part, the political consequence of
an earlier wave of land grabs.? Thus, following the work of eco-

nomic geographer David Harvey (2005), this book argues that
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neoliberal policies in Honduras should be viewed as a “political
project to re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation
and to restore the power of economic elites” (19).

Seen in this light, the Honduran case might help us to under-
stand the potential future ramifications of current land grabbing

elsewhere.

Neoliberalism and Class Power

Throughout the 20th century, Honduras was known as the
quintessential “banana republic” dominated by US agribusiness
(e.g. United Fruit) and US military and geopolitical objectives.
As historian Walter LaFeber (1984) puts it:

North American power had become so encompassing
that US military forces and United Fruit could struggle
against each other to see who was to control the
Honduran government, then have the argument settled
by the US Department of State. (62)

US capital thus dominated Honduran politics, as well as the most
fertile soils and the most lucrative export markets. Comparatively,
the Honduran landed elite—which derived its power primar-
ily from enormous ranches and cotton plantations in the South
and West—had much less influence. They were, in fact, “the
economically poorest and politically weakest rural oligarchy in
Central America” (Ruhl 1984, 37).°

As Honduran historian Dario Euraque (1996) points out, how-
ever, the dominance of US capital in the North did not mean
the complete absence of Honduran elites. After World War II,
an incipient homegrown bourgeoisie, composed largely of Arab
Palestinian immigrants, developed around the northern city of
San Pedro Sula, in the heart of the banana-growing Sula Valley.
The ethnic composition of this elite class—with Arab surnames
like Kattan, Canahuati, Facussé, Nasser, Kafati and Larach—was
the result of government policies in the early 20" century that

promoted foreign immigration as a means to social, cultural and
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economic progress (Gonzalez 1992; Foroohar 2011). With the
Ottoman Empire in decline, many Palestinian Arabs immigrated
to Central America, concentrating in Honduras. While the gov-
ernment hoped these newcomers would develop agriculture,
first generation Palestinian immigrants (who intended eventu-
ally to return home) rejected the government’s land grants and
instead gravitated towards commerce, quickly establishing them-
selves as a powerful merchant class and eventually investing in
industry. By the late 1950s, wealthy Palestinian families—often
referred to as “Turks” (los turcos)—already controlled 75 percent
of investments in the import-export sector and about 50 percent
of investments in manufacturing (Foroohar 2011).

This “emerging new class of wealth,” however, tended to
be excluded from political activity partly by their own choice
and partly as a result of the unwelcoming attitudes of native
Hondurans (Euraque 1996, 35). Structural adjustment poli-
cies of the 1990s, however, sparked a massive transfer of state
resources to the Honduran private sector, granting north coast-
based elites unprecedented access to global markets, investment
capital and political power. They expanded their power primarily
through two boom sectors of the neoliberal period: manufactur-
ing (maquilas) located in over a dozen Export Processing Zones
(EPZs) and palm oil based in the Lower Aguin River Valley. A
third elite-controlled sector, coastal tourism, flourished in the
late 1990s as part of the effort to restructure northern Honduras
along investment-friendly lines.

In addition, US-backed militarization in Central America,
increasing sharply during the counter-insurgency wars of the
1980s, promoted elite interests by repressing labor unions and
peasants associated with the “communist threat”” Honduran busi-
ness and military interests became increasingly intertwined—with
one another and with the US—in the 1980s.The anti-communist
Association for the Progress of Honduras (APROH) was founded
in 1983, with membership comprising all of the country’s major
businessmen, to promote deregulation, trade liberalization and a

military approach to suppressing popular resistance movements
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(Envio 1984).* Notably, APROH’s president was General Gustavo
Alvarez Martinez—commander of the armed forces, linked to
widespread political assassinations and torture—and its vice-presi-
dent was businessman Miguel Facussé.

Since the 2009 coup, Honduras has become increasingly
militarized. The human rights organization Committee for
Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared in Honduras
(COFADEH) identifies the current trend as a powerful resur-
gence of APROH-style authoritarianism: a blend of right-wing
extremism, neoliberalism and militarism (Rodriguez 2010). US
military aid, ramped up in the name of the War on Drugs, has
added fuel to the fire. Efforts have targeted the northern coast
and the northeast Moskitia region, areas identified as a “strategic
drug trafficking corridor.” But the north is also a major area of
agribusiness, manufacturing and commercial tourism expansion.
US-assisted militarization—combined with the private security
forces of large landowners—has been tantamount to an all-out
war on peasants, facilitating the expansion of these elite-con-
trolled sectors.

The agro-industrial oligarchy is heavily oriented towards
the United States—for trade, investment and cultural cues for
looking and acting like a global business elite®—and supportive
of the US political and economic agenda in Central America.
Correspondingly, the US has been instrumental in the making
of these elites through bilateral and multilateral aid (USAID,
IDB) and the policy prescriptions of Washington-based financial
institutions (World Bank, IMF). A key moment for the consoli-
dation of the neoliberal model promoted by these institutions
was also Hurricane Mitch in 1998. Post-Mitch crisis conditions
provided cover for fast-tracking the neoliberal development
agenda—focused on the maquila, agroindustry and tourism sec-
tors—newly branded as a plan for “reconstruction” (Boyer and
Pell 1999; Jeffrey 1999; Klein 2005; Stonich 2008).

Global market mechanisms, such as those generated by the
new “green capitalism,” also play a part. Markets for “green”

commodities such as crop-based fuel (agrofuels) and carbon
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credits not only encourage “new” land grabbing, but also add
value to previously grabbed lands and a sheen of environmental
legitimacy. The carbon credits allotted to Miguel Facussé for the
greening of palm oil processing, for example, reinforce his own-
ership claim on highly contested lands in the Aguan.® Thus, to
say that the 2009 coup and expansion of agro-industrial capital is
the result of a “class process” is by no means to dismiss the role of
US/Northern imperialism or global capital. Indeed, these forces
tend to transform or reinforce local class dynamics in important

and historically specific ways.

Grabbing Power (Back)

The land grabs of the 1990s generated a powerful counter-
movement for the recovery of peasant lands in the Aguin Valley.
Dozens of peasant organizations emerged, such as the Peasant
Movement of Aguin (MCA) formed in 1999, followed by the
Unified Movement of Aguan Peasants (MUCA) in 2001. In
most cases, the movements began by pursuing legal strategies—
filing requests for the nullification of purchase agreements and
demanding investigations of fraudulent deals. When politically
influential landowners repeatedly obstructed these approaches,
the movements began occupying the oil palm plantations
claimed by Facussé and other large landowners. What emerged
over a decade of organizing in the Aguan is a mass “grab land
back” movement.”

This movement made headway under the Zelaya administra-
tion (2006-2009), which found itself in an increasingly tense
predicament. On one hand was the powerful agro-oligarchy, jeal-
ously protecting its newly acquired power and access to foreign
investment. On the other hand were 375,000 landless Honduran
families, an increasingly militant peasant movement, and steeply
rising food prices (Via Campesina et al. 2011). Faced with these
conditions, Zelaya chose to make concessions to social move-
ments, raising the monthly minimum wage and enacting agrar-
ian reform legislation. These policies were met with a growing
hostility that foreshadowed the 2009 coup.
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Pro-peasant legislation passed by Zelaya was overturned after
the coup while the militarization of the countryside further
reinforced the power of the agro-oligarchy. US military and
development aid quickly resumed, and by November 2010 post-
coup president Porfirio “Pepe” Lobo was able to sign agree-
ments with the IME IDB and World Bank for $322.5 million
to restore the country’s economic stability and promote eco-
nomic growth (Meyer 2010). The Aguan suftered immediate and
relentless state-sponsored repression. Between September 2009
and August 2012, there have been 53 recorded cases of peasant
murders in the context of the Aguin agrarian conflict—with
many more injuries, kidnappings, illegal detentions, forced evic-
tions and cases of torture and sexual assault (FIAN 2012; FIDH
2011; IACHR 2012). Many Aguan peasants and activists now
place the death toll at over 60 (Bird 2012).

Paradoxically, the coup inspired a far-reaching political “awak-
ening,”as Hondurans often call it. Students, teachers, trade unions,
human rights organizations, indigenous peoples, peasants, femi-
nists, LGBT communities, artists, and faith-based groups were
galvanized by the coup and the repression that followed, coming

Assembly of the National Front of Popular Resistance (FNRP), February 2011
(photo by Felipe Canova/Creative Commons)



INTRODUCTION 11

together as the National Front of Resistance Against the Coup
(now the National Front of Popular Resistance, or FINRP). In
the Aguan Valley, struggles for agrarian reform—a project long
tied to the good will of the state—turned into a much more
radical struggle to transform state power. The comments of a
peasant leader from MUCA in early 2010 are emblematic:

The people were fighting against in the Aguin
Valley, these are the men who generated poverty for
Honduran society and wealth for themselves. And
they’re the ones who manipulate information, who tell
the government what to do and what not to do. They
can put a government in power or remove it. So the
struggle to liberate the Aguan Valley is a difficult fight,
because it’s against the entire Honduran oligarchy and

also the Honduran government... (Emanuelsson 2010)

Inspired by the struggles of Aguan peasants and the Honduran
resistance movement, this book begins from the (perhaps rather
obvious) proposition that land grabs are a question of power. Thus,
in order to understand why they are happening, we must under-
stand 1) how power is historically constituted, and 2) how land
grabs further consolidate power in particular ways. Grounded
in the historically specific determinants of class, power and land
use in northern Honduras, I hope this book contributes to an
understanding of the complex forces driving land grabs, particu-
larly in the Americas. Much more ambitiously (and also more
urgently) I hope it inspires solidarity and informs strategies to
stop them.

This book is the result of over a year and a half of in-depth
research—including two fact-finding and solidarity trips to
northern Honduras in June 2011 and January 2012—to under-
stand and contextualize the land conflicts in the Aguan. It is based
on interviews with peasant and Afro-indigenous community
leaders, resistance activists and NGO allies. Because of the lack

of available empirical and official data, and the unreliability of
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prominent media outlets, I relied heavily on first-hand accounts
and reports from people on the ground, including interviews,
social movement blogs, independent media reports and human
rights delegation reports. As much as possible, I confirmed the
information contained in this book through more than one
source.

The challenge of obtaining and confirming information,
however, points to the need for further research, especially from
activist researchers willing to assist communities in document-
ing their own struggles; and from committed journalists will-
ing to highlight the voices and realities of affected communities.
For Hondurans, this is a dangerous undertaking indeed: since
the coup, at least 22 Honduran media workers have been mur-
dered for daring to break the silence of elite-managed censorship
(UNESCO 2012). While this violence is chilling, it shows that
even an authoritarian state depends on a modicum of legitimacy,
which it can only ensure by suppressing the right to free expres-
sion. The role of the US government in funding this repression
with taxpayer dollars confers upon US citizens a special respon-
sibility and capacity to act. While this book aims to contribute
to the body of scholarship on Honduras and agrarian struggles,
it is also a call for international solidarity with the Honduran

resistance and the peasants of the Aguan.
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FROM BANANAS TO PALM OIL

nown as the quintessential “banana republic”, Honduras

is no stranger to agribusiness. At the turn of the twentieth
century, US companies took over large swaths of fertile land
for plantation fruit production. These companies also exerted
extraordinary power over domestic politics. The first president
to be installed by banana interests in 1912, Manuel Bonilla
repealed a two cents per stem tax on banana exports and made
large land concessions to the fruit companies. By 1917 a few
foreign firms led by United Fruit (now Chiquita Brands) owned
almost a million acres of the best Honduran farmland (LaFeber
1984, 178). Most of these lands are on the Atlantic coast, a water-
abundant region with 13 river basins, producing 87 percent
of the country’s surface water (USAID 2011b). United Fruit’s
far-reaching control over land, resources and political power in
Central America earned it the nickname el pulpo,“the octopus.”
As Alison Acker (1988) points out in her book The Making
of a Banana Republic, “there was no real land shortage for the
Honduran peasant until the twentieth century” (90). In a moun-
tainous country with only one fifth of its land suitable for agri-
culture (Barry 1991: 308), the expansion of export agriculture
and cattle ranching quickly displaced peasant food production,
pushing it onto poor soils and steep hillsides, deepening rural
poverty. The fast rise of corporate fruit empires sparked militant

movements of peasants and plantation workers fighting for the
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right to land. While these struggles achieved important reforms,
they were insufficient to solve the country’s deep land inequal-
ity and rural poverty. The overthrow of president Manuel Zelaya
Rosales on June 28, 2009, supported by the country’s landown-
ing and business elite, ushered in yet a new phase of agro-indus-
trial expansion and peasant repression.

In the Aguan region, a fertile alluvial valley just south of the
northern coast, large landowners have taken advantage of the
current political climate to intensify attacks on peasant move-
ments and expand plantations of African oil palm, a high value
export crop with a growing global market for edible oil, pro-
cessed foods, chemicals and biodiesel. Between September 2009
and August 2012, 53 recorded murders of Aguan peasants are
attributed to guards and mercenaries hired by large oil palm
growers, often acting in concert with state police and military
forces (FIAN 2012; IACHR 2012). In addition, the US mili-
tary presence and military aid—heightened in recent years in
the name of the combatting drug trafficking—have bolstered
Honduran security forces’ capacity for repression. The revival
of 1980s-style counter-insurgency tactics against a non-violent
resistance movement has led to mounting human rights atroci-
ties felt most acutely in the countryside. This push also comes up
against a movement of increasingly organized peasant communi-
ties who, after more than a century of displacement by capitalist
agriculture, have nowhere left to go.

Part One traces the history of agro-industry in Honduras,
from the “banana republic” to the rise of the new palm oil oli-
garchy. This history largely unfolds in the valleys and coastal
areas of Northern Honduras, a region with the country’s most
fertile soils, access to Central America’s largest deep-water port,
and strategic importance in the increasingly militarized War on
Drugs. The first chapter begins in the Aguin Valley, a region that
once offered the promise of a better life for thousands of peasant
families and continues to represent a powerful alternative vision

of “land for the people.”



THE AGUAN VALLEY:
LAND FOR THE PEOPLE

he development of the Aguin has its roots in state-led

agrarian reform policies of the 1960s and 70s that designated
these lands for the collective use of the peasantry. The peasants
who benefitted from these reforms nonetheless had to fight to
improve living conditions and gain greater control over the value
of their labor. This history of struggle has created a strong sense
of peasant identity and entitlement to land in the Aguan.

In the 1950s, the North American fruit companies’ strangle-
hold on the Honduran economy met with increasingly orga-
nized resistance by plantation workers over land, wages, working
conditions and collective bargaining rights. In May 1954, a series
of strikes broke out along the northern coast against United Fruit
that rapidly spread to other industries, reaching nearly 30,000
workers (Merrill 1995). The general strike of 1954 became a
watershed moment in Honduran social history. The two larg-
est companies, Standard Fruit and United Fruit, responded by
mechanizing production and firing half of their workforce by
1959 (Acker 1988, 67).8 This only augmented the mass of people
clamoring for land, creating a powerful movement of peasants
and landless workers that the government was forced to reckon
with. The modern peasant movement in Honduras is rooted in
these historic labor struggles against US fruit companies in the

mid-20" century:
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Enraged at their dismissal and with few economic
alternatives available to them, many of the former fruit
company employees took over company lands to begin
subsistence farming. They were transformed almost
immediately from an angry proletarian labor force into
an angry landless peasant work force. Growing agitation
among former fruit company workers spread to peasant
groups across the nation. (Nelson 2003, 7)

In the eyes of the United States, these increasingly unruly peas-
ants made Honduras vulnerable to communism, a grave threat
to US corporate interests. In Guatemala, an attempt to solve
the land question by redistributing United Fruit lands to the
peasantry led to the removal of president Jacobo Arbenz via a
CIA-assisted coup in 1954. In Honduras, the US took a dif-
ferent approach. The Kennedy administration launched the
short-lived Alliance for Progress Initiative, signed at the Inter-
American Congress in Punta del Este, Uruguay in 1961. The
Charter called for a reformist approach to quelling social unrest
in the US’s “backyard” through social programs, development aid
and agrarian reform. Similarly, the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the Peace Corps were also created
under Kennedy’s watch, to promote US interests abroad through
non-military means (albeit side by side with military means).’
The success of the 1959 Cuban revolution in challenging US
imperialism and redistributing land to the peasantry inspired a
dramatic growth in demands for social change throughout Latin
America. With the Alliance for Progress, the US hoped reform
would stem the tide of revolution by fostering a “development
state” to attend to social demands. The reforms supported by
the Alliance, however, were far from revolutionary. Predictably,
they did not touch the large landholdings of US fruit compa-
nies. Rather, the reform law signed in 1961 promoted a “colo-
nization” of the agricultural frontier (rainforest) by peasants and
landless workers. As if to reassure US patrons, then-president

Villeda Morales declared: “This [reform] is neither communist
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nor socialist; it is a purely liberal and democratic agrarian reform
that will not take away any lands from latifundistas” (FOSDEH
etal.n.d., 14).

The state-owned lands of the Aguin Valley in the northern
department of Colén became one of the reform’s main coloni-
zation sites, now known as the “reform sector.”’!° The coloniza-
tion of Aguan with poor peasants from around the country was
a difficult process with a high abandonment rate. Initial failures
required the State to adopt a more integrated development strat-
egy beyond simply doling out parcels of undeveloped rainforest.
In 1970, the National Agrarian Institute (INA) began actively
promoting the creation of cooperatively run “peasant enter-
prises” (empresas campesinas)."" Through the cooperative struc-
ture, peasant settlers received state support in the form of inputs,
credit, price supports and infrastructure to grow bananas, citrus
and especially oil palm fruit for sale to the US fruit companies or
to new state-owned palm processors.

African oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) was introduced to Honduras
by United Fruit in the early twentieth century as an experi-
mental crop. At the time, the rapid spread of Fusarium wilt,
dubbed “Panama disease”, was devastating the company’s banana
plantations throughout Central American and the Caribbean.
The company tried to stay ahead of the fungus by abandon-
ing diseased plantations and taking over new areas, such as the
forested lands of the upper Ulta Valley of Honduras; Tiquisate,
Guatemala; and Quepos, Costa Rica (Marquardt 2001). It also
tried beating the disease by exerting greater control over nature
through industrialization—dredging canals, applying chemicals
and researching new crop varieties—drastically transforming
both the landscape and the labor processes. By 1948, the com-
pany boasted: “Virtually overnight, tens of thousands of machete
swingers have become spray men, mechanics, tractor operators
and technicians. This is the significant achievement of the last 20
years: control” (quoted in Marquardt 2001).

Despite these triumphal claims, Panama disease continued

to spread, forcing United Fruit to experiment with new crops.
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The company created the Department of Tropical Research
in La Lima, Honduras in 1923 and the Lancetilla Experiment
Station near Tela in 1926 to import genetic material and perform
trials with oil palm and other tropical substitutes for bananas
(Richardson 1995). It was only in the late 1960s, however, that
major breakthroughs were made (in pollination, fertilization and
oil extraction techniques) allowing for the large-scale commer-
cial planting of oil palm in Latin America (see Part Two).

Since the US fruit companies had not yet gained monopoly
control over the incipient palm oil industry, the Honduran gov-
ernment was able to enter the market in 1970, using the product
as a development tool for the reform sector. African oil palm thus
became the hallmark crop for the development of the Aguin,
particularly within the fertile river basin east of Saba, an area
known as “Lower Aguan” (Bajo Aguan).

The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) funded the
Aguan project as the basis for industrial development, since oil
palm production would generate the need for crushing mills,
refineries and final-goods factories (DeFontenay 1999). Through
a combination of IDB loans and bilateral aid (primarily from

Harvested palm fruit on an Aguan plantation (photo by Jesse Freeston)



20 GRABBING POWER

the UK and the Netherlands), the state constructed a 500-kilo-
meter road network in the Aguin, three palm processing plants
and a modern port (ibid.). Hoping to pay down its large debts,
primarily to the IDB, the state-controlled processing plants
bought palm fruit at measly prices. According to DeFontenay
(1999), “Regardless of how much palm they delivered, coopera-
tives were paid 3 lempiras [approximately US$1.50] per day per
member, which was near or below the going wage for agricul-
tural day-laborers.”

In return for accepting such low earnings, peasant cooperatives
were promised eventual control over the state-owned processing
board, Coapalma. This promise was only fulfilled after a 17-day
peasant strike in 1981 that brought production to a grinding halt,
finally winning peasants control over the processing and market-
ing of their product (Macias 2001, 83).

Even though it occurred on the back of state-led agrarian
reform, the development of the Aguan was clearly not intended
to support peasant autonomy or local food production. Rather, it
aimed to “modernize” smallholders by incorporating them into
agro-export production. Locked into production contracts with
Coapalma, Standard Fruit and other firms, they had limited sov-
ereignty over their land use decisions.

Aguan settlers did in fact cultivate food. Gould (1986) describes
how the Aguan co-ops assigned individual plots to each family
for the production of corn and beans for consumption, which
were grown without pesticides or fertilizers (compared to input-
intensive oil palm) (ibid.). But policy makers saw peasant subsis-
tence as an obstacle to development instead of a desirable out-
come—a view strongly reinforced by international aid agencies
then and now. This helps to explain why by the 1990s, the co-ops
were widely seen as a failure: Aguan peasants were still producing
far too much food and not enough oil palm to keep the process-
ing plants competitive. By 1993, only 30 percent of the Aguin
Valley’s land area was planted to project-promoted cash crops
(half of which consisted of oil palm) compared to 50 percent in
neighboring Sula Valley (DeFontenay 1999).
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Still, the development state of the 1970s took precautions
to ensure reformed lands would benefit the poor and not the
rich. A 1974 law (Decree Law 170) placed limits on the size
of large properties and prohibited their sale, requiring that they
be reverted to the state for re-distribution to landless peasants.
In conjunction with the original 1961 agrarian reform law, this
new legislation was critical to protecting Aguan lands for the
benefit of rural families.

Over three decades of agrarian reform, 409,000 hectares were
awarded to 60,000 families, covering 12.3 percent of the coun-
try’s total agricultural land (FIAN 2000). Waves of poor migrants
drawn to the Aguan in the 1970s, primarily from the south of
the country, worked tirelessly in harsh tropical conditions in the
hopes of a better life—building infrastructure, clearing the for-
est and preparing the land. Consequently, Aguan peasants have a
strong feeling of collective pride over the region’s development,
which they see as the result of 1) their historic struggle for agrar-
ian reform and 2) the blood, sweat and tears they have poured
into these lands for multiple generations.



THE DECLINE OF AGRICULTURE
AND THE RISE OF THE MAQUILA

he 1980s saw the end of state-led development and the

beginning of an era of free market economics and neoliberal
ideology. These policies removed state supports for agriculture,
unleashing new trade and investment dynamics that left
smallholders extremely vulnerable to dispossession. This parallels
the rapid rise of the manufacturing sector, which could absorb
the desperate flow of people from the countryside—especially
women—into its workforce.

Like many countries of the Global South, the legacy of for-
eign debt has crippled Honduran democracy, orienting mac-
roeconomic policies towards debt repayment instead of local
development. By the end of the 1980s, Honduras was in the full
throes of the Latin American debt crisis, with an external debt
totaling $3 billion in 1989—nearly 70 percent of the country’s
GDP (World Bank 1995). The World Bank and International
Monetary Fund (IMF) stepped in to provide debt restructuring
conditioned upon the implementation of far-reaching austerity
measures to cut public spending and increase foreign exchange
revenues (ibid.). The Honduran Structural Adjustment Program
(SAP) included the typical combination of privatization, liberal-
ization and deflationary monetary policy.

One of the first adjustment policies enacted by president
Rafael Leonardo Callejas (1990-1994) was the devaluation of

the national currency (lempira) in order to stimulate exports and
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improve the country’s balance of payments.'> Export-promotion
favored large producers, such as the transnational fruit compa-
nies, selling to the external market. On top of this, the “Law of
Incentives for Banana Production” passed in May 1991 offered
three-year tax exemptions for all new banana cultivation and
reduced taxes on banana exports (Thorpe 2002, 79).

The impact of structural adjustment on smallholders, how-
ever, was brutal. Small and medium producers buying inputs
with a weakened lempira found their production costs rising
and their profits plummeting. The privatization of the National
Agricultural Marketing Board (IHMA) in February 1991 slashed
regulations on grain imports and exports. It also eliminated
price guarantees for staples like corn, beans, rice, chicken and
milk, leaving both farmers and consumers at the mercy of the
global market. These policies coincided with the liberalization
of agricultural trade at the regional level with the approval of
the Action Plan for Central American Agriculture (PAC) in July
1991, leading to the elimination of trade barriers on 12 basic
agricultural products (Thorpe 2002)."

As a result, total agricultural imports grew by over 16 percent
per year between 1990 and 2000, devastating the basic grains sec-
tor and transforming consumption patterns (FAO 2003). During
this period, Hondurans “moved from making their own flour
and tortillas using their domestic production of white maize, to
importing a substantial amount of breakfast cereals and processed
cereals” (ibid.).

The collapse of smallholder agriculture led to a flood of out-
migration, disrupting family structures and community life in
the countryside. R emittances from migrant workers abroad—=87
percent of who live in the United States—have become the larg-
est single source of foreign exchange for Honduras, amounting
to 20 percent of GDP in 2008 (Meyer 2011, 21). As droves of
(primarily) young men from the countryside headed for the US
in search of work, those who stayed behind (especially women)
sought employment in the booming manufacturing (maquila)

sector.
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Aided by trade liberalization and the creation of more than
twenty Export Processing Zones, or EPZs,—areas where manu-
facturing firms operate tax-free—the Honduran maquila boom
is dominated by investments from the United States.In 2003, only
17 percent of garment workers were employed by Honduran
firms; the largest employers were US companies (53 percent)
followed by South Korean companies (15 percent) (Marcouiller
and Robertson 2009). High levels of foreign ownership, how-
ever, did not prevent an incipient class of Honduran industrialists
(tied to transnational capital) from also making windfall profits.

Mario Canahuati—former ambassador to the US (2002-2005)
and now foreign minister under the Lobo government—made
his fortunes in the maquila sector. Even in his current govern-
ment position, Canahuati remains as director of the Lovable
Group, one of the largest industrial groups in Central America.
Today, Lovable owns four EPZs that manufacture products for
Costco, Hanes, Russell Athletic, Footlocker, JC Penny and Sara
Lee (Paley 2010). Canahuati is also a prominent member (and for-
mer president) of the Honduran Council of Private Enterprises
(COHEDP), a group that strongly condemned Zelaya’s minimum
wage increase,'* and publicly applauded the June 2009 coup (La
Tribuna 2008; COHEP 2009; El Heraldo 2009a).

Now the fifth largest supplier of clothing products in the
world, the Honduran textile industry is touted as a neoliberal
success story. But Honduran competitiveness and high profits
mask atrocious labor conditions, poverty-level wages and an
extremely vulnerable workforce composed primarily of rural
women and girls, 70 percent of whom are between the ages of
18 and 25 (Oxfam 2008). Maquila workers are generally pro-
hibited from forming unions and subjected to pervasive gender
discrimination, sexual violence, forced sterilization, and gender-
based killings or “femicide”—a phenomenon widely linked to
the emergence of manufacturing zones in Central America and
on the northern Mexico border (Prieto-Carréon et al. 2007).
Women maquila workers, many of whom are single mothers

and their family’s sole breadwinner, are often fired by the age
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BOX 1. WOMEN MAQUILA WORKERS RESIST

In the face of entrenched patriarchy—in the home,
workplace and traditional labor unions—women magquila
workers have organized powerful organizations, such as
the Honduran Women's Collective (CODEMUH), to fight for
better living and working conditions. CODEMUH has not
only achieved important victories in the factories—such
as workers’ compensation for occupational injuries and
diseases—it has also increased women'’s participation in
political advocacy. In March 2008, CODEMUH presented a
proposal to the Zelaya government to reform the country’s
outdated labor code. According to Maria Luisa Regalado
(2011), General Coordinator of CODEMUH, “it was the first
time that a grassroots feminist organization in Honduras
[had] written and presented a workers’ rights proposal for
legislative reform.” The proposed law was passed by the
national congress, but any further progress was stalled by
the coup. Despite the setback, and the post-coup climate
of repression, CODEMUH’s work continues. Regalado

continues:

The National Front [of Popular Resistance] has
incorporated our legislative occupational health
and safety reform in its agenda, ensuring the
support of several trade unions and grassroots
organizations in the struggle to improve health
and safety legislation... We know that there is still
much to do. Governments like the one in Honduras
continue to allow multinational corporations to
exploit the health of the working population with
impunity. But we will continue to demand justice
and organize workers to call for the respect of
human, labor and gender rights.
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of 35, becoming “surplus populations” searching for informal
work and living in extreme poverty on the outskirts of industrial
towns (Oxfam 2008).%

Nonetheless, the feminization of industrial labor also led to
the emergence of strong organizations working to build class
and feminist consciousness among Honduran maquila workers
(See Box 1).

As the manufacturing sector and remittance economy
increased dramatically during the “adjustment decade,” agricul-
ture took a nosedive. Whereas food imports accounted for 10-12
percent of foreign exchange earnings in the mid-1980s, that
number more than tripled by the year 2000, reaching 36 per-
cent (FAO 2003). This reliance on foreign markets is especially
skewed towards the United States, the country’s largest supplier
of both food imports and industrial inputs for manufacturing,
creating a relationship of dependence further deepened by the
Central American-Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA-DR) passed by Honduras in 2006 (see Part Two). To
meet its rising food imports bill, the country is now highly
dependent on foreign exchange from the manufacturing sector
and remittances, a condition of structural dependence difficult
to overcome.

There are clear correlations between the decline of peasant
agriculture and the rise of the maquila sector and out-migration.
Between 1990 and 2006, the proportion of the population living
in rural areas fell from 60 percent to 54 percent, and the num-
ber of landless families more than doubled—from approximately
126,000 to 300,000 (Nelson 2003; USAID 2011). During the
same period, employment in Honduran maquilas increased from
approximately 19,400 to 106,500 workers—from 1.3 percent to
4.4 percent of the working population (De Hoyos et al. 2008).
The number of Hondurans living in the United States during
this period also increased. There are now approximately 428,000
Honduran-born migrants in the US, 79 percent of whom arrived
after 1990 (Meyer 2012).

In sum, neoliberal policies shifted the Honduran economy
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away from agriculture, especially the production of basic food-
stuffs, to a new emphasis on manufacturing and export-led
growth. The displacement of peasants from agriculture generated
a pool of exploitable surplus labor for the burgeoning maquila
sector. The articulation of these two sectors—agricultural and
industrial—is key to understanding the forces behind agrarian
change in Honduras (and elsewhere). It also points to the kinds
of political alliances (rural-urban, peasant-worker, local-global)

likely needed to effect meaningful structural change.



GRABBING LAND AND POWER:
THE NEW AGRO-OLIGARCHS

eoliberalism set the stage for a massive re-concentration of

land in the Aguan into the hands of a few influential elites.
Like the industrialists of the maquila sector, these individuals
were well positioned to benefit from newly liberalized markets
in land, trade and investment. The primary mechanism
through which this land grab took place was the Agricultural
Modernization Law (AML),'® conceived by the international
financial institutions and enacted in 1992, privatizing collective
landholdings. The peasant cooperatives of the Aguin—Ilocated
on some of the country’s richest land—were all but annihilated
in a short period.The result has been the consolidation of a small
class of agro-industrial elite with control over most of the valley
and strong ties to transnational capital.

SAP-mandated privatization policies generated a tremen-
dous transfer of resources from the public to the private sector.
Businessman Miguel Facussé Barjum, now the richest man in
Honduras, amassed part of his fortune through the dissolution of the
Honduran National Investment Bank (CONADI) in 1990, which
had loaned millions to his manufactured goods companies (Galaxia
and Quimicas Dinant). With the help of this infusion of capital,
Facussé quickly began buying up the Aguin Valley and northern
coast, from Tela in the West to Rio Platano in the East. Struggling
under the weight of debt, low returns and rising input costs, highly
vulnerable Aguan peasants were susceptible to these buyouts.
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The hardest blow came with the implementation of land ten-
ure “modernization,” shorthand for privatizing and individual-
izing land titles so that they could be bought and sold on the free
market. As part of the broader program of neoliberal reforms,
the 1992 AML—also known as the “Norton Law” for its author,
USAID economist Roger Norton—was the death knell of
agrarian reform. It represented a shift from a national “land to
the tiller” paradigm to a so-called “willing buyer—willing seller”
paradigm promoted by the World Bank."”

In fact, the privatization of land began well before the AML
through a USAID-funded land-titling program initiated in 1982.
Between 1982 and 1991, the program granted 37,174 indi-
vidual titles, primarily to smallholders, covering 319,311 hect-
ares of land (Nelson 2003). The program received high praises
from large landowners and from then-US Ambassador John
Negroponte, who praised the program for making “owners of
hundreds of peasant families, persons who can now look for
resources to obtain credit and technical support, very impor-
tant aspects for the advancement of the agricultural sector in
Honduras” (Jansen and Roquas 1998, 86). Jansen and Roquas’
(1998) study, however, shows that land titling heightened local
land conflicts and did little to improve access to credit or tenure
security for the poor.

Up until 1992, the AguanValley was excluded from land titling
programs since the government prohibited the sale or lease of
lands acquired through agrarian reform. The AML, however,
reversed these prohibitions, legalizing the private transfer of
Aguin lands and permitting the piecemeal sale of cooperatives.
With the cooperatives already hurting, this abrupt liberalization
of the land market led to a dramatic sell-off of peasant land in
the Aguan. These “voluntary” sales were helped along through
varying degrees of intimidation and manipulation: from bribes to
peasant leaders, to menacing letters from INA, to violent threats
from large landowners (MUCA 2010a).

As Thorpe (2002) points out, it 1s difficult to distinguish
between a “forced” and a “voluntary” land sale in this context.
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Many cooperatives sold their land out of extreme distress: “The
Uchapita cooperative in Aguan, for instance, sold all its 77 hect-
ares for a reported price of 134,750 lempiras [approximately
US$24,900], yet its outstanding debts were estimated to be in the
order of 300,000 lempiras [approximately US$55,500]” (337).
Facussé and other investors—members of the privileged
political class that had promoted SAPs—began chipping away
at cooperative lands, buying up properties at fire-sale prices.
Peasants who sold lands before deflation went into effect quickly
saw their newfound cash devalued by more than half (Bolpress
2011). By 1994, approximately 30,500 hectares (over 75,000
acres) of “reform sector” lands—state-owned lands reserved for
the collective use of the peasantry—were bought by private
investors (FOSDEH et al. n.d., 30). The land transfers occurred
in resource-rich parts of the country: areas with fertile soils;
water resources; and access to communication, energy and trans-
port infrastructure (i.e. infrastructure financed by external debt
and built up during the development decades). Thus, the fertile
Aguin region suffered the highest levels of land re-concentration

in the country.

Aguan peasant workers load palm fruit onto a tractor-trailer (photo by Jesse
Freeston)
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While the national average for land re-concentration between
1990 and 1994 was less than 10 percent, in the Aguin Valley
and Atlantic coast regions—areas suitable for high-value crops
like bananas, sugarcane and oil palm—more than 70 percent was
re-concentrated (COCOCH n.d., 149). Of the 28,365 hectares
(approximately 70,000 acres) awarded to peasant cooperatives
by the agrarian reform in Aguin, 20,930 (nearly three quarters)
were grabbed in a short period (ibid.). With a few exceptions (see
the case of Salami in Part Three), the Aguin cooperative sector
was decimated. A total of 40 peasant-owned oil palm coopera-
tives lost their lands (MUCA 2010b). Three Honduran oil palm
investors were the primary beneficiaries: Miguel Facussé, René
Morales Carazo and Reinaldo Canales.

The transnational fruit companies also expanded their pro-
duction area during this period. In 1990, for example, Standard
Fruit acquired the lands of Isletas, a banana-producing peasant
cooperative in Olanchito seen as one of the beacons of agrar-
ian reform in the Aguan region. Thorpe (2002) argues that this
expansion was made possible by a combination of the AML and
policies favoring agro-export promotion (see chapter 2).

Miguel Facussé, however, is the central figure in land strug-
gles in the Aguan and throughout the country (Mejia 2011).
Propelled by structural adjustment and foreign investments,
Facussé has become one of a handful of recognizable surnames
in Honduras—the “ten families” as they are popularly known—
with control over the country’s wealth and political system (Vos
el Soberano 2009). His companies in diverse sectors—from
food to energy to tourism—have become a veritable “octopus”
rivaling the historic power of United Fruit. His private security
guards have been linked to dozens of peasant murders, crimes
that go unpunished because of his close ties to the political estab-
lishment and business community.'®

This emergence of a powerful agro-oligarchy in Northern
Honduras is novel. Unlike neighboring El Salvador, where a few
wealthy families “made fortunes in coftee during the nineteenth
century then moved to take control of trade and banking, the
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Hondurans never took that first step of gaining some control
over their nation’s key product [bananas|” (LaFeber 1984, 43).
The US corporate monopoly over bananas (and the best lands)
in the north blocked Honduran capital from entering the lucra-
tive export enclave. The country’s landed elite was located pri-
marily in the south, on large cattle ranches, but had long been
dwarfed by the political power of US capital. Honduran govern-
ments, notes Ruhl (1984) “basically represented the interests of
the North American banana companies and of whichever politi-
cal faction was dominant at the moment rather than the inter-
ests of the cattlemen.” Structural adjustment, however, allowed
Honduran investors to appropriate the state-created palm oil
sector, building up the presence of domestic capital in northern
agribusiness. Additionally, the Honduran oligarchy used the crisis
created by Hurricane Mitch in 1998 to further tighten its hold
on power (See Box 2).

In addition to privatization, the liberalization of trade and
investments facilitated a slew of mergers, acquisitions and co-
investments that incorporated national companies like Facussé’s
into the supply chains of powerful transnational firms. Both
Unilever and Proctor & Gamble, for instance, gained impor-
tant footholds in Central America by acquiring distribution
networks and brands owned by Facussé. By buying his Cressida
Corporation (including patents on soaps, beverages and processed
foods) for $314 million in 2000, Unilever doubled its presence
in Central America (Unilever 2000). Facussé retained control of
Cressida’s Aguan palm plantations and a number of snack food
brands, now under the name Dinant. One of the biggest players
in the palm oil trade, Unilever uses around 1.2 million tons of
palm oil every year (Greenpeace 2007).

The rise of Facussé mirrors the consolidation of class power in
many countries during the neoliberal period. As Harvey (2005)
notes, between 1994 and 1998, “the world’s 200 richest people
more than doubled their net worth to more than $1 trillion.
The assets of the top three billionaires were by then more than
the combined GNP of all least developed countries and their
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600 million people” (35). Indonesia—incidentally the world’s
leading oil palm producer—offers a striking parallel. With a net
worth of $3.6 billion, Anthony Salim controls the Salim Group,
Indonesia’s largest conglomerate with stakes in the food and bev-
erage industry, food processing, oil palm plantations, shopping
centers, real estate and resort-style tourism (Jakarta Post 2012).
Like Facussé, Salim (with close ties to dictator Suharto) amassed
tremendous wealth under a neoliberal regime backed by a strong
military.

To summarize, neoliberal policies not only reversed the state-
led development paradigm of the 1960s and 70s, replacing it
with a free-market model. They also transferred the tremendous
physical capital built up during the development decades in
the Aguan—roads, ports, processing plants and oil palm planta-
tions—into the hands of a few wealthy families."” In so doing,
the many fruits of debt-financed “development” ostensibly
meant for the public good were appropriated for private profit
(1.e. privatized). This facilitated the rise of a new agro-oligarchy
in northern Honduras linked like never before, thanks to liberal-
ization and to transnational capital and finance.

The new, globally integrated Honduran oligarchy—based
largely in the maquila and palm oil sectors—gained unprece-
dented power (and motive) to further restructure domestic poli-
tics in favor of capitalist expansion. The 2009 coup can be read,
in part, as the logical outcome of this new configuration of class

power.
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BOX 2. HURRICANE MITCH: DISASTER CAPITALISM AND
GRASSROOTS ALTERNATIVES

When Hurricane Mitch hit Central America in October
1998, Honduras was already highly vulnerable—socially
and ecologically. Many point out that Mitch was far from a
mere “natural” disaster. Decades of US-backed agro-export
development had monopolized the country’s best farmland,
forcing droves of rural poor into environmentally at-risk
areas: fragile soils, steep hillsides and urban slums. Perched
on Tegucigalpa’s outskirts or along Choluteca’s deforested
riverbanks, whole neighborhoods were washed away by the
storm. In the northern floodplains, dominated by banana and
oil palm plantations, “massive flooding drowned countless
people and stranded thousands of workers on the tin roofs of
their banana camps for days without food or drinking water”
(Boyer and Pell 1999, 39). Mitch killed an estimated 6,500
people and left 1.5 million people displaced or homeless, in
a country of 6 million (NCDC 2009).

Immediately after the storm, the government of Carlos
Flores Facussé (1998-2002) declared martial law, dissolved
civil liberties and created a special commission to carry out
a top-down emergency response plan (Stonich 2008, 55).
The authoritarian response, notes Jeffrey (1998), emerged
from a fear that the poor would become so desperate as to
revolt against the country’s extreme class divisions. It also
helped to consolidate the neoliberal model and deepen elite
power. In the throes of crisis, the Honduran congress fast-
tracked its privatization agenda, rapidly selling off airports,
seaports and highways and introducing laws to privatize
public utilities such as the state-owned telephone and
electric companies (Klein 2005). Companies like Chiquita
used production losses as an excuse to lay off thousands
of unionized workers, later replacing them with non-union
workers (Boyer and Pell 1999, 40).
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While magnifying inequality, these policies helped
demonstrate fiscal discipline and attract international
aid. At the International Summit for Central American
Reconstruction in Stockholm, donors committed $2.7 billion
in loans and grants for Honduran reconstruction (ibid.). But
“reconstruction” reflected the neoliberal government’s
pre-Mitch priorities: expanding magquilas, strengthening
agro-industry and opening up coastal areas for tourism
(Jeffrey 1999; Stonich 2008). In a textbook example of what
Naomi Klein (2005; 2007) calls “disaster capitalism” the
government and financial institutions used the hurricane to
aggressively push this agenda through.

For civil society, however, the hurricane exposed an intense
vulnerability rooted in inequality, and in some cases gave
rise to new forms of grassroots organizing. In Aguan,
neoliberal policies had destroyed the peasant cooperative
sector, but a strong ethic of collective organization
remained. Faced with the need to care for survivors and
rebuild after the storm, Aguan peasants and coastal Afro-
indigenous peoples formed Local Emergency Committees
(CODELs) with support from the Catholic Church (Envio
2000; Jeffrey 2002). The CODELs organized relief efforts
and demanded participation in the government’s allocation
of emergency funds. By mobilizing local labor, the CODELs
restored over 6,400 homes, 186 kilometers of drainage
ditches; 37 small bridges; 530 hygienic garbage dumps;
47 community water systems; 4,500 acres of corn and
bean fields; and planted 30,000 saplings in buffer zones to
protect watersheds (Envio 2000). In contrast to the male-
dominated cooperatives and patronatos (local governing
councils], women had a strong role as organizers and
leaders in the CODELs.

In April 1999, 700 landless peasants, many of whom had
been active in CODELs, formed the Peasant Movement
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of Aguan (MCA) (see Part Three). The following month,
MCA launched the large-scale occupation of a former
military training site, organizing teams to supervise
health, food production, security and education. Unlike
earlier peasant organizations, women shared equally in
the movement’s leadership (Jeffrey 2002, 48). In February
2000, 84 CODELs gathered in a massive town hall forum
in the town of Tocoa—a grassroots alternative to the
Stockholm Summit—to discuss “the kind of values that
should underpin the new Honduran society” (Envio 2000).
Thus, while the rich used the hurricane as an opportunity
for “disaster capitalism,” Mitch also sparked a broader
awareness of ecological vulnerability and structural
inequality. It may have even sparked the beginnings of the
current resistance movement. Aguan community leader
Lorenzo Cruz commented, “The Lower Aguan Valley can be
a sign of hope for Honduras; it's a sign of what’s possible
with real democracy” (Jeffrey 2002, 50).




MILITARIZATION AND THE WAR
ON DRUGS: SECURITY FOR WHOM?

hroughout the twentieth century, the United States protected

its national and corporate interests in Central America
through repeated military interventions. With Roosevelt’s 1904
corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, the US came to see itself
as the “policeman” of the western hemisphere, with the special
responsibility of protecting the small isthmian nations of Central
America from would-be aggressors (identified at different
times as Spain, Britain, the Soviet Union, Cuba and now
Venezuela) (LaFeber 1984). In the present-day context of the
‘War on Drugs—and with far fewer US allies in Latin America—
Honduras remains strategically important to US geopolitical
interests in the region.

Honduras solidified its role as the strategic outpost of the
United States in the 1980s, when it became the base for military
and intelligence operations against the leftist Sandinista govern-
ment of Nicaragua. The US provided roughly $1.6 billion in
economic and military aid to Honduras during that decade as
part of its counter-insurgency effort in Central America, estab-
lishing 1,200 troops at Soto Cano (formerly Palmerola) Airbase
near the capital Tegucigalpa through Joint Task Force (JTF) Bravo
(Meyer 2011). Over this period, around 9,500 Honduran mili-
tary officials were trained at the US Army School of the Americas
(moved from Panama to Fort Benning, Georgia in 1985) (Barry
and Norsworthy 1991, 334). Additionally, “Mobile Training
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Teams” of US Special Forces (Green Berets) in Honduras trained
entire units in counterinsurgency tactics (ibid.).

While enlisted by the US to carry out operations against
its neighbors, Honduras in the 1980s was guided by the prin-
ciples of the US national security doctrine (NSD). Associated
with “dirty wars” throughout the hemisphere, NSD entailed a
reorientation of the military project inward, targeting anyone
in the country thought to be “subversive” in order to counter
soviet influence—whether real or perceived. In practice this
often meant attacking labor unions, peasant associations, student
groups and other popular organizations (Barry and Norsworthy
1991). Between 1982 and 1984, in the initial wave of systematic
repression, the Honduran military carried out 214 political assas-
sinations, 110 forced disappearances and 1,947 illegal detentions
(297).

The Honduran military remains a powerful institution,
strongly allied to US interests. JTF Bravo maintains a presence

of approximately 600 troops at Soto Cano, which serves as

President Barack Obama (right) meets with Honduran president Potfirio “Pepe”
Lobo in the Oval Office of the White House, October 2011 (photo by Charles
Dharapak /AP)
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the central coordinating authority for US military activities in
Central America and beyond. The military overthrow of presi-
dent Manuel Zelaya on June 28, 2009—and the all-too-familiar
repression of civil society that followed—raised serious questions
about ongoing US militarization, security aid, tactical support
and training for the Honduran military.

While the US suspended most joint military activities and
aid after the coup,” military cooperation fully resumed after
the election of coup supporter Porfirio Lobo, who has taken
aggressive measures to court US investors with new business-
friendly policies. Through the National Investment Promotion
Plan (2010-2014) and related legislation, Lobo secks to posi-
tion Honduras as “the most attractive investment destination in
Latin America.”* This includes providing tax breaks and other
incentives for agribusiness, extractive industries (mining and for-
estry), tourism, renewable energy (agrofuels and mega-dams) and
manufacturing zones.*

Oddly, neither Zelaya nor his Liberal Party had been particu-
larly hostile to foreign investment.” It was under Zelaya’s watch
in 2006 that Honduras joined CAFTA-DR, which eliminated
most remaining barriers to US investments and imports. Zelaya
also passed biofuels legislation in November 2007, the first of its
kind in Central America, supporting increased foreign invest-
ments in agricultural biofuels (Trucchi 2008). Despite a great
deal of fear mongering from the business elite—associating
Zelaya with the Venezuelan “red threat”—the 2009 coup actu-
ally replaced a reformist, pro-investment administration with an
extremist one.

Reforms under Zelaya included raising the minimum wage;
engaging in negotiations with peasant movements; legalizing
emergency contraception for women; and joining the Venezuela-
led oil cartel Petrocaribe to relieve fuel prices (a move now sup-
ported by the Lobo government) (Prensa Latina 2011). More
than these policies, however, popular demands for a new con-
stituent assembly—to redraft the 1982 constitution passed under

highly militarized conditions—were among the biggest threats
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to elite power. In response to broad-based organizing by social
movements, Zelaya had agreed to hold a national referendum,
scheduled for June 28, 2009, asking citizens to vote on conven-
ing a constituent assembly.** The coup occurred on the morning
of the referendum, sending a clear message about the oligarchy’s
disdain for popular consultation. Since then, the redrafting of
the constitution to “re-found” Honduras along more democratic
and participatory lines remains the central unifying issue for the
diverse coalition of groups opposing the coup.

Without dismissing US involvement, the 2009 coup appears
to have been orchestrated primarily by the Honduran bourgeoi-
sie, fearful of an erosion of its class position. Of course, for the
US, support for the new business-friendly regime did not stray
far from past policies in Central America. Along with security
aid, US development aid resumed in early 2010, including new
“food security” funds meant to both stabilize the post-coup gov-
ernment and open the door to US companies like Wal-Mart
(See Box 4).

The US War on Drugs also escalated after the coup, follow-
ing the Mexican and Colombian models of militarization. The
Central American Security Initiative (CARSI, formerly Plan
Mérida) received $260 million in congressional appropriations
between 2008 and 2010, and another $100 million requested for
2012 (Meyer 2011). This was part of a larger military expansion
plan including $25 million to upgrade Soto Cano Airbase with
new permanent barracks, and two newly expanded Atlantic naval
bases (Guanaja and Caratasca) meant to strengthen the country’s
capacity to combat drug trafficking (Lindsay-Poland 2011). In
Fiscal Year 2011, the Pentagon increased its contract spending in
Honduras to $53.8 million, up 71 percent from the previous year
(Lindsay-Poland 2012).

Additionally, the New York Times reported in May 2012
on new commando-style squads—called Foreign-deployed
Advisory Support Teams or FAST—originally created by the
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) in Afghanistan. With the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan winding down, FAST units have
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been brought to Honduras where they deploy from three so-
called “forward operating bases” (Shanker 2012).% Along with
the multi-million dollar expansion of Soto Cano, the infusion
of resources in at least five Honduran bases since the coup
amount to an “increasingly permanent US military presence in
Honduras, now extending across all of the territory” (Honduras
Culture and Politics 2011).%

That this military build-up is being carried out in the name
of the War on Drugs raises serious concerns, especially consid-
ering recently released information linking the Honduran elite
with drug trafficking. In a cable published by WikiLeaks, the US
State Department admits having knowledge of a Cessna aircraft
containing 1,400 kilos of cocaine found on Miguel Facussé’s
property (Frank 2011). Peasant workers speak (cautiously and
anonymously) of secret landing strips located deep inside the vast
palm plantations.

The Aguan agro-oligarchs ostensibly benefit from both sides
of the War on Drugs. In the first instance, as the leaked cable
suggests, they benefit from drug trafficking, accumulating narco-
wealth that can presumably be laundered through their numer-
ous agrifood enterprises. In the second instance, they benefit
from an increasingly militarized state that, in keeping with the
national security doctrine of the 1980s, continues to attack an
imprecise “internal enemy,” thus keeping the population (espe-
cially the rural population) in a constant state of terror.



THE WAR ON PEASANTS

The war isn’t against drug trafficking. This is a war on peasants.
—Adelio Mufioz, Peasant Movement of Orica?’

or the peasant movements of the Aguin, who have been

organizing to recuperate their lands since the late nineties
(see Part Three), the 2009 coup abruptly terminated much of the
progress made over more than a decade of struggle. Pro-peasant
legislation passed by Zelaya was quickly overturned after the
coup while the militarization of the Aguin further reinforced
the power of the agro-oligarchy.

Shortly before he was overthrown, Zelaya had agreed to grant
land titles to peasants who had peacefully occupied and pro-
duced on their lands for ten years or more. Decree Law 18-2008
would have purportedly resolved an estimated 426 land conflicts
(a collection of unresolved disputes known as the mora agraria),
titling 40,000 hectares (over 98,000 acres) of land for the benefit
of approximately 20,000 peasant families (Proceso Digital 2011).
The law, passed by the National Congress under Zelaya in March
2009, was declared unconstitutional under Lobo in November
2010 after the large landowners’ association, the National
Federation of Farmers and Ranchers (FENAGH) argued that
it “violated private property and free enterprise” (ibid.). Indeed,
FENAGH had been campaigning to delegitimize Law 18-2008

since its passing, calling it an “expropriation decree” and claiming
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it would “scare away investors” (La Prensa 2008a).

In practice, the reversal of the law meant that any community
without proof of legal title, no matter how long it had lived on
the land, was vulnerable to eviction. Shortly after the decision,
eighty Maya Chorti indigenous families of the ancient Copan
ruins zone—an important development area for “cultural tour-
ism”—were threatened by an investor who bought the land from
under them. The National Agrarian Institute (INA) pledged 8
million lempiras (approximately US$400,000) to resolve the
conflict by October of 2011, but the money never came. The
community, which had farmed the land for over twenty years,
was forcibly removed in mid-December of that year (El Heraldo
2011e).

The violence unleashed on pro-democracy protesters by coup
leader Roberto Micheletti (June 2009 — January 2010) hit peas-
ant communities especially hard. In the department of Colon,
where the Aguin Valley is located, the nation-wide curfew had
“extended hours” (beginning at 6pm in Colén and 10pm in
most of the country) restricting the movement of peasants to
and from their fields, and preventing them from engaging with
the national anti-coup resistance (CEJIL 2009). Anyone found
defying the 6pm curfew was subject to detention, and potentially
torture or disappearance.

Under Lobo’s government, which came to power in January
2010 through post-coup elections, the Aguan has been pum-
meled by repeated waves of state-sponsored violence including
constant surveillance, death threats, capture orders, kidnappings,
sexual violence, torture and assassinations. After the private
guards of Miguel Facussé murdered five peasant members of
MCA in November 2010—an event known as the Tumbador
massacre—the military occupied the valley, including the offices
of the National Agrarian Institute (INA), for two months (FIDH
2011, 14). Using the massacre as a pretext for militarization, the
deployment was called “Operation Tumbador” (24).

For Daniel Gémez, a member of the Unified Movement of

Aguan Peasants (MUCA), the motive of the coup is crystal clear:
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Military presence in the community of Guadalupe Carney, Aguan (photo by
Roger Harris)

“The coup wasn’t against Mel Zelaya, it was against us.To silence
our voices and our demands for land.”*®

The human rights organization COFADEH documented
4,234 human rights violations in the country in the three months
following the coup—including extra-judicial killings, torture
and illegal detentions—most of which have still not been prop-
erly investigated (COFADEH 2009). On top of this rampant
impunity, high-ranking military officials linked to the coup were

t,” including

awarded public offices under the Lobo governmen
coup-leader Micheletti, who was given amnesty and (unconsti-
tutionally) named “senator for life” (FIDH 2011, 7).

Since the coup, violence has escalated throughout the country.
In the elite-controlled media, the violence is disconnected from
the state and instead is blamed on street gangs and drug traffick-

ers. Meyer (2011) notes:

Many have assumed that gangs are responsible for
the increasing number of homicides; however, recent

studies have shown that the highest murder rates are not
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in large cities—where gangs are primarily located—but
in more remote areas along strategic drug trafficking

corridors.

It just so happens that the “strategic drug trafficking corri-
dors” are also the areas of major agribusiness and tourism expan-
sion. Thus, the violence perpetrated by private guards, military
and police against peasants on large palm plantations and coastal
indigenous communities is easily recast as “drug-related” vio-
lence. Drug trafficking (and the purported presence of “foreign
insurgents” from Nicaragua or Colombia) is then used as a justi-
fication for troop deployments in the region, with the end result
of repressing peasant movements. The media reinforces this ide-
ology of terror, routinely insinuating that peasant communities
themselves are responsible for drug-related violence, thus justify-
ing peasant repression.*

Seen in this light, the War on Drugs not only does little to curb
drug trafficking; it actually props up those who reap its benefits,
granting them a veil of impunity. It also creates a militarized cli-
mate that represses peasant movements, thus enabling the oligar-
chy to cement its control over the entire valley (indeed the entire
northern coast). Between September 2009 and August 2012,
there were 53 recorded peasant murders linked to the security
forces of large oil palm growers (FIAN 2012; IACHR 2012).
Many Aguin peasants and activists place the death toll at over
60 (Bird 2012). Officials have carried out evictions and other
violent acts on behalf of large landowners, and private security
personnel have been seen wearing borrowed military and police
uniforms to carry out repression.*' Since the coup, notes MUCA
member Daniel Gémez, “it has become very dangerous to walk
around wearing boots and a straw hat; it has become dangerous

to look like a campesino.”?



PALM OIL AND THE CORPORATE
FOOD REGIME

alm oil proponents make a number of claims in defense
of the industry: that it produces food for a growing global
population; alleviates poverty through smallholder development
and economic growth;and addresses climate change by efficiently
producing green alternatives to fossil fuel (World Growth 2011;
PalmOil HQ 2009). It is a narrative that casts palm oil in a rather
heroic role: that of feeding the world, ending poverty and saving
the planet—all while making astronomical profits—a win-win
(-win) scenario.®
Part Two begins by addressing some of the underlying assump-
tions of these claims, arguing that the rapid expansion of oil palm
has not been a natural response to global market forces, much
less an altruistic project to feed the hungry. Rather, the global oil
palm boom has been driven by huge public subsidies for the sec-
tor—such as multi-million dollar financing from the World Bank
Group—combined with trade liberalization, investment deregu-
lation and the privatization of land and other public resources.
Together, these rules and policies govern how food is produced,
processed, distributed and sold, and who controls these processes.
McMichael (2004;2009) uses the term “corporate food regime”
to describe the complex set of rules—enforced by institutions
like the World Bank, WTO and free trade agreements—that
institutionalize corporate power in the food system from seed
to table. As can be seen from the previous chapter, this regime is
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also backed by militarization, dispossession and the criminaliza-
tion of resistance.

The last two chapters of Part Two concern the “greening” of
the corporate food regime, a trend in which corporate actors
legitimize and expand their hold on power by appealing to envi-
ronmental concerns within the new green economy. In so doing,
they can also exploit new market opportunities for “green” prod-
ucts, including renewable energy, ecotourism, carbon offsets and
ecosystem services. The term “green grabbing” has been coined
to describe this deeply troubling emerging trend, in which lands
and resources used to sustain livelihoods are appropriated by
capital in the name of the environment (Fairhead et al. 2012).



THE MAKING OF A “FOOD-LIKE
SUBSTANCE”

It is expected that 45 out of every 100 additional calories in the
period up to 2030 may come from oil crops. During the last 10 years,
consumption of oils and fats has increased by 10 million tons. ..
Oil palm’s contribution as a stabilizing crop to global food security
is now undisputed.

—Datuk Carl Bek-Nielsen, Executive Director of United Plantations,
keynote speech at the 2012 Palm & Lauric Oils Conference,
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia®*

n its native West Africa, oil palm is traditionally cultivated by

smallholders in wetland groves, intercropped with food staples
like yam and cassava. Its oil is expelled using artisan methods and
consumed as an ingredient in traditional dishes, palm wine and
medicines. In the early twentieth century, however, companies
like Lever Brothers (now Unilever) and United Fruit began
investing in technologies to make oil palm a viable plantation crop
and its oil suitable for export. Corporate agronomists developed
new hybrids that responded well to the tropical soils of Southeast
Asia and Latin America; and chemists developed new techniques
to transform the oil into a clear, bland fat suitable for Western
palates known as “refined, bleached and deodorized” or RBD
palm oil (Kiple and Ornelas 2000). Red in color, unrefined palm
oil is one of the richest sources of carotenoids in the world, but

these nutrients are removed in its processing.
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The majority of the world’s palm oil is now transformed into
what food writer Michael Pollan (2008) calls “edible food-like
substances”—industrial food products low in nutritional value
but high in calories from sugar and saturated fat.

Palm-derived food additives are now found in roughly half of
the packaged foods in the modern supermarket, with ingredient
names like palmitate, palmate, sodium lauryl sulphate, glyceryl
stearate and stearic acid (Richardson 2011).%* Or it may simply
be listed as “vegetable 0il.”” Palm oil is also used in the growing
“oleochemicals” industry (See Box 3) to produce manufactured
goods like soaps, lubricants, candles, detergents, cosmetics, phar-
maceuticals and increasingly fuel (biodiesel). This rapid develop-
ment of industrial uses for palm oil corresponds to an explosion
in the area planted to oil palm. Between 1980 and 2009, the
global area increased eightfold, from about 1.55 million hectares
to 12.2 million hectares (about 30 million acres) primarily in the
equatorial tropics (World Bank 2011). Malaysia and Indonesia
are by far the world’s largest producers, accounting for more than
85 percent of global production, with other significant produc-
ers in Africa, Asia and Latin America. The crop is now produced
in large-scale industrial monocultures of uniform age structure,
with sparse undergrowth and intensive use of fertilizers and pes-
ticides (UNEP 2011).%

The increased availability and affordability of palm oil has
led to a dramatic increase in its consumption, especially in the
“emerging economies” of the Global South: rapidly industri-
alizing G-20 countries such as China, India, Mexico, Brazil
and South Korea. Linked to rising levels of obesity and diet-
related disease, this trend has had devastating impacts on public
health worldwide. Consumption of vegetable oil is the leading
cause of what health experts call the “nutritional transition,” a
shift away from traditional diets rich in fiber and grain towards
a diet high in animal products, oils and fats, refined sweeten-
ers and processed carbohydrates (Popkin 1999; Hawkes 2006;
Glodhaber-Fieber et al. 2011). While normally attributed pri-
marily to the increased consumption of meat and dairy, the road
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BOX 3. THE OLEOCHEMICALS INDUSTRY

Prior to 1980, palm oil was mainly refined and sold as
edible oil (Appalasami and de Vries 1990). Corporate
researchers are now hard at work developing expanded
applications for palm oil (derived from palm fruit) and palm
kernel oil (derived from the inner seed or kernel). Since the
early eighties, there has been an increasing use of these
oils as raw material for the production of “oleochemicals,”
chemical products derived from plant and animal fats such
as palm, coconut, rapeseed (canola), soybean and tallow.

The oleochemicals industry emerged after a slump in
the production of petrochemicals—chemicals derived
from petroleum—due to the spike in crude oil prices in
the 1970s (Haupt et al. 1984). Much like petrochemicals,
oleochemicals are used in a variety of products: soaps
and detergents; lubricants; coatings and resins; plastics;
candles; paper; rubber; food and feed; tobacco products;
polyurethanes; cosmetics; pharmaceuticals; emulsifiers
and anti-static agents; and explosives (Rupilius and
Ahmad 2005). These are produced from four basic groups
of oleochemicals: fatty acids, fatty alcohols, glycerine and
methyl esters.

In addition to the growing markets for edible oil and
biodiesel, the oleochemicals industry represents practically
limitless markets for palm oil expansion. Of course, while
markets may be limitless, land and water resources are not.
“Natural” limits notwithstanding, Appalasami and de Vries
(1990) commented, “there are few, if any, applications, for
which palm-derived oleochemicals cannot be used.”
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5,2012)

to Western-style over-consumption typically begins with major
increases in domestic production and imports of refined veg-
etable oil (Chopra 2002).

Since the mid-1970s, Asia has replaced Europe as the big-
gest importer of palm oil, with China and India in the lead
(Kongsager and Reenberg 2012). In India, trade liberalization in
the 1990s led to a surge in soybean oil and palm oil imports. As
a result, a recent study in the journal Current Science notes that
Indian “oil consumption has surpassed all earlier predictions and
may continue to increase at a blistering pace” (Sharma 2012).
Per capita consumption of edible oils shot up from 3 kg per year
in 1950 to 14.2 kg in 2011, leading to growing rates of cardio-
vascular problems in the country (ibid.). In China, per capita
oil consumption reached 23 kg in 2009, more than double the
recommended annual fat intake of 10.5 kg per year (ibid.).

While it may be true that the world is consuming more
palm oil than ever before, this does not necessarily make it an

undisputed contributor to global food security, as Bek-Nielsen,
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executive director of United Plantations (the 12% largest public
palm oil company) would have it (Reuters 2008). First, palm
oil does not necessarily cater to the world’s hungriest people in
the poorest countries, but rather to consumers primarily located
in G-20 countries. Seventy-one percent of Honduran palm oil
exports, for instance, are destined for Mexico where, like China
and India, diets are rapidly industrializing (SAG 2009, 8). Second,
palm oil consumption is linked to a deepening public health cri-
sis, primarily among the urban poor. For populations separated
from the land and the ability to grow food, and with limited
income-earning opportunities, cheap calories may be a question
of short-term survival. But this “consumer choice” is hardly a
choice at all. It is a choice structured by poverty on one hand,
and the power of food corporations on the other.

Third, corporate palm oil producers are increasingly adapting
their production processes to respond to rapidly changing global
market conditions. Borras et al. (2012) use the term “flex crops”
to refer to crops that have many potential uses (e.g. food, feed, fuel,
industrial material) and can thus be sold in whatever form fetches
the highest market price—in other words, not necessarily as food
for human consumption. And finally, those who reap the highest
profits from palm oil production are generally the large processors
and exporters, not rural communities. Thus, “it is not ‘development’
for producing regions so much as for investors” (McMichael 2012,
692).In fact, far from supporting food security, palm oil can generate
rural hunger. One peasant worker and MUCA member comments:

Since our lands were taken away, the money supply
throughout the Aguan has decreased dramatically.
People had to go work as laborers on plantations
and never saw the growth they were promised.
Unemployment and underemployment increased, as
did hunger and despair. Now, workers don’t even have
enough money to buy food for the entire month. This
kind of production generates wealth only for the large
businessmen. (Trucchi 2010)
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In a study of northern Guatemala, Alonso-Fradejas (2012)
shows that “peasant-farmed crops/systems generate up to ten
times more ‘local wealth’ per hectare than corporate sugar-
cane and oil palm” (10). As such, the region’s economy benefits
little, if at all, from the expansion of corporate plantations. In
Honduras, where the expansion of oil palm has come primarily
at the expense of subsistence food production and the peasant
economy in the Aguin, “food security” is a feeble justification

indeed for continued corporate expansion in the oil palm sector.



SUBSIDIZING CORPORATE
EXPANSION

espite its many negative impacts, oil palm continues to

expand due to the high profits to be gained in the sector.
The crop’s short growth cycle, low production costs (thanks in
part to land and resource grabs), lack of environmental controls,
expanding consumer market and easy availability of financing
all contribute to the sector’s profitability (Carrere 2006). For
countries struggling to service high external debts, the export-
oriented crop is a particularly attractive means of generating
foreign exchange. Since the 1960s, aid from institutions like
the World Bank Group and the Inter-American Development
Bank Group (IDB) has served as a large subsidy to the oil palm
industry, first building up the required public infrastructure, and
later investing heavily in private companies.

Since 1965, the World Bank (IBRD/IDA) has committed
US$2 billion to 45 palm oil projects, a third of which went to
Indonesia (IFC 2011, 55). Most of the projects were implemented
in the public sector in the 1970s. These were of a more classic
“development” orientation, focused on building state capac-
ity through the construction of processing plants, mills, roads,
extension services and credit facilities to develop smallholder
farms and in some cases outgrower schemes (contract farming).
But when public sector financing for agriculture decreased to a
trickle in the 1980s and 90s, the Bank’s private sector lending arm,
the International Finance Corporation (IFC), began ramping up
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investments to agro-export projects like palm oil. IFC funding
targeted much larger operations and moved down into the palm
oil supply chain, with substantial investments in trading, refining
and manufacturing (Hai Teoh 2011).

These large investments in the corporate sector,combined with
the volatility of the global market, favor “economies of scale” that
put smallholders at a severe disadvantage. When increased supply
depresses international palm oil prices—as it did following the
2008 price spike—large-scale producers benefit. Lower prices
for palm oil make it more competitive in the global market vis-
a-vis other oils like soybean and rapeseed (canola). With lower
production costs and higher volume, large producers are able to
compete. Small and medium producers, however, are caught in
the infamous “cost-price squeeze.”

Coupled with trade liberalization, smallholders cannot hope to
compete. In late 2008 and 2009, around 4,500 peasant oil palm
producers in northern Honduras found themselves on the brink
of bankruptcy due to rising input costs and the falling price
received for palm fruit (La Prensa 2008c; El Heraldo 2009b).

Of course, there is nothing new about this strategy: large-scale
producers capture subsidies, over-produce and drive down world
prices, thus ruining smallholders while at the same time stimu-
lating global consumption. The same is true of any commodity,
whether it be wheat, bananas or cotton.*’

Thanks to SAPs and the influx of investment, the area dedi-
cated to oil palm in Honduras has increased dramatically, from
around 40,000 hectares in 1990 to 82,100 hectares in 2005 to
120,000 hectares in 2009 (SAG 2009). Honduras currently pro-
duces more than 300,000 tons of palm oil, 70 percent of which
is exported, primarily to Mexico (FIDH 2011, 8).**And while
Honduran agriculture suffered a steep overall decline in the
1990s, the oil palm sector jumped from 3.2 percent of the GDP
in 1992 to 10 percent in 2003 (Sanders et al. 2006). The benefits
of this growth have been concentrated in the hands of a few
powerful, Honduran-based agro-food corporations.

Miguel Facussé’s vertically-integrated operations—producing
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Aerial view of oil palm plantations in Malaysia (photo by Wakx/Creative
Commons)

palm, edible oil, snack foods, manufactured goods and a small
amount of biodiesel—have been the main beneficiaries of
IFC palm sector investments in Honduras. Facussé’s Cressida
Corporation received $55 million in 1997 and his Dinant
Corporation received $30 million in 2008 for the expansion of
production, manufacturing and distribution of palm oil products
(IFC 1997; 2009a).* Dinant also received $7 million in 2009
from the Inter-American Investment Corporation (IIC), the pri-
vate sector lending arm of the IDB, which stated, “It is impor-
tant for leading companies such as Grupo Dinant to continue
to grow and invest in the region” (IFC 2009a). Both Cressida
and Dinant are responsible for grabbing large tracts of Aguin
lands in the early nineties. There is also a proposed $25 mil-
lion IFC investment to René Morales Carazo’s Grupo Jaremar,
another agro-foods giant linked to land grabs and repression in
the Aguan (IFC 2009b).

These large capital investments may not be directly respon-
sible for land grabs in the Aguan, but they play an important
role in facilitating them. Economies of scale demand that an
oil palm plantation be at least 4,000 hectares (9,884 acres) in
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size in order to feasibly operate a crude palm oil mill (World
Rainforest Movement 2006). In Southeast Asia, the “sourcing
area” for a typical palm oil mill averages around 10,000 hect-
ares (24,710 acres) from a combination of large processor-owned
plantations and small independent farms locked into produc-
tion contracts (Deininger and Byerlee 2011). Honduran mills
serve 7,000 to 10,000 hectares on average (Defontenay 1999).
This means that investments in increased milling and processing
capacity—though not directly involved in land acquisition—are
likely to promote the expansion of oil palm production onto
new lands. As Borras et al. (2012) argue, “in some settings, even
more important than the scale of land acquisitions is the scale of
capital involved” (856).

With this kind of investment, and the possibility for high
returns, it is no wonder oil palm can be found in the investment
portfolios of an increasing number of transnational agro-food
corporations. According to the 2009 World Investment Report,
eight of the world’s 25 largest agriculture-based companies have
major interests in oil palm (cited in Deininger and Byerlee 2011,
7). The trend of oil palm expansion, as well as corporate concen-
tration, is driven in part by large public subsidies from institu-
tions like the World Bank Group and IDB for “economies of

scale” in the palm oil sector.



FREE TRADE AND FAST FOOD

he expansion of oil palm and other export-oriented activities

like logging and ranching have come at the expense of food
crops such as corn, beans, rice and sorghum, which were either
eliminated or pushed onto poor soils and steep hillsides. This
process has been accompanied by a transformation of local diets,
marked by an increased presence of imported and processed
foods, and a surge in American fast food outlets.

The number of chain restaurants in Honduras exploded in the
1990s after the first such outlet—a Burger King franchise—was
offered tax-exempt status under the pretext of promoting tour-
ism.The tax loophole was expanded with the passage of the 1998
Tourism Promotion Law, which granted ten-year tax holidays
for “tourism-related businesses,” including hotels, resorts and fast
food restaurants (US Embassy 2004). Much like the concentra-
tion of land ownership, the concentration of power in the food
industry soared in the 1990s. A US embassy cable (released by
‘WikiLeaks) from the eve of the country’s first Quiznos restau-
rant opening in 2004 explains:

Though there are myriad US franchised fast-food
operations in Honduras already, most are owned by
only a handful of firms or families. Eduardo Kafati, for
example, holds franchise rights to Burger King, Church’s
Chicken, Popeye’s Chicken and Biscuits, Little Ceasars



FREE TRADE AND FAST FOOD 59

Pizza, Baskin-R obbins, and Dunkin Donuts. Similarly,
Roberto Larach (publisher of two major newspapers
and a cousin of the Canahuati family) holds the rights
to Pizza Hut, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and the Pepsi
distributorship in San Pedro. Wendys Hamburgers
and casual dining restaurant Applebee’s are owned by
shopping-mall magnate Raymond Malouf. (...) The
[Quiznos-owning] Rock family is a new entry to this
sector, but is not without other connections: Antonio
Rock is brother-in-law to the powerful Canahuati clan,
the family of Ambassador to the US Mario Canahuati
and owners of a multi-million dollar maquila operation.

(ibid.)

Along with the landowning elite, these highly influential cor-
porate food families (Kafati, Larach, Canahuati), with strong ties
to US capital, are widely known to have supported the 2009
coup (Méndez 2009; Paley 2010). Honduras thus offers a strik-
ing example of how an undemocratic food system mirrors and

upholds an undemocratic political system.

US fast food chains in Tegucigalpa (photo by T. Kerssen)
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CAFTA-DR, often referred to simply as CAFTA, further
facilitated the expansion of transnational food corporations, cre-
ating major changes regarding what food is available to con-
sumers throughout Central America. Under CAFTA, approxi-
mately 80 percent of US industrial and consumer goods, and
over 50 percent of US agricultural exports, now enter Central
America duty-free. Tariffs for nearly all remaining products will
be eliminated by 2020 (USTR 2009). According to the US
Commercial Service’s “Doing Business in Honduras” guide, US
exporters “enjoy an enviable position in the Honduran market
[which] has improved after the implementation of CAFTA” (US
Commercial Service 2011). Lobo’s Investment Protection and
Promotion Law (2011) further deepened CAFTA’s free trade
commitments, setting the bar extremely low for market entry.*

Following the coup, US aid provided further incentives for
investment in the Honduran food system. The Obama admin-
istration’s Feed the Future initiative, administered by USAID,
opened the door to greater corporate control over agricultural
supply chains (See Box 4).

According to the USDA Foreign Agricultural Service’s
“Exporter’s Guide” Honduras now has the largest number of
fast food franchises in Central America and a rapidly expand-
ing supermarket sector (USDA-FAS 2012a). At the time of
this writing, the construction of the “biggest shopping mall in
Central America” (131,000 square meters) is nearing comple-
tion in Tegucigalpa (E1 Heraldo 2011a). With various new proj-
ects in the works—from luxury resorts and cruise ship docks to
gated communities and apartment-hotels—tourism also plays a
significant role in stimulating North American investments and
imports. These factors create enticing markets for US exporters
of agricultural commodities (e.g. wheat, rice and beef); processed
foods (canned fruits and vegetables); consumer products (snacks
and condiments); and food processing and packaging equip-
ment (USDA-FAS 2012a). In other words, the industrialization
of consumption is generating new profit-making opportuni-

ties for foreign companies—much like the industrialization of
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BOX 4. USAID’S “FEED THE FUTURE” INITIATIVE

In Honduras, the global food crisis of 2008 was exacerbated
by the June 2009 coup, worsening food and fuel prices and
freezing many public services (Juventud Rebelde 2009). In
view of the need to legitimize an unpopular government
amidst a twin food and political crisis, the Obama
administration selected Honduras as one of twenty “focus
countries” for its new Feed the Future (FTF) initiative. FTF
assistance to Honduras (over $30 million in its first two
years) named food security as a “fundamental piece of the
Embassy Country Team's response to the crisis” (FTF 2011).

Under the coordination of USAID, FTF’s approach echoes
the view of the dominant aid institutions (and USAID’s
earlier influence on SAPs) about the inefficiency of peasant
food producers. The first FTF implementation report for
Honduras states, “many households in rural hillside areas
seem to be locked into a vicious cycle of producing basic
grains, mainly for subsistence consumption (...J blocking
the transition to other income-earning strategies that
would possibly be more profitable” (FTF 2010]. But one
must ask, more profitable for whom?

Rather than help farmers access the land and resources
needed to produce food sustainably for local markets, FTF
integrates smallholders into export horticulture projects
through its core program, ACCESSO0.“' As is standard
practice for USAID, the program is managed by an American
private contractor (Fintrac, Inc.). Towards meeting its goal
of “creating economies of scale” the program joined forces
with Wal-Mart. The new FTF-Wal-Mart-USAID partnership
aims to incorporate Central American farmers into the
mega-retailer’'s supply chain and develop their ability to
meet corporate standards (USAID 2011a). Signed in March
2011, the agreement dovetailed with Wal-Mart’s aggressive
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expansion plan into Central America. Wal-Mex, the store’s
Mexico and Central America division, opened 373 new retail
outlets in 2011, bringing the total number of stores in the
region up to 2,655 (Terra 2011).

Wal-Mart’s move southward is tied to the rural crisis and
the flow of migrants northward. Rocha (2011) argues that
remittances from the US give families remaining in Central
America just enough disposable income to be seen as a
profitable consumer market for the retail giant. In addition,
FTF gives Wal-Mart greater control over how and what
small farmers produce.*? The Wal-Mart boom is part of the
broader corporatization of consumption in Honduras and
Central America, facilitated by US-backed trade and aid
policies (CAFTA, FTF).

Tegucigalpa graffiti reads “Burger Golpista (coup supporter)” (photo by T.
Kerssen)
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agriculture generates new profits for seed, energy and chemical
companies. Indeed, these are two sides of the same coin: a food
system controlled increasingly by global monopoly capital.

Honduras also has bilateral free trade agreements with Mexico,
Colombia, Panama, Chile, Taiwan and most recently Canada.
The country also signed (along with Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Nicaragua and Panama) a comprehensive trade
agreement with the European Union on June 29, 2012 (SICE
2012). But as Honduras’ chief trading partner (supplying 50.1
percent of imports and purchasing 59.5 percent of exports in
2009), the United States remains the most influential player (US
Commercial Service 2011). With Central America’s largest deep-
water port, Puerto Cortés, Honduras also serves as a distribution
platform for the entire region. This makes Honduras a strate-
gic “gateway” for corporate food in Central America and the
Caribbean.



GREENING THE REGIME, PART 1:
FUELING THE GREEN ECONOMY

Palm oil isn’t just wonderful for your health when used for frying; it
could also be a great substitute for petroleum, which is becoming scarcer
and more expensive.

— Miguel Facussé, quoted in EI Heraldo, April 2011

n addition to feeding a growing global appetite for vegetable

oil and processed food, palm oil is also seen as a promising
feedstock for the production of liquid biofuel, also known as
“agrofuels” Along with a growing number of markets for
“green” products, agrofuels can provide a cloak of legitimacy
for corporate land grabbing. “Green grabbing” occurs when
land and resources are appropriated—with local land users often
expelled—in the name of producing renewable fuel, sequestering
carbon, promoting ecotourism or other “environmental” pursuits
(Fairhead et al. 2012). This chapter explores the growing market
for palm-based fuel, and the emerging set of global mechanisms
that allow corporations to capture value in the green economy.
At the same time, these mechanisms dangerously re-cast the
palm oil oligarchy as saviors of the environment.

Since the late 1990s there has been a strong interest in ethanol
(primarily from maize and sugarcane) and biodiesel (from oil
crops like soy, rapeseed, palm oil and jatropha) as an alterna-
tive or supplement to costly fossil fuels. For the newly consoli-

dated agro-oligarchies of the Global South—where the agrofuels
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expansion is primarily occurring—agrofuels represent an entic-
ing new opportunity for accumulation, global integration and
“green” credentials.

While the majority of the world’s palm oil is currently des-
tined for human consumption, the use of palm oil for energy is
expected to increase due to rising energy prices as well as govern-
ment targets, international aid and other subsidies that increase
demand.® The main drivers of the global agrofuels market are
the European Union and the United States. The US National
Academy of Sciences found, for instance, that even if all the corn
and soybeans produced in the US in 2005 were used for fuel,
this would only have met 12 percent of the country’s gasoline
demand and 6 percent of its diesel demand (cited in Eide 2009).
Likewise, 47 percent of EU oilseed production currently goes to
biodiesel, serving only a tiny percentage of European fuel needs
(ibid.).The diversion of Northern-produced oil crops such as soy
and rapeseed towards fuel uses increases the demand for palm oil
in food. The surge of palm oil in European diets is due to the
diversion of half of the annual European rapeseed harvest toward
biodiesel (Kongsager and Reenberg 2012).

Any major increase in the US and European consumption
of agrofuels will have to be met by production increases in the
Global South. The EU’ renewable fuel targets, for instance,
require that 10 percent of transport fuels be supplied by renew-
ables by 2020. It is expected that 80 to 90 percent of this target
will be met by imported agrofuels, mainly palm oil (Anseeuw et
al. 2012). According to a recent FAO report (Eide 2009), gov-
ernment targets in the North have unleashed a veritable “biofuel
fever” in the global South. The research group GRAIN (2007)
reported that agrofuel investments in Malaysia and Singapore
had reached “frenzied levels.”

In Honduras, the “Law for the Production and Consumption
of Biofuels” passed in November 2007 provides exemptions
from customs tariffs, income tax, and other related taxes for bio-
fuel companies for twelve years (USDA-FAS 2010). The same
year, a $7 million loan from the Central American Bank of
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Economic Integration (CABEI) was used to import over one
million improved oil palm seedlings from Malaysia, enough to
plant over 7,000 additional hectares (ibid.).*

Of eleven palm oil processing plants in Honduras,* five have
the capacity to produce palm oil biodiesel, known as palm
methyl ester, or PME. The two plants with the largest capacity
are Miguel Facussé’s Dinant plant and René Morales Carazo’s
Jaremar plant, followed by three much smaller peasant-owned
plants* (See Chart 2). Due to the high global demand for palm
oil in food and the high cost of processing it into PME, none of
these plants currently produce biodiesel for export. Dinant and
Jaremar produce small amounts for use by company vehicles and
machinery (USDA-FAS 2010; IICA 2010).
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Chart 2. Installed Capacity to Produce Biodiesel. Chart constructed by the
author with data_from PRONAGRO, Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock
(cited in USDA-FAS 2010)
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Dinant and Jaremar are clearly the best situated to take advan-
tage of export markets for agrofuels as demand increases, espe-
cially in Europe.Their market position is further strengthened by
bilateral and multilateral aid flows supporting economies of scale
at the expense of the peasant sector. Roberto Vellutini, head of
private sector lending for Energy and Infrastructure at the IDB
(one of the biggest promoters of agrofuels in Latin America),

commented:

Tropical countries have optimum conditions for
producing biofuels at lower cost, so it makes sense for
multinationals in both agriculture and energy to invest
in Brazil and other countries in Latin America, Africa
and Asia. This will also lead to consolidation, as small-
scale farming operations, cooperatives and family-
owned businesses either merge or are purchased by

larger companies. (Constance 2008)

The sanitized language of “mergers” and “consolidation” here
masks the violence of land grabs; the creation of new droves of
landless poor; and the bloody land and resource conflicts that
result.

While the United States does not currently use PME as a
renewable blending fuel, US officials and corporations have
shown interest in Honduran agrofuels, especially since the 2009
coup. WikiLeaks revealed that congressman Dana Rohrabacher
(R-California) traveled to Honduras in December 2009, before
the Lobo government was recognized by the US, accompanied
by real estate investors and top executives from the company SG
Biofuels, a San Diego-based firm specializing in the oilseed crop
jatropha (Lipton 2010).*” In meetings with Lobo and other gov-
ernment officials, Rohrabacher praised the ouster of president
Zelaya and “enthusiastically promoted the biofuel company’s
plans to set up operations in Honduras” (ibid.).

In April 2011, president Obama nominated Lisa Kubiske as
the new US ambassador to Honduras—a diplomat with strong



68 GRABBING POWER

credentials brokering US-Brazilian biofuels cooperation—send-
ing a clear message that the US government intends to facili-
tate US corporate interests in Honduran agrofuels (Bird 2011).
In addition to palm oil, jatropha and tilapia oil are viewed as
the most promising renewable energy sources to develop in
Honduras (IICA 2010).

Another factor promoting the expansion of oil palm is the
new global market in Certified Emission Reduction credits
(CERs), also known as carbon credits, through the UN’s Clean
Development Mechanism (CDM), a climate change mitigation
program initiated under the Kyoto Protocol. CERs—each one
equivalent to one ton of carbon dioxide (CO2)—are awarded
to projects in the developing world that reduce the amount of
greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere. CERs can then
be sold to polluters in industrialized countries to help meet
emission reduction commitments under Kyoto. These credits
are not necessarily granted for the production of PME, which

has one of the lowest emission reduction values of any source

AGROPALMA (Jaremar) palm oil processing plant in the Agudn, owned by
large landowner René Morales (photo by T. Kerssen)
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of biofuel, largely because of its contribution to deforestation
in Southeast Asia.*® Nonetheless, CERs are increasingly granted
for the creation of facilities that generate energy from the waste
products of palm oil production.

Palm o1l manufacturing is a highly polluting industry, generat-
ing three main kinds of waste: solid waste (fibers, shells and empty
fruit bunches); liquid waste (generated in the oil extraction pro-
cess); and air emissions (smoke from boilers and incinerators).
The combination of liquid waste with cooling water generates
what is known as palm oil mill efluent (POME), a substance
that may be dumped in nearby waterways, killing marine life and
contaminating the water for drinking and bathing (CSPI 2005,
23). Alternatively, POME is stored in open lagoons, generating
a biogas that contains about 65 percent methane (CH4), one of
the most potent greenhouse gases (Panapanaan et al. 2009). The
incineration of empty fruit bunches (EFBs) also emits particu-
lates into the atmosphere, and the indiscriminate dumping of
EFBs causes additional methane emissions, as the plant matter
decomposes.

Most of the palm-related CER projects are characterized as
“methane mitigation” or “methane avoidance” projects, since
they capture methane from wastewater that would otherwise be
emitted or avoid methane emissions from the decay of biomass
by using it as a fuel source instead. The reduction in greenhouse
gas emissions is determined using a hypothetical “baseline sce-
nario” characterized by business-as-usual practices (namely, the
dumping of EFBs and the storage of POME in open lagoons).
As the advocacy group GAIA (n.d.) points out, CERs offer
“no incentive for choosing the best policy option.” A palm oil
mill processing thousands of hectares worth of palm fruit might
receive CERs to reduce its emissions, while alternative rural
development approaches (such as agrarian reform and diversified
food production) would never even be considered.

In July 2011, amidst international outcry, the Executive Board
of the CDM approved a methane mitigation project run by
Exportadora del Atlantico as a recipient of carbon credits in
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the amount of approximately US$3.6 million (Eco2data 2012).
Exportadora del Atlantico is a subsidiary of Dinant, owned by
Miguel Facussé. According to watchdog group Biofuel-Watch,
CDM’s decision will “almost certainly allow Grupo Dinant to
have their palm oil classed as a ‘sustainable’ EU biofuel feedstock”
(Biofuel-Watch 2011).This is because in order to qualify for use
as a “renewable fuel” in the EU market, a biofuel source must
reduce emissions by at least 35 percent compared to fossil fuels.
Without methane mitigation, PME is calculated at only 19 per-
cent, disqualifying it as a blending fuel. With methane mitigation,
the emission reduction value of PME increases to 56 percent
(Pehnelt and Vietze 2010).

The CDM approval came after a German investment firm
(DEG) and a French utility company (EDF) both withdrew from
the project citing human rights concerns, following the release
of a report documenting 23 peasant murders linked to Dinant
(FIAN et al. 2011). In response to a letter signed by 70 human
rights organizations denouncing the approval, CDM’s European
chairman Martin Hession from the UK responded that the
board was simply “not equipped” to investigate human rights
abuses (Biofuel-Watch 2010).

The CDM decision followed the signing of a Memorandum
of Understanding between Miguel Facussé and World Wildlife
Fund (WWF) in April 2010 endorsing Dinant’s certification
by the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) (See Box
5). WWF has worked with a number of agribusinesses on the
Caribbean coast of Central America, including Chiquita and
Dole fruit companies, to reduce agrochemical runoff that threat-
ens the Mesoamerican R eef, the second largest barrier reef in the
world (WWF 2007). But WWF—like other Big Conservation
groups such as Conservation International and the Nature
Conservancy—has been strongly criticized for its cozy relation-
ship with (and funding from) the world’s biggest polluters (Rulli
2009; Hari 2010). Whether or not such arrangements lead to
“impact reduction,” they undoubtedly grant polluting corpora-

tions a sheen of environmental credibility.
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BOX 5. THE ROUNDTABLE ON SUSTAINABLE PALM OIL
by Annie Shattuck®

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPOJ, the World
Wildlife Fund’s (WWF) first industry roundtable, has been
in operation since 2002. Some of the largest players in
the palm industry have been involved from the beginning.
Groups like Cadbury Schweppes, Rabobank, and Wilmar
International, a partially owned subsidiary of Unilever
(whose Director of Sustainable Agriculture is president
of the RSPOJ, have committed to the group’s standards—
which include respect for land rights, fair labor conditions
and an end to deforestation. The RSPO includes an NGO-led
“smallholder taskforce” to help smallholders participate in
the certified market, and two locally based NGOs that help
bring the voices of small farmers and indigenous people to
the table.

Thus far, the Roundtable has not been able to significantly
curb land conflicts or deforestation. In August of 2008,
United Plantations was the first company to be certified
under RSPO standards. According to the standards, a
company plantation can be certified only if all their holdings
meet certain minimum requirements; including no land
conflicts, un-mediated labor disputes, or replacement of
primary forest, and a plan to achieve certification for all
plantations. According to Greenpeace, while the company’s
Malaysian plantation was certified, its holdings in Indonesia
failed to comply with the RSPO’s minimum standards for
partial certification. Four community members were jailed
for protesting oil palm development on their land in the
Indonesian village of Rutu. One of the arrestees was still
in prison when United Plantations converted the man’s
farm to oil palm. Furthermore, the Indonesian plantations
were planted in “High Conservation Value Areas,” on




72 GRABBING POWER

drained peatlands and recently cleared forests, prompting

Greenpeace to call the RSPO's first test case a “failure.”

While some civil society groups are calling on companies
in the RSPO to live up to their promises of sustainability,
others are calling the group’s efforts “greenwashing” and
claim the “RSPO is designed to legitimate the continuous

expansion of the palm oil industry.”

The WWF agreement with Facussé was signed in the midst
of the first wave of heavy militarization in the Aguin, during
a period of tense negotiations between the Lobo government,
Facussé and MUCA. Over the course of these negotiations, eight
Aguin peasants were murdered, six of whom were members of
MUCA (FIDH 2011). The agreement with WWF allowed the
company to downplay its role in this bloodbath over contested
plantation lands, and highlight instead its commitment to sus-
tainability. Facussé remarked:

Our world is increasingly affected by pollution, habitat
loss and the mismanagement of water resources.
Transnational companies have woken up to the need
to invest the best agricultural practices in order to
guarantee the protection of areas like the Mesoamerican
Reef. This is why by 2015, the largest buyers in the
world will require that palm oil be certified by the
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil. With the support
of WWE the Dinant Corporation is implementing
best practices to show the world that oil palm can be
produced in a sustainable way, using modern science and
technology. We are pioneers in conserving wildlife side
by side with the development of industry, producing oil
palm while maintaining biodiversity and reducing our

environmental impact... By signing this MOU [with
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WWEF] we position our palm oil at the highest level
of competitiveness with the biggest environmentally
responsible producers in the world. I'm certain that
this alliance will lead to our certification by the RSPO
since WWF will attest to our commitment to the
environment. We are entering this arena forcefully...
it is necessary for our future, for our children and our
grandchildren—of which I have many—in order to
save the planet. (quoted in Nuila Coto 2010, author’s

translation)

Due to heavy criticism from grassroots and international
human rights organizations, WWF temporarily suspended
its work with Dinant in December 2010 “pending further
investigation.”

Seeking to have the biggest impact, climate funding and cer-
tification schemes logically target the biggest operations. These
are, in many cases, mega corporations like Honduras-based
Dinant and Jaremar, or transnationals Cargill and Miller Brewing
Company (all of which have received CERs for projects in
Honduras).” Through CERs, they gain access to a whole new
line of credit to modernize and expand production. They also
gain a ready-made way to green their image and access new
markets, e.g. for biodiesel or carbon offsets.>

In the case of the Aguan, the influence of climate funding
mechanisms, green certification schemes (RSPO) and other
manifestations of “green capitalism” are far from neutral. Rather,
they further shift the balance of power in favor of large corpora-
tions and legitimize their activities on lands that were acquired
through illegitimate or highly contested means. These new
mechanisms facilitate “green grabbing”—the corporate takeover
of land and resources in the name of the environment (Fairhead
et al. 2012). In so doing, they also legitimize the violence used to

repress or expel peasant and indigenous communities.



GREENING THE REGIME,
PART 2: ECOTOURISM OR
ECO-COLONIALISM?

Just when you thought you had everything. ..
—Advertisement for Njoi Beachfront Residences, Trujillo, Honduras™

stone’s throw away from the Aguin Valley is the spectacular

Caribbean coast, a place of great natural beauty that has also
become, like the Aguin, a key battleground in the struggle against
corporate control of food, land and resources. Along with the
expansion of agribusiness (oil palm, sugarcane, tropical fruit) and
industrial zones (maquilas), the rapidly expanding coastal tourism
complex is part of the broad corporate restructuring of northern
Honduras.> This chapter looks at tourism developments in the
region, which have facilitated land and resource grabs, primarily
in Afro-indigenous Garifuna communities. Once again, “green”
arguments—tied to the conservation of (estheticized) nature for
tourism purposes—are used to advance a project of corporate
control.”

Like Aguan peasants, Garifunas are engaged in an historic
struggle for land, territory and control over their local economy.
A unique Afro-Caribbean ethnic group, the Garifuna people
are African descendants who escaped slavery in the Caribbean
and intermixed with Amerindians (Caribs and Arawaks). Having

evaded enslavement, they fought off the French and then the
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British on the island of Saint Vincent before being deported to
the island of Roatin off the coast of Honduras in 1796. Finding
the island too small for their growing population, they appealed
to the Spanish, who agreed to let them settle the isthmian main-
land. From there, the Garifuna established settlements all along
the Caribbean coast, maintaining their distinct language and cul-
ture, based primarily in fishing, hunting, small commerce and the
cultivation of yuca, beans, bananas and coconut palm. Honduras
has Central America’s largest Garifuna population, with approx-
imately 250,000 people in 48 coastal and island communities
(Brondo and Brown 2011).

The Garifuna have inhabited the region for 215 years on lands
they consider to be their ancestral territories. Indeed, they are con-
sidered a “tribal people” with the same rights as indigenous peoples
by international bodies like the International Labor Organization
(ILO) and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
(TACHR 2010-2011, 282, n.72).*® Garifuna communities main-
tained their territories through customary tenure (without for-
mal land titles) until the 1990s, when land titling programs were

Garifuna woman with a conch shell horn at a protest march on the second
anniversary of the coup, June 2011 (photo by Roger Harris)
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instituted with funding from the World Bank.” Ironically, this is
also when their lands came under the greatest threat.

In the early 1990s, at the height of structural adjustment,
Central American governments began promoting tourism as a
strategy to attract investment and donor funds. In Honduras, a
presidential decree passed in August 1990 (Decree Law 90-90)
weakened (some say violated) Article 107 of the national con-
stitution prohibiting foreign property ownership within 40 kilo-
meters (25 miles) of the coast. While the law did not amend the
constitution, it made an “exception” to this prohibition for lands
zoned as “urban” or lands with “tourism potential” (Brondo and
Woods 2007; Avila 2006; Meritas 2010).%® This and other laws
favoring tourism investments led to a rapid influx of investors
to the isolated northern coast, previously an enclave economy
dominated by North American fruit companies. Local elites also
began enclosing properties to build vacation homes or rentals for
tourists and visiting researchers.

In 1992, the Marbella Tourist Corporation began usurping
property in the Garifuna community of Triunfo de la Cruz
on Tela Bay, the largest Garifuna settlement in Honduras with
9,000 community members. When local residents formed the
Committee to Defend the Land of Triunfo (CODETT), they
began receiving threats from authorities. In 1997, three com-
munity leaders were murdered and a prominent anti-Marbella
activist, Alfredo Lopez, was arrested on trumped up drug traf-
ficking charges. Lopez spent seven years in jail until the Inter-
American Court ruled in his favor and forced his release (Ryan
2008). Describing the ongoing assault on Garifuna communities,
Lopez comments, “We find ourselves in what can only be con-
ceived as a war-like situation” (Rodriguez 2008). During the
same period, oil palm plantations began encroaching on Triunfo
and the greater Tela area, taking over communal lands previously
used for growing and harvesting food (Guity 2009, 251).

The 1990s saw the emergence of an international “eco-devel-
opment” agenda, using environmental language to promote large,

multi-nodal conservation projects such as the Mesoamerican
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Biological Corridor (MBC). Linked to other regional initiatives
(CAFTA;Plan Puebla Panama), the MBC brought together national
governments, international lenders, large conservation NGOs and
the private sector under a rubric of “market-oriented conservation”
(Finley-Brook 2007, 110). In practice, this usually meant opening
up (and “securing”) natural areas for extractive industries or tour-
ism, under the watchful management of donor-funded NGOs (e.g.
WWE Conservation International, the Nature Conservancy) to
ensure “‘sustainable” use.”

As part of this push, new marine reserves were created to pro-
tect aquatic resources (fish populations and coral reefs), designed
to preserve the appeal of Honduran waters as a popular scuba
diving destination (Moreno 2005, 222). The 1993 presidential
decree creating the Cayos Cochinos Biological Reserve, for
instance, included a moratorium on the removal of any marine
life in the area. The decree thus prohibited fishing, collecting
conch and diving for lobsters or other marine species—activities
at the heart of Garifuna food culture and livelihoods (Brondo
and Woods 2007). These prohibitions were enacted despite evi-
dence that fish stock reduction is primarily caused not by arti-
sanal fishers, but by the increased presence of industrial fishing
fleets (Ryan 2008; FAO 2012). A Garifuna fisher from the com-

munity of Chachahuate commented:

I understand that lobster is prohibited, but they must
realize that we need it to feed our kids. If they catch us,
they take our boats and kit. If one of our community
members gets ill, we will catch lobster to pay for
help on the mainland. That is life... One part of the
management is being protective of the resources, and
I believe our way of fishing does that. We use natural
ways of fishing, using nets and minimal engine use. So
our methods are fine for the environment. It is the big
boats that come in bringing 3,000 lobster trays per
boat, whereas our community doesn’t even use 1,000

in the whole season. (Brondo and Brown 2011)
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Restrictions also prohibited Garifunas from cutting down any
trees or palms to build or repair their homes (Brondo and Woods
2007). As subsistence activities were increasingly criminalized,
“a system of surveillance and policing was established, and navy
patrols began to enforce the regulations” (7). Militarized conditions
along the northern coast, including new US Navy installations on
the island of Guanaja, have intensified the climate of repression,
functioning to secure the neoliberal conservation/tourist complex
against an increasingly marginalized local population.

While restrictions on Garifuna livelihood activities are osten-
sibly meant to protect aquatic resources for their long-term (i.e.
sustainable) use by the elite-controlled tourism industry, the
largely unregulated tourism boom has itself caused extensive
damage:

Many of the new roads on the islands are unstable
and promote widespread erosion, siltation of offshore
corals, and deterioration of streambeds and watersheds.
Shoreline construction of hotels, restaurants, marinas,
beaches, and housing has destroyed mangroves and
corals. Hundreds of wells have been dug indiscriminately,
leading to saltwater infiltration of the groundwater,
disruption of groundwater flows and diminished stream
quality. (Moreno 2005, 222)

From 1990 to 2000, the number of tourists visiting the Bay
Islands increased from less than 10,000 annually to over 90,000
(ibid.). The increased number of scuba divers has damaged reefs
and affected populations of juvenile fish, leading to resentment
from (formerly) fishing-dependent communities (Brondo and
Woods 2007, 12). This degradation also left Garifuna commu-
nities highly vulnerable to climate change and natural disasters
such as Hurricane Mitch in 1998, which led to widespread
coastal devastation. Crisis conditions after the storm were used as
a pretext for promoting further growth in the corporate tourism

sector (see Box 2).
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Garifuna people argue that, far from being the cause of degra-
dation, community control is the key to preserving watersheds,
biodiversity and fish populations, since their livelihoods depend
on the integrity of these resources. The Garifuna organization,
Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras (OFRANEH), which
has been struggling for decades against predatory tourism devel-
opment, said in a statement:

The northern coast of Honduras is considered one of the
most vulnerable places in the world to climate change,
and there is no doubt that this vulnerability is due to
the unsustainable development practices of colonial
powers. Coastal erosion devours our beaches at a rapid
pace while prominent tourism investors appropriate the
natural areas, which have been carefully conserved by
our people and sustainably managed for our subsistence.
(OFRANEH 20102, author’s translation)

After initial assaults on their lands by outside investors,
Garifuna organizations ramped up demands for territorial recog-
nition from the state. In response, the National Agrarian Institute
(INA) implemented a program to deliver land titles to all 48
Garifuna communities, most of which were issued between
1993 and 2002 (Brondo and Brown 2011).® But the “agrar-
ian reform” vision of the Honduran government and its funders
clashed with that of the Garifuna people. As Anderson (2007)
points out, multilateral institutions (in particular the World
Bank) promote territorial recognition “under the logic that a
secure property regime will create a viable climate for property
transfer and investment” (399). For Garifunas, land titles, whether
individual or communal, should serve the function of preserving
territorial and cultural integrity; i.e. they should prevent property
transfer and protect the community from outside investments that
are at odds with local needs.

Organizations like OFRANEH have critiqued titling programs
as inadequate for protecting their communities from land and
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resource grabs, environmental degradation and other threats that
undermine the reproduction of Garifuna culture. As both a cri-
tique and political demand, they invoke the concept of “functional
habitat.” In its most limited definition, functional habitat refers to
community lands plus the surrounding lands, rivers, wilderness and
marine areas upon which communities depend even though they
may not have direct ownership of them. In its broadest sense, the con-
cept refers to a territorial space that includes multiple communi-
ties, cultural interactions and relations of production and exchange
(CCARC 2002; Anderson 2007).

Indeed, coastal and forested areas (as opposed to residential
areas) have been the first to be grabbed by investors—whether
or not they are under communal title. Presumably, this is because
they don’t (necessarily) involve “messy” evictions. Rather, com-
munities are hemmed in little by little, increasingly losing access
to vital common resources until livelihoods are so constrained
that residential plots can be more easily bought off, one by one.
This has been the case in the municipality of Trujillo, located on
the Bay of Trujillo on the northern edge of Capiro Calentura
National Park. In recent years, the area has been heavily targeted
by investors, and was chosen as the site for a radical neoliberal
experiment known as the “Charter City” (ciudad modelo) (See
Box 6).

Since 2008, OFRANEH has denounced Canadian investor
Randy Jorgenson—known as the “Porn King” for the industry
in which he gained his fortune—and his company Life Vision
Properties for illegally purchasing communal Garifuna lands
around Trujillo. In collusion with the municipality, Jorgenson
began by acquiring and enclosing a large stretch of Trujillo’s
coastline to begin construction on a cruise ship dock, the center-
piece of a mega-tourism complex (including hotels, boutiques
and restaurants) called the “Banana Coast.” The Garifuna com-
munity of Rio Negro was the most immediately affected.®’ Cut
off from the water, internally divided and under heavy harass-
ment from project representatives, community members began

selling their family plots to Life Vision Properties one by one
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BOX 6. HONDURAS’ CHARTER CITY: AN ASSAULT ON
SOVEREIGNTY

In July 2011, the Honduran Congress approved legislation
allowing for the creation of Special Development Regions
(RED in Spanish), also known as “Charter Cities” (ciudades
modelos) (La Prensa 2011). The first of these projects
envisions a 33 km-squared city to be built within Honduran
territory, but governed by foreign governmentsand investors
(Spring 2011). The planned site of the new Charter City is
the land in and around the northern coastal town of Trujillo,
an area long coveted by investors as prime real estate for
vacation homes and resort tourism. Preliminary studies
for the project were funded by the IDB and Korean Agency
for International Development (KOICA) (El Heraldo 2011c).
Brainchild of US economist Paul Romer, the Charter City
concept is an extreme take on the export processing zones
created in the 1990s, except “larger in scale, broader in its
scope for reform and far more innovative in its approach
to governance” (Romer and Fuller 2011). Indeed, it has
received high praises from maquila oligarchs such as
Daniel Facussé, president of the Honduran Manufacturing
Association (AHM] and member of the powerful Facussé
clan (La Tribuna 2012a).

This Charter City is to be governed by an oddly named
“Transparency Commission” composed of nine
individuals appointed by president Lobo. The current
interim commission consists of five economists and
businesspeople (none of them Honduran) and chaired by
Romer himself (ibid.). “Partner countries” in the developed
world are to play a key role in providing “oversight, policing
and jurisprudence” to “make the new city a more attractive
place for would-be residents and investors” (Romer and
Sanchez 2012). In a recent opinion piece in the Globe and
Mail, Romer appealed to Canada to play this role, which
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would be compensated “using gains in the value of the land
in the new reform zone” (ibid.). Partner countries would
also lend security assistance, helping to make the City a
“safe haven” from the insecurity that reigns outside its
limits (Romer and Fuller 2011). According to the Economist
(2011), prominent, libertarian-leaning entrepreneurs are
linked with the project including Patri Friedman (grandson
of Milton), Peter Thiel (founder of Paypal] and John Mackey
(CEO of Whole Foods).

Who will live in this utopian city? According to Romer,
forward-thinking, market-oriented Hondurans will vote
with their feet, opting to move to the Charter City “out of
enlightened self-interest” (ibid.). However, it is unclear
whether this utopian project will come to fruition, or whether
its regulatory framework will merely speed up a number of
mega-development projects already in the pipeline, such
as Canadian investor Randy Jorgenson’s mega-tourism
complex called “Banana Coast.” For community-based
movements like OFRANEH, the Charter City is a clear
extension of the tourism mega-projects (as well as mega-
energy and agribusiness projects] that have displaced,
divided and criminalized Garifuna communities for over two
decades. Claiming to target “undeveloped” and “uninhabited”
land, this Charter City makes Garifuna residents—and their
claims on land and ancestral territories—invisible. What's
more, with the Canadian government potentially governing
the enclave, and Canadian investors making windfall profits
within it, the “Charter City” model looks remarkably like a
new form of colonialism.

Garifuna leader Miriam Miranda commented, “it is difficult
to get information, but it is evident that we're faced with
the maximum expression of the loss of sovereignty” (Paley
2012). OFRANEH launched a National Campaign Against
Charter Cities in July 2012.
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until only six remained, watching their neighbors’ houses being
bulldozed to the ground (Spring 2011).%

Jorgenson and other investors also targeted the collectively
managed forests around Trujillo, areas critical for watershed pro-
tection and sustainably harvesting food and other forest products.
According to OFRANEH, many of the new projects will be
built in the protected areas of the Capiro and Calentura moun-
tains, causing deforestation and degradation in a zone that is
highly vulnerable to natural disasters (Spring 2011; OFRANEH
2010b). Large areas, such as the future site of Jorgenson’s “Campa
Vista” vacation homes, have been enclosed with fences and pri-
vate security, preventing community access. In the community of
Guadalupe, lands acquired by Life Vision Properties at just over
$50 per acre are being advertised in Canada starting at $30,000
per 0.4 acre plot (Spring 2011). What’s more, the Trujillo area has
been heavily militarized since the 2009 coup (a reality investors
would rather keep under wraps). The Tumbador massacre (See
Part Three), in which Miguel Facussé’s private guards killed five
peasants, occurred just 20 minutes away from one of Jorgenson’s
development sites (ibid.).

In projects like the “Banana Coast,” Garifuna culture is either
erased, substituted for Mayan culture (which is supposedly more
appealing to foreign visitors) or repackaged as a tourist attraction.
A brochure advertising the Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort®
in Tela Bay reads:

The barefoot elegance of this luxurious destination
resort is your introduction to the beauty of this
Undiscovered Coast. Discover a Central American
paradise that blends the flavors, textures and traditions
of Honduras’ native Garifuna culture, yet provides the
sophistication expected by international travelers.®

This combination of “discovery” and luxury invokes feel-
good notions of corporate social and environmental responsibil-

ity. The brochure goes on to reassure tourists that “the visionaries
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of this luxurious “new frontier” remain ever-mindful of its cul-
tural ancestry, abundant wildlife and natural wonderland.” The
“visionaries” behind Los Micos are the same business elites that
now control the government. They include maquila owners
Jacobo Kattan and Juan Canahuati; fast food and media mogul
José Rafael Ferrari; and energy tycoon Freddy Nasser (who
is also Miguel Facussé’s son-in-law) (Loperena 2010; Méndez
2009). The Los Micos resort—most of which is located inside
Janet Kawas National Park®—is a public-private partnership,
with basic infrastructure funded by the state (with a $35 mil-
lion loan from the IDB for “sustainable tourism”) and hotels and
other tourist attractions funded by private investors (IDB 2005).

For Garifuna communities, aid-funded neoliberal initiatives
such as land titling programs and conservation projects have not
met their stated goals (tenure security and environmental sustain-
ability). They have, however, succeeded in restructuring the north-
ern coast to facilitate investment and accumulation by both inter-
national investors and the Honduran oligarchy. Indeed, Garifuna
communities have been boxed in on all sides, with Facussé’s oil
palm and Dole’s pineapple plantations; the enclosure of coastal
waters and wilderness areas for tourism; the criminalization of
subsistence activities; and the usurpation of community lands.

In the past, Garifuna organizations have rarely engaged in
large-scale land occupations to reclaim their territories as seen
in the Aguan. Rather, they have sought legal protection as tribal
peoples through international human rights mechanisms. The
IACHR, for instance, issued an injunction against Marbella on
further developments in Triunfo de la Cruz. Garifuna radio sta-
tions—such as Faluma Bimetu (Coco Dulce) located in Triunfo—
have played a critical role in informing communities of invest-
ment activities and organizing resistance while also preserving
Garifuna language and music (Payne Roberts 2011). They have
been especially important since the 2009 coup, which tightened
censorship in the country and restricted information to the
elite-controlled media.®

Due to increasing threats to their lands and livelihoods,
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Garifuna organizations recently turned to the strategy of land
occupation. On August 27, 2012 OFRANEH launched a
300-person occupation of a tract of ancestral Garifuna land called
Vallecito, located within the planned Charter City and boxed in
on the east, west and north by Facussé’s heavily guarded oil palm
plantations. The occupation hopes to gain international attention
and pressure the government to recognize the legal titles of the
Garifuna people and adhere to internationally binding conven-
tions such as Convention 169 of the ILO.%

Carla Garcia, legal advisor to the communities of Cristales
and Rio Negro, comments, “Everything points to the fact that
Garifunas are not welcome in our own land; that we’re not even
welcome in this country; but this is where we were born and
we’re going to fight for our rights” (OFRANEH 2012).



THE NEW AGUAN MOVEMENTS:
LAND, RESISTANCE AND FOOD
SOVEREIGNTY

After the coup that overthrew Manuel Zelaya, our participation in the
Resistance gave us even more awareness of the importance of recovering
the land, not just in Aguan, but in the whole country. It strengthened
our belief that on the land, we may not become rich, but at least we
won’t lack what we need to live; we’ll have food, education and dignity.
—Unified Movement of Aguan Peasants (MUCA)
in “Machete de Esperanza” 2010

nlike Nicaragua, Guatemala and El Salvador, Honduras did

not see the emergence of a significant guerrilla movement
(such as the Nicaraguan Sandinistas) in the 1970s and 80s. This
is confounding, in a way, given its high levels of rural poverty
and exploitation, especially at the hands of US fruit companies.
The lack of a strong peasant insurgency in Honduras, however,
can be explained in part by the combination of repressive and
accommodating strategies used by the Honduran government to
mediate social crisis (Mahoney 2001, 256). Thanks in part to the
agrarian reforms of the 60s and 70s, levels of land concentration
in Honduras were never as extreme as in neighboring countries
where strong insurgencies emerged. As outlined in Part One,

greater wage concessions and agrarian reform defused social
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demands to some degree, while the strong US-backed military
repressed pockets of rebellion. This “stability” is also what
made Honduras an attractive base for US counter-insurgency
operations in the 1980s.

Nonetheless, it would be wrong to assume that Honduran
peasants have not been active agents of social change.The victo-
ries they won in the 1960s and 70s, attest to the power of peasant
movements. By the early 80s—due to the expansion of com-
mercial agriculture and ranching, combined with population
growth—the land question was rapidly worsening. In response,
protests exploded throughout the country, demanding agrarian
reform and stabilization of rising food prices (Envio 1997).The
state responded in increasingly repressive ways. Reforms in the
penal code increased fines and jail time for protest crimes such as
peasant land invasions and street demonstrations (ibid.).

The National Coordinating Council of Peasant Unions
(COCOCH) was formed in 1990 and remarkably survived the
neoliberal assault on peasant unions, lands and livelihoods of the
1990s.1In 1991, together with peasant leaders from six other coun-
tries, COCOCH founded the Association of Central American
Peasant Organizations for Cooperation and Development
(ASOCODE), an early precursor to the international peasant
movement Via Campesina, which now includes 149 member
organizations in 69 countries (Boyer 2010; Edelman 2008).Via
Campesina—headquartered in Tegucigalpa from 1996-2004—
is arguably the leading voice for peasants’ rights and agrarian
reform on the international stage, and is the intellectual author
of the concept of “food sovereignty.”*®

In the Aguin, the abrupt reversal of agrarian reform in the
early 1990s provoked a new wave of peasant organizing. But
this was not the armed peasant insurgencies of the 1970s and
80s. Rather, the movements have engaged in a range of non-
violent tactics: from land occupations and negotiations to judi-
cial appeals and legislative proposals. Only through terrific
efforts at media manipulation (which are ongoing) could they

be labeled “guerrillas” The Aguan movements made headway
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under the administration of Manuel Zelaya: good faith nego-
tiations between peasants and government agencies resulted in
Decree Law 18-2008 opening the possibility of granting legal
titles for communities that had farmed their lands for ten years
or more. The 2009 coup, however, abruptly closed off political
spaces opened up through decades of organizing, essentially forc-
ing peasant movements to give up or scale up.

The shift from Zelaya’s accommodating approach to the land
conflict to Lobo’s militarized approach appears to have radical-
ized and unified the peasant movements. Their ongoing com-
mitment to nonviolence, however, has subjected them to bru-
tal, one-sided confrontations with police, military and private
guards. This assault on Aguin movements—and their courage
in the face of repression—has also inspired and informed the
National Front of Popular Resistance (FNRP), the broad-based
civil society coalition that emerged in opposition to the coup.
‘While far from ideological unity, the FNRP and its new politi-
cal arm LIBRE (short for Libertad y Refundacién, the Freedom
and Refoundation Party) have in turn provided a new national
platform for historic peasant demands.

Parts One and Two of this book provided a political economic
analysis of agrarian change in Honduras, especially during the
neoliberal and repressive turn of the last two decades. They
argued that these policies led to the growth of a powerful agro-
industrial oligarchy rooted in the three “boom” sectors of north-
ern Honduras: maquilas, agribusiness and tourism. This class has
expanded its economic and political power through complex
mechanisms that squeezed peasant and indigenous livelihoods on
the one hand, and created new investment opportunities on the
other. The privatization of land and nature increasingly created
the conditions for “land grabs” and “green grabs” to occur with
impunity, under a veil of institutional legitimacy.

Part Three returns to the Aguan Valley and the social move-
ments that have emerged from this new juncture in agrarian
politics. The new peasant movements, rooted in historic strug-

gles for agrarian reform, go beyond traditional peasant demands.
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Theirs is a radical critique of the dominant model and the insti-
tutionalized takeover of community-controlled food, land and
markets by a globalized elite. Considering the strength of this
movement, the stereotype, as Merryl (1995) puts it, of the “con-
servative nature of Honduran society, which is not conducive
to a revolutionary uprising” seems all but obsolete. Speaking to
these new conditions, LIBRE’s motto says it all: La Revolucién es
Inevitable en Honduras (In Honduras, Revolution is Inevitable).



THE NEW CYCLE OF STRUGGLE:
A SKETCH OF TWO AGUAN
MOVEMENTS

I decided to get organized and fight, because of how hard it is to feed
our children. There are very few people who enjoy all of the country’s
wealth. So I joined the movement to fight for the land.
—Maribel Garcia, Unified Movement of Aguan Peasants (MUCA)*

he extensive dispossession of peasants in the 1990s generated

a new cycle in the history of peasant land struggles in the
Aguan. Shattered cooperatives began mobilizing immediately to
challenge the legality of the land grabs, submitting legal claims
(demandas de nulidad) requesting the invalidation of the land sales.
Some succeeded, but many others were stymied in the courts by
the high-priced lawyers of Facussé and other elites. So, a number
of cooperatives and landless families came together to form
movements. With little political power vis-a-vis large landholders,
a “new generation” of Aguin movements began strategically
occupying lands they identified as designated for the collective
use of the peasantry under the agrarian reform laws of 1961 and
1974. Since MCA was formed in 1999, dozens more followed,
generating a patchwork of movements throughout the valley.
MCA and MUCA, profiled below, are two of the pioneering

and emblematic movements in this new cycle of struggle.
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MCA—Peasant Movement of Aguan

One of the oldest in this “new generation” of Aguin move-
ments, MCA’s struggle is focused on reclaiming the lands of the
Regional Center for Military Training (known by its Spanish
acronym CREM), a former US-training camp for counter-
insurgency forces. The 5,724-hectare CREM has a long and
complex history of questionable land deals, and illustrates how
private capital repeatedly captures state resources and uses public
agencies as an instrument for profit, in violation of the social
aims of agrarian reform laws (See Box 7).

MCA carried out its first occupation at midnight on May 14,
1999 with 700 landless peasant families from around the country.
They called their new settlement on the former CREM site
“Guadalupe Carney” after a radical Jesuit priest from the U.S.
who helped organize Aguan cooperatives in the 1970s and was
later killed by counter-insurgency forces. The founding com-
mittee (junta directiva) of MCA was composed of three men
and two women from the four leading national peasant associa-
tions, including the Association of Peasant Women of Honduras
(AHMUC).” Compared to the first generation cooperatives
such as Salama (see Chapter 13) almost entirely run by men,
the new Aguian movements have a much higher participation of
women in decision-making roles.”!

Under pressure from MCA, as well as international humani-
tarian pressure following Hurricane Mitch, president Carlos
Flores Facussé (nephew of Miguel Facussé) awarded the first
1,500-hectare tract of former CREM lands to MCA in 2000.
Since then, additional portions of CREM lands have slowly been
adjudicated in favor of MCA based on successive congressional
decrees. Each wave of redistribution was accompanied by pay-
ment to the (illegal) landowner for his “improvements” (mejo-
ras) to the land (infrastructure, crops planted, etc.), a common
practice in Honduran land negotiations. All told, 105 million
lempiras (approximately US$5.25 million) in state funds were
authorized for paying off landowners and resolving the CREM
case (FIAN et al. 2011, 41). As Barnes and Riverstone (2008)
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note, “the successful takeover of the CREM military base has
been recognized as a ‘transcendent event’ indicating demand for
the reactivation of an agrarian reform program in Honduras.”

Of the original CREM lands, approximately 1,000 hectares
(20 percent) remain to be titled to peasant families. These lands
have been grabbed by Miguel Facussé, René Morales and con-
gressman Oscar Nijera, and are the site of ongoing conflict. In
March 2010, Facussé failed to appear in court on three separate
occasions to account for his claim over 550 hectares known as
the El Tumbador oil palm plantation (Rios 2010b). To pressure
the businessman, MCA peasants occupied El Tumbador on April
6, 2010, holding it for three months before being evicted. The
occupation triggered a period of protracted negotiation between
Facussé and INA for the payment of “improvements” (Rios
2010). With no resolution in sight, however, MCA re-entered El
Tumbador on November 15, 2010.

This time five peasants were fatally shot, and several injured,
in a four-hour standoff with Facussé’s security guards, employees
of the Orion Security Company (El Heraldo 2010a).” Had Law
18-2008—which explicitly outlined the resolution of CREM—
not been revoked, the bloodshed at El Tumbador might have
been avoided.

Despite recent setbacks, MCA members are proud to have
helped spawn and accompany a whole new generation of peas-
ant movements, such as fellow Aguin movement MUCA (see
below) and the peasant movement of Zicate Grande in southern
Honduras, also battling Miguel Facussé.” Referring to this new
cycle of struggle, Claudia Ruiz of the Coordinating Committee
of Popular Organizations of Aguan (COPA) affirmed, “In 2000,
the Aguan started a new phase in its history.””

MUCA—Unified Movement of Aguan Peasants

In 2001, shortly after the birth of MCA, the Unified Movement
of Aguan Peasants (MUCA) was formed to demand the nullifi-
cation of land sales and recover land for peasant families. At its

inception, the movement was composed of three former peasant
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BOX 7. HISTORY OF LAND DEALS AT FORMER CREM SITE"

1975: A US-Puerto Rican investor named Temistocles
Ramirez de Arrellano purchases what would become the
CREM site illegally for approximately 24 lempiras per
hectare (approximately US$4.86 per acre). Article 107 of
the Honduran constitution prohibits foreigners from owning
land within forty kilometers of the coast, where these lands
are located.

1983: Ramirez is forced to give the land over to the US
military for the creation of the CREM military training camp.

1990: After appealing to the US, Ramirez receives
compensation from the Honduran government in the
amount of 15,600,000 lempiras, a value of 2,275 lempiras
per hectare (approximately US$460.50 per acre), nearly
100 times the 1975 purchase price.

1993: CREM lands are reverted to the state for distribution
to the peasantry by the National Agrarian Institute (INA)
as mandated by the agrarian reform law, but the lands are
never distributed. Instead, the municipality of Trujillo, where
the land is located, sells the land to local cattle ranchers,
politicians and military officials at the bargain price of 20 to
30 lempiras per hectare (approximately US$1.25 - 1.87 per
acre at the average exchange rate for that year).

1999: The Peasant Movement of Aguan (MCA) is formed,
carrying out its first occupation and establishing the
settlement of Guadalupe Carney on the former CREM site.

2000: The Public Prosecutor’s office (fiscalia) brings
charges against several municipal officials, including
the mayor of Trujillo, for the illegal sale of state lands.
President Flores Facussé awards the first 1,500-hectare
tract of former CREM lands to MCA.
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“Welcome brothers and sisters to territory liberated by MUCA” (photo by Greg
McCain)

cooperatives looking to recuperate their lands. After a few years
of organizing and researching various cases of illegal land acqui-
sition, they had grown to 28 cooperatives (MUCA 2010a, 16).
MUCA took its first legal action in 2004, filing seventeen
requests for the nullification of land sales against Miguel Facussé,
René Morales and Reinaldo Canales (ibid.). But under the con-
servative government of Ricardo Maduro (2002-2006)—famous
for his “iron fist” (mano dura) policies—this approach mostly
went nowhere.

In February 2006, 7,000 peasants blockaded the main road
through Aguin, near the town of Tocoa, brandishing their
machetes as a symbol of their identity as workers of the land.
The protest, known as the “occupation of the five thousand
machetes” (la toma de los cinco mil machetes) succeeded in getting
a government representative to visit the region and commit to
carrying out an investigation of the fraudulent land deals. The
occupation marked a turning point for MUCA and the launch
of a new strategy of public protest and strategic negotiation
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(MUCA 2010a; FIDH 2011). In its boldest action to date, the
movement occupied a Facussé-owned palm oil processing plant
in early June 2009. After holding it for six days, president Manuel
Zelaya made a personal visit to the Aguan to negotiate MUCA’s
evacuation and sign an agreement towards the resolution of the
land disputes (ibid.).

This momentous victory led to the creation of a special
commission—composed of representatives from the execu-
tive office, MUCA, INA, the Secretary of Agriculture (SAG)
and large landowners—to resolve the MUCA case. But signs
of the impending coup loomed large. On June 23, unidentified
gunmen in Tocoa shot MUCA advisor and commission mem-
ber Fabio Evelio Ochoa four times in an assassination attempt.
Ochoa had also been an outspoken supporter of the popular
referendum slated for June 28, and had been working on a case
to win compensation for 900 former farmworkers poisoned by
agrochemicals used by the Standard Fruit Company (Defensores
en Linea 2009). The coup d’état on June 28,2009 decimated the
commission and any progress made under Zelaya towards resolv-
ing the MUCA case.

Clearly intending to end the process of popular consulta-
tion, including negotiations with peasant movements, the coup
inadvertently sowed the seeds of popular resistance. The coup’s
“awakening” of civil society, as it is often put by Hondurans,
created an unprecedented articulation of formerly atomized,
even conflicting, social movements. Students, teachers, industrial
workers’ unions, human rights organizations, indigenous peoples,
peasants, feminists, LGBT communities, artists and faith-based
groups were galvanized by the coup and the repression that fol-
lowed, coming together to form the FNRP (see Box 8).

The coup did not succeed in destroying the peasant move-
ments. With the backing of the popular resistance movement,
MUCA felt empowered to take even bolder action:

We called a meeting [after the coup] and started talking
about taking stronger measures... We felt stronger, and
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when you're stronger, you can carry a bigger load on
your back. We had the power now because we were
many and also because we had the support of the
National Front of Popular Resistance. (MUCA 2010a)

In early December of 2009, MUCA’ 2,500 member fami-
lies launched a massive occupation of 21 oil palm plantations in
protest of the broken pre-coup agreement. The Lobo govern-
ment—elected in November 2009 in elections widely boycot-
ted by grassroots movements and international election observ-
ers—responded by sending more than 2,000 troops into the
region, the first of several waves of militarization. Negotiations
took place under these tense conditions, leading to a new agree-
ment signed on April 14, 2010 promising to grant MUCA a
total of 11,000 hectares and government resources for educa-
tion, health and housing construction (MUCA 2010a, 40). Six
MUCA members were murdered during the course of these
negotiations, demonstrating the extreme pressure applied on
peasant movements to sign agreements that are detrimental to
their interests (FIDH 2011).

Ousted president Manuel Zelaya (seated) visits a MUCA settlement after his
return_from exile in 2011 (photo by Jesse Freeston)



THE NEW CYCLE OF STRUGGLE 97

BOX 8. THE FNRP: ROOTS AND EVOLUTION OF A SOCIAL
MOVEMENT

by Tyler Shipley’

In response to neoliberal policies, a number of regional
activist networks emerged in the mid-1990s to address
local problems—e.g. the Civic Council of Popular and
Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH) in
Intibucd, the Environmental Movement of Olancho (MAO]
and labor activists in the capital (Blogue Popular). These
organizations soon recognized, however, that a broad
challenge to corruption and structural inequality required
a national movement. In the early 2000s, regional groups
began organizing coordinated events, which culminated
in a 10-hour blockade of all four major highways into
Tegucigalpa in 2003.

Out of that successful action, the Coordinadora Nacional
de Resistencia Popular (National Coordinating Committee
of Popular Resistance or CNRP) was formed, which rotated
its leadership between different member groups. With a
national network and growing popular support, the CNRP
became an increasingly significant force in Honduran
politics, and the movement achieved its greatest gains
under president Zelaya, including an increase in the
minimum wage, a moratorium on new mining concessions,
protection of women'’s access to contraceptives, recognition
of peasant claims to land and steps towards refounding the
Honduran constitution.

Shortly after the June 2009 coup, the CNRP was converted
into the Frente Nacional de Resistencia Popular (National
Front of Popular Resistance or FNRP] in order to include the
many Hondurans who were “awakened” and radicalized by
the coup and took to the streets in peaceful, but determined,
defiance of the military regime. The immediate task of the
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FNRP was to have the president reinstated, but—rooted in
the social movements struggling against neoliberalism for
years—it never lost sight of the broader goal, which was the
refoundation of Honduras from the ground up, beginning
with the constitutional assembly.

The FNRP was the central organ of social movements
after the coup. It organized a nationwide boycott of the
November 2009 post-coup elections and maintained a
strong and unified front against the Porfirio Lobo regime
for the first two years. But under the combined pressures
of unrelenting repression, activist burnout and lack of
resources and international support, the FNRP showed
signs of splintering in 2011 and 2012, especially around
the strategic question of whether to participate in the 2013
elections or to boycott them and keep the movement in the
streets.

Participation in the electoral process was championed
by former president Zelaya, who returned to Honduras in
May 2011.77 While Zelaya's return injected energy and hope
into the movement, it also gave him tremendous influence
over a movement of which he was never originally a part.
Under Zelaya's leadership, the FNRP resolved to create a
new political party, LIBRE, to participate in elections. Many
in the movement were disheartened by the decision, and
created the Espacio Refundacional (Refoundational Space],
a sub-group committed to keeping power mobilized in
communities rather than channeled into the realm of
electoral politics, which could be co-opted by traditional
politicians.

Nevertheless, most activists in the FNRP recognized
that the only way to keep LIBRE accountable to social
movements would be to participate in it. With broad popular
participation, LIBRE came to encompass diverse currents,
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some close to the FNRP and others closer to the traditional
Liberal party. While it remains unclear which currents
will ultimately dominate the party, the “refoundation”
of Honduras along democratic and participatory lines
remains central to the FNRP's project, and its participation
in the electoral process is one of many strategies to achieve

that aim.

As part of the agreement, MUCA scaled down its occupa-
tion to six plantations on approximately 3,000 hectares (MUCA
2010a; Rios 2010). Life in the new settlements was extremely
hard, with no shelter, sewage, potable water or access to food.
The peasants survived by selling palm fruit and by organizing in
solidarity with nearby communities to get water. But the plan-
tations were in poor condition, and the yields subpar. The oil
palm trees had been neglected by the large growers who had
likely seen the writing on the wall, investing little in disputed
lands they risked losing (MUCA 2010a, 46). Peasant mobility
was (and continues to be) restricted by the heavy police, military
and private security presence, making travel on the long, dusty
plantation roads a dangerous endeavor.

While there are few illusions that the Lobo government will
negotiate in good faith and honor its agreements with peasants,
the April 2010 MUCA agreement is seen as a breakthrough.
MUCAs fearlessness has also inspired numerous other move-
ments in the region and beyond. Members of the Isletas coop-
erative, for instance, who lost their lands to Standard Fruit in
1990, re-occupied the land in January 2012. One Isletas member
commented, “If the peasants of MUCA can do it in the Aguin
Valley on the oil palm plantations of Miguel Facussé, then the
peasants of Isletas can do it too” (OlanchitoNoticias 2012).



RESISTING FRAGMENTATION,
CONSTRUCTING UNITY

he state-sponsored colonization of the Aguan in the 1960s

and 70s, as noted in Part One, was not a “genuine” agrarian
reform. It was, as many resettlement programs around the
world—such as those carried out by military governments in
Indonesia and Brazil in the same period—a way of containing or
diftusing peasant demands while avoiding a real transformation of
agrarian power. On the one hand, the stronger, more organized
groups are treated as the proverbial “squeaky wheel” that gets
the grease (e.g. land concessions, access to credit, government
assistance, etc.) in exchange for demobilizing their bases. On the
other hand, unorganized communities and smaller movements—
which are less connected to regional, national and international
networks—can be more easily repressed with little attempt at
appeasement by the state.

Thus, with “agrarian reform” and cooperativization used as
tools for rural control, the Aguin movements have been highly
vulnerable to fragmentation. When MUCA signed its agreement
with the Lobo government in April 2010, for instance, a group
of peasants belonging to four former cooperatives refused to
sign, splintering off and forming the Authentic Movement for
the Re-vindication of Aguin Peasants (MARCA). Unlike the
others, which had sold their titles to investors in the early 1990s,
MARCA’s cooperatives still held the original land titles received
through the agrarian reform (hence the name “authentic”). They
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felt that signing the agreement risked weakening their position
in ongoing court cases (Bird 2012). Another agreement signed by
MUCA in June 2011 was rejected by peasants of the “left bank”
(margen izquierda) of the Aguan River, leading to a split between
MUCA-MI (Left Bank) and MUCA-MD (Right Bank) (ibid.).

These divisions left MARCA and MUCA-MI extremely vul-
nerable to repression. After their refusal to accept the terms of the
June 2011 agreement, the fourteen cooperatives that make up
MUCA-MI began receiving anonymous threats. The following
month, death squads assassinated three MUCA-MI peasant lead-
ers.”® The killings were accompanied by a rash of defamatory state-
ments in the elite-controlled press, accusing MUCA-MI of criminal
activity and blaming them for the escalating violence in Aguan (Paz
2011). This served to brand MUCA-MD (which had signed the
government’s proposed agreement) as compliant “good peasants”
and MUCA-MI (which refused to sign) as deviant “bad peasants.”

Despite ongoing negotiations, which in some cases yield posi-
tive results, large landowners rarely comply with agreements,
and the agro-elite-supported government rarely enforces them.
Rather, comments Claudia Ruiz (COPA), “negotiations are
often used as a way to identify movement leaders to target for
repression.”” Additionally, most agreements are unfavorable, if
not outright detrimental, to peasants’ interests. The agreements
are generally based on the landowners’ willingness to sell, and at
an inflated value determined mostly by their own appraisers. In
recent rounds of negotiation with MUCA and MARCA, the
agrarian reform agency (INA) has functioned as an intermediary
with private banks, to broker a loan to the peasant movements
to purchase the lands from Facussé. MUCA General Secretary
Yoni Rivas remarks:

It is a scheme to undermine our struggle and eliminate
us. They failed in their attempt to exterminate us
with guns, so now they’re taking another shot [at] us,
trying to strangle us financially to drive us oft our lands.
(Trucchi 2012, emphasis added)
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The loan agreements ensure that peasants (and their lands)
will remain shackled to oil palm production if they ever hope to
repay their debts. Moreover, they often stipulate that agricultural
inputs must be obtained from the large landowner, and palm
fruit must be sold to his processing plants. These “co-investment”
(co-inversién) or joint venture provisions are a holdover from the
1992 Agricultural Modernization Law. They guarantee that
Facussé, Morales and other palm oil tycoons will retain a steady
supply of raw materials.*® Rios (2010) compares these deals to
the outgrower schemes of United Fruit, which began contract-
ing independent producers and cooperatives in the 1950s. In this
way, the company locked in production while avoiding all of
the risks and burdens associated with owning a large plantation
(labor strikes, natural disasters, etc.).

Considering these negotiating conditions, and the brazen
human rights violations that continue virtually unabated, Aguan
movements have recognized two important things: 1) the need
to become more united in the face of repression and divisive
state strategies, and 2) the need to participate in the national
resistance (FNRP), both to lend peasant support to the national
movement and to make sure agrarian reform remains a priority
within it. These two points are significant considering the his-
toric fragmentation of the peasant movement, rife with internal
division fueled by US intervention and military repression.

The National Federation of Honduran Peasants (FENACH),
founded in the mid-1950s, was one of the first peasant asso-
ciations in Honduras. In the wake of agrarian reform in the
early 1960s, the US State Department, working with the AFL-
CIO, established the parallel National Association of Honduran
Peasants (ANACH) in an attempt to counter the influence of
FENACH and push the peasant movement in a pro-US, anti-
Communist direction (Frank 2010). After the military overthrow
of president Villeda Morales in 1963, FENACH was heavily
repressed by security forces, its offices destroyed and its leaders
imprisoned (Barry 1991).

In opposition to the conservative influence of ANACH,
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peasant cooperatives, landless workers and independent pro-
ducers in the Lower Aguin Valley formed the National Union
of Peasant Workers (CNTC) in 1985. CNTC, and indeed all
peasant organizations, were severely weakened in the 1990s by
neoliberalism and Hurricane Mitch. Nonetheless, ANACH and
CNTC remain two of the strongest peasant unions in Aguan.
Both MUCA and MCA are affiliated with the more progressive
CNTC, which is in turn associated with the COCOCH at the
national level and Via Campesina at the international level.

As Boyer (2010) points out, however, the relationship between
the grassroots movements in the remote Aguan region and the
national and transnational organizations of which they are a part
has often been tense:

Unfortunately, as the gaze of the Honduran peasant
movement shifted globally to play a vital part of creating
Via Campesina, many of the unions’ ties with their bases
languished. The charges of excessive careerism play
into this; many see in the national leadership a pursuit
of personal advancement, material gain, and personal
power over and above servicing the broader social goals
of their unions. (335)

Of course, the difficulty of bridging grassroots reality and global
advocacy is a challenge for all social movements, particularly in
the face of repression and divisive negotiating strategies such as
those outlined above.®! In post-coup Honduras, however, the
Lobo government’s ruthless repression has paradoxically served
as an unassailable point of unity—in the Aguan and beyond. For
instance, a Congress Against Militarization (Encuentro contra la
Militarizacién) was held in Tocoa in October 2011. Attended by
over 450 people from around the country, the event aimed to
raise national awareness about the militarization of the region
and build solidarity with the Aguin.The event took place in the
midst of a “third wave” of militarization of the Aguan since the

coup, a deployment known as Operation Xatruch II.
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Peasant Congress in Tocoa with representatives from various Aguan movements,
January 2012 (photo by Aryeh Shell)

During the congress, the idea emerged of forming a perma-
nent human rights observatory to provide on-the-ground sup-
port for communities facing repression and eviction from their
lands. It would also serve to unify the movements and various
human rights and grassroots development initiatives, creating
a central clearinghouse for collecting testimonies; sending out
communiqués to the press and alerts to national and interna-
tional allies; and providing training to communities to use the
internet and community radio stations to break the media
silence. With a sense of urgency created by Xatruch II, the
idea was quickly turned into action. The International Human
Rights Observatory of Aguan was inaugurated on November
11,2011, housed temporarily in a one-room community center
in a residential neighborhood of Tocoa. The Observatory is co-
sponsored by all of the Aguin movements—plus representatives
from the FNRP, the indigenous group COPINH, the Garifuna
organization OFRANEH and other national and international
organizations (See Appendix: Declaration of the International

Human Rights Observatory of Aguan).
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Subsequent meetings held in Tocoa have functioned to bring
together diverse, even conflicting, Aguin movements and their
allies under one roof to address pressing human rights concerns.
The Observatory—and other spaces and gatherings focused on
human rights—have simultaneously created grassroots spaces for
collective analysis: of the state’s divisive strategies, of the move-
ments’ shared interests, and of the broader vision for agrarian
reform and food sovereignty. Via Campesina, while still viewed
somewhat ambivalently by Aguin peasants, has stepped in to
mobilize international support against repression in the region.
‘While tensions remain, the militarized repression of Aguin has
paradoxically created the conditions for diverse peasant groups
to converge and work on crafting a much bolder vision within

the framework of national resistance and international solidarity.



PEASANT-CONTROLLED PALM
OIL: THE CASE OF SALAMA

Here in the Aguan almost everyone is indebted to his neighborhood
food store (pulperia), because the salary we earn is miserable. The
large landowners said oil palm would bring progress, development

and benefits for the people, but the only progress that occurred was for

them and not for workers.

—Isaias, oil palm plantation worker®

ith 1.7 to 2 million people worldwide working in the
palm oil sector in 2006, supporters praise the industry for
generating rural employment through a combination of jobs
on large plantations and in downstream processing, as well as
through outgrower schemes that incorporate smallholders into
corporate value chains (World Growth 2011, 13). Indeed, oil
palm provides more employment than other agro-export crops
such as soybeans. In Brazil, for instance, one worker can farm 250
hectares of soybeans, while a mechanized palm oil plantation in
Malaysia requires one worker for every 12 hectares (Clay 2004,
182).** Questions of quality of life, economic dependence and
control over value chains, however, are rarely discussed. The
peasant-controlled oil palm sector in the Aguin offers a useful
perspective from which to assess the industry’s “job creation”
claims.
Worker testimonies from the Aguin reveal extremely pre-

carious working conditions and poor quality of communal



PEASANT-CONTROLLED PALM OIL: THE CASE OF SALAMA 107

life in areas controlled by large plantation owners (See Box 9).
One plantation worker states that, since the re-concentration
of Aguin lands, “the money supply throughout the Aguin has
decreased dramatically” as private companies extract wealth from
local communities (Trucchi 2010). The peasant-owned oil palm
cooperatives, however, created in the 1970s through the agrar-
ian reform project, offer a starkly different picture. Few of these
cooperatives remain after the neoliberal land grabs of the 1990s,
but those that do, such as the Salama cooperative, provide inspi-
ration and material support for the broader peasant movement.

Visiting the community of Suyapa, in the heart of the Aguan,
is like entering another world. Compared to the living condi-
tions common in the rest of the region, it almost looks like a
middle-class suburb, with brightly painted homes, satellite
dishes, fruit trees, gardens and pickup trucks in semi-detached
garages. Suyapa residents are all members, or family of mem-
bers, of the Salama cooperative, one of only fourteen original,
peasant-owned palm oil cooperatives in the Aguan that survived
neoliberalism.

Suyapa settlers began arriving in the 1960s as poor migrants
from the north and west of the country, naming their community
after the Virgin of Suyapa, patron saint of Honduras. Like most
Aguan settlers who came from traditional farming backgrounds,
they began growing food staples or granos bdsicos, primarily
corn, until they were induced by the government to cultivate
oil palm (Macias 2001, 80). Suyapa is said to be the first peasant
settlement to receive training in oil palm production from the
National Agrarian Institute (INA). According to Macias (2001),
INA extensionists arrived from Tegucigalpa in April 1970, and
in May of that year the Salama cooperative was born, giving the
community access to credit, training and markets for oil palm
through the government (IDB-funded) program.

Salama currently consists of 66 member families, who collec-
tively manage 1,800 hectares (4,400 acres) primarily of oil palm,

86

with some livestock and small parcels of corn and beans.* In

addition to its members, Salami also employs 200-300 workers
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BOX 9. PLANTATION WORKERS SPEAK OUT

From a report by Giorgio Trucchi (correspondent for Rel-
UITA and ALBA SUDJ®

“l was working 8 hours a day harvesting palm fruit and had
to meet the quotas imposed by the plantation managers.
If | failed to deliver the fruit on time, | had to stay until |
was done. It is very hard work. It was very hot and we were
given only fifteen minutes to eat and drink. When | ran
out of water, all | could do was drink standing-water from
puddles. We could not stop because the foremen reported
any delay to the managers, who would then reprimand or
fire us... We were sold the idea that this monoculture was
going to guarantee jobs and wellbeing for everyone, but all
it brought us was unemployment and poverty.” —Daniel,
former worker for Miguel Facussé

“They would hire you for a trial period of two months and
then you were fired. Then they would tell you to come back
within 45 days and you'd get hired again. In this way, we had
no rights to anything. We had no benefits, no insurance,
no health coverage. If we ever tried to form unions or
demand wage increases, we were fired. For cutting down
the fruit bunches, | was paid 75 lempiras (less than $4
USD] for one ton of palm fruit. To do weeding and cleaning
the underbrush, the payment was 1 lempira per block
(16 square meters) and 100 lempiras for applying toxic
chemicals.” —Santos, plantation worker

“l worked in farm maintenance, applying pesticides. We
used all kinds of chemicals such as Roundup, Gramoxone
and Paraquat, and when we finished applying them, the
foreman would tell us to wash the tank out in a nearby
stream. At first, they gave us something to protect
ourselves, but then they said it was too expensive and let
us work without any protection. They never gave us boots,
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rubber gloves or even aprons; only tiny masks so tight they
made you suffocate. One day, the valve broke on a tank |
was carrying and | was completely drenched [in chemicals].
| told the foreman and the manager that | felt sick, but they
just ignored me and said go back to work. That night | got
extremely ill and had to be hospitalized. If it weren’t for
some nuns who helped cover the medical costs, | wouldn't
be here now telling you this story.” —Isaias, plantation

worker

annually. This equates to approximately one worker per six to
nine hectares of cropped oil palm, a higher rate of employment
than the above-cited employment rate on a Malaysian planta-
tion (one worker per 12 hectares). Aside from the number of
jobs the cooperative provides, there is evidence that these jobs
provide better working conditions and are more supportive of
peasant farming capabilities. In a study of corporate oil palm
expansion in northern Guatemala, Alonso-Fradejas (2012) found
that peasant workers would rather work for other peasants than
for agribusiness, for a number of reasons: lunch was normally
provided, foremen did not harass them and the workday was
generally shorter. The latter was especially important, since it
allowed them to earn a wage and still have time to farm their
own small plots and tend to community and family needs (15).
With rising food prices, this ability to supplement one’s wage
with self~-grown food can be critical.

Salama also manages a plant for producing crude palm oil,
which it sells to another peasant-owned plant (Hondupalma)
that has the refining capacity to manufacture edible oil. Thanks
to a donation by the Colombian government under Zelaya in
2009, Salama now also has the capacity to produce biodiesel for
on-site use.”” Through the collectively managed funds generated
by the sale of palm oil, Suyapa residents receive housing, water,

sewage, electricity and even cable TV. With some government
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support, the community also provides free education through
the ninth grade, and primary health care is available for all mem-
bers and workers at a community health post.

As with most cooperatives in the region, the late 1990s and
early 2000s were difficult for Salami. Pressure for members to
sell land to investors was high, a temptation first sparked by
the AML of 1992 and magnified by Hurricane Mitch in 1998.
The hurricane destroyed houses, infrastructure and oil palms.
Between 1998 and 2000, Salaméd’s production dropped by 53
percent and by 2001 the cooperative faced a debt of 69 million
lempiras (US$4.6 million) (Macias 2001).

When asked how Salami made it through this period, coop-
erative members point to their organizational efforts and col-
lective ethic. Anyone openly contemplating selling his land, or
encouraging others to do so, was immediately expelled from the
organization. The co-op board is elected by general assembly and
receives pay and benefits equal to all other members and work-

ers. After the hurricane, those associates who remained invested a

tremendous amount of labor in re-planting oil palms, re-building

A home in the community of Suyapa, where residents are members of the Salamd
peasant palm oil cooperative (photo by T. Kerssen)
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the cooperative to be stronger than before. Notably, Suyapa bans
the sale and consumption of alcohol in the community, which is
thought to encourage wasteful spending, conflicts and divisions.

Salama offers an example of a socially oriented palm enter-
prise, rooted in democratic ownership and participation. It stands
in stark contrast to the expansionist private palm oil corporations
that offer no benefit to communities except few, poorly paid
jobs. There are other examples of the social benefits of peasant-
controlled palm oil in the Aguan, as well. In addition to providing
all of the same benefits as Salama, the peasant cooperative Prieta
provides full college scholarships to all the children of member
families. None of the children of Prieta associates have migrated
to the United States—an extreme rarity for rural Honduras.*
Peasant-owned Hondupalma provides free transportation to all
associates and workers (a huge advantage to peasants living in
remote areas); runs its own full service hospital with the help of
Cuban medical staff; and provides free rations of its products to
associates, workers and independent producers.®

Additionally, peasant-owned cooperatives in the Aguan see
their social mission as extending to the broader movement. For
instance, by choosing to buy palm fruit from the peasant move-
ment MUCA, Salami provides a critical marketing channel
outside the dominant private processors (e.g. Dinant, Jaremar).
While not directly engaged in the land conflicts, their solidar-
ity with peasant movements makes them targets of repression
and marginalization. The palm oil brand Exquisita, produced by
Coapalma—an association of 13 peasant cooperatives (all of the
surviving Aguan co-ops minus Salama, which stands alone)—is
barred from elite-controlled supermarket chains, allegedly due to
its link to peasant movements.” In addition, a number of leaders
from these first generation cooperatives have been assassinated
during the post-coup militarization, including Prieta’s president
and treasurer, both killed in February 2011, and Coapalma’s pres-
ident, killed in July 2011.”!

The intense violence suftered by co-op leaders since the coup,

side by side with the peasant movements, attests to the co-ops’
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strategic importance and substantive difference from corporate
plantations. Salama and the other original cooperatives formed
in the 1970s and 80s are living remnants (and reminders) of an
earlier wave of agrarian reform. As such, they provide an alterna-
tive model, material support and key alliances for younger orga-
nizations and movements in the region.To be sure, their produc-
tion model remains rooted in the chemical-intensive methods
advanced in the 1960s-80s; the ecological and health impacts of
this model remain a serious concern. In contrast with corporate
plantations, however, which are the source of widespread repres-
sion and displacement in the region, the cooperative palm sector
is aligned with peasant movements in promoting a community-
controlled economy throughout the Aguan. And this movement,
more and more, is evolving towards a vision that embraces agro-

ecology and food sovereignty.



FROM PALM OIL TO FOOD
SOVEREIGNTY

t one time a diverse ecosystem sustaining small peasant

and indigenous communities, northern Honduras was
transformed in the 20% century into an agro-industrial landscape.
As Boyer and Pell (1999) note, “peasants from the north coast
became banana workers, losing their cultural ties to small-scale
peasant agriculture and to nature itself” (39). The same can be
said of the Aguin oil palm cooperatives created in the 1970s,
which tied peasants—not only from the north, but migrants
from all over the country—to the input-intensive production
of an exportable cash crop. While Aguan peasants have always
grown subsistence crops inasmuch as they were able, their fate
primarily lied with oil palm. Consequently, Aguan struggles have
largely focused on the right to control and benefit from oil palm,
the region’s most economically important crop.

In contrast, neoliberal discourse (e.g. of the World Bank,
USAID, IDB) focuses on “economic growth” and “employment”
in the sector, but rarely on who controls the value chain. The
few Aguan cooperatives that survived the restructuring poli-
cies of 1990s show that, in fact, peasant-controlled operations can
be highly beneficial to community wellbeing. By comparison,
outgrower schemes or agreements that otherwise bind small-
holders to large processing companies deepen peasant debt and
dependence.

In the Aguan, this debate goes back to the very origins of
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agrarian reform. The radical North American priest James
Guadalupe Carney, who worked closely with Aguin peasants
in the 1970s, was an outspoken critic of the government’s aid-
funded cooperativization program, arguing it created depen-
dence, not autonomy, in the countryside. In his autobiography
To be a Revolutionary, published posthumously in 1985, Carney
observed:

Who are the real beneficiaries of agrarian reform in
Honduras? It is the gringos. They have the biggest
business in the world lending us the money for agrarian
reform. With this money we buy machinery, petroleum,
and many other things from them. When the co-ops
finally produce the fruit of the palm tree, who will have
the biggest part of the profit from its final product? The
gringos of the US Standard Fruit Company.” (Jeffrey
2002, 40)

Some peasant cooperatives did win control over processing
plants and marketing boards through hard-fought struggles.
Others, such as the Isletas cooperative, were heavily repressed
for taking steps towards greater autonomy. After trying to bypass
Standard Fruit to market directly to consumers, the Fourth
Infantry Battalion headed by Colonel Gustavo Alvarez entered
Isletas in February 1977, accusing the co-op of communism
and throwing its leaders in jail (New Internationalist 1982). A
new, favorable contract with Standard Fruit was quickly signed.
Alvarez was later revealed to have been on the company’s payroll.

Few Aguan cooperatives survived the structural adjustment
policies of the early 1990s. The peasant-controlled oil palm
operations that did remain—such as Prieta and Salami—are a
model to which Aguin movements aspire. Nonetheless, many
have also begun to question the wisdom of industrial monocul-
ture. Eduardo Flores, Aguan peasant and leader in the CNTC

commented:
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Honduras has lost its food sovereignty because the state
tells us what to plant and what not to plant. They’ve
incentivized peasants through state-funded training to
plant all of their land to oil palm, because they say it’s
the wave of the future. But what will we eat tomorrow?
‘What will happen when there is over-production, and
it can’t be sold because the market is saturated? And
what about the land? If you take a plantation and you
pull out the oil palms, you need twenty years for the
soil to regenerate before you can plant corn, beans and

other food crops again.”
Likewise, MUCA (2010) reflects:

We have to consider whether the exclusive cultivation
of African oil palm is the best choice. It generates
income, but it doesn’t produce food for us or for our
communities. African palm was imposed on us in the
1970s and we shouldn’t forget that it was the central
axis of a false agrarian reform passed by military
governments... Moreover, the agrochemicals that are
used to maintain its production contaminate the Aguin
River and the lands that we could use to plant other

crops. (49-50)

The national resistance movement has also taken up the ban-
ner of food sovereignty, albeit gradually, connecting the dots
between repression in the countryside and junk food in the
supermarkets (Trucchi and Zelaya 2010). Following the massacre
of MCA peasants at El Tumbador in 2010, the FNRP launched
a nation-wide consumer boycott of Facussé-owned food brands
(e.g. Dixie,Yummies and Zibas snacks; Mazola cooking oil; [ssima
condiments and prepared soups, etc.). The boycott has been dis-
seminated online, through blogs and social media, and via neigh-
borhood outreach. The group Artists in Resistance (Artistas en

Resistencia), part of the FNRP, lent its efforts to the campaign,



116 GRABBING POWER

creating provocative public art, graffiti and music to circumvent
the elite-controlled media and get the word out. One poster
shows an oozing ketchup packet with the brand name Issima;
a closer look reveals the ketchup is meant to be blood, with a
label that reads,“100 percent spilled blood of innocent peasants”
(AenR 2010). A rap song about the boycott was produced by
Artists in Resistance and shared online, with the lyrics playing

on the word “issima’’:

Facussé, I won’t consume any more of your trash; They
say youre the one, who’s invading all these lands, that
don’t belong to you; but it’s over now; We're going to
hit you hard with the resistance.Your food is mal[SSIMA
(terrible); your conscience apestosISSIMA (stinks). The

counter-culture is struggling for a better Honduras!**

Concerns about the corporate control of food were sharp-
ened by the 2008 global food crisis and subsequent coup, which
caused an upsurge in food prices. The FAO (2011) indicates that
the price of corn in the country has increased sharply, exceed-
ing the highest levels seen in 2008, and the price of beans has
remained at crisis levels. In a country with an estimated 375,000
landless peasant families and a 77 percent rural poverty rate, high
tfood prices rapidly compound rural hunger (Via Campesina et
al. 2011).

In this context, MUCA has begun focusing increasingly on
the production of “basic grains” (granos bdsicos), referring primar-
ily to corn and beans, the staples of the Honduran diet. On the
lands it has been able to recover in the past few years, MUCA
established a number of “food sovereignty projects” focused
on food production and distribution. So far, they have planted
mostly corn and beans (annual crops), but are gradually plant-
ing yuca, plantain and pineapple (perennial crops), indicating a
longer-term investment in the land.”” The projects are intended
to eventually provide employment to young people in the

region to prevent the out-migration of youth, as well as reduce
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dependence on expensive imported food, or foods produced by
the agro-oligarchs they are fighting against.” MUCA member

Consuelo comments:

About 50 percent of what we eat is nutritious food, food
we grew ourselves, like corn, beans, some vegetables.
Right now there are many health epidemics in the
occupied territories. Too many! Our families aren’t
accustomed to living where they are so vulnerable,
where so many chemicals have been dumped in the
ground. We are trying not to eat certain foods that both
help our enemy and are very harmful to our health.
(Elliot 2012)

MUCA has provided production support to younger move-
ments such as the Peasant Movement of Orica, a settlement of
300 families on lands occupied in September 2010, which is now
producing granos bdsicos for self-sufficiency. The movement is also
working to establish a network of small food markets (consumos)
to distribute local produce at low cost.” In recognition of their
struggle for land and food sovereignty, which has inspired move-
ments in Honduras and throughout the Americas, in October
2012, the US Food Sovereignty Alliance awarded MUCA the
fourth annual Food Sovereignty Prize in 2012.%

Nevertheless, none of the Aguin movements, including
MUCA, have abandoned oil palm completely as a development
tool. In fact, the sale of palm fruit to the Salama processing plant
since 2010 has financed many of MUCA’s projects, from granos
basicos,livestock and pisciculture (fisheries) to bakeries and wood-
working, welding and autobody shops (CESPAD et al. 2011, 26).
These are not just agricultural or food projects; they are economic
diversification projects aiming at putting whole economies back in
the hands of local communities and families. Oil palm remains a
strategic part of this vision—specifically, oil palm that is peasant-
controlled from production to processing to retail. One young

peasant leader even jokingly proposed replacing John Deere
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Makeshift home on a MUCA-occupied oil palm plantation with corn and
squash production (photo by T Kerssen)

with MUCA-brand tractors someday, manufactured by and for
Aguan peasants.”

Aguin movements may not have rejected oil palm produc-
tion or fully embraced agroecology, but they are engaged in an
ongoing discussion about food sovereignty among themselves
and with transnational movements like Via Campesina. But in
the Aguan (and indeed everywhere), food sovereignty has to be
pragmatic. It has to work now, if imperfectly, in the embattled
context in which peasants find themselves. Before devoting all
of their resources to producing food, shattered local markets—
destroyed by neoliberal policies—have to be slowly rebuilt. To
this end, MUCA is working to establish a network of local stores
to distribute affordable, locally grown food in the Aguan... but
it’s an uphill battle. In January 2012, for instance, without state
purchasing or functioning distribution mechanisms, 696 quin-
tales (69,600 Ibs) of corn sat idle in Orica. “We don’t have a
market,” said peasant leader Adelio Munoz, “without a market,
we can’t keep farming basic grains.”'®

Therefore, oil palm—an economically important crop with
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secure markets, infrastructure, access to credit and distribution
channels—remains strategic to the peasant movements of the
Aguan. It is a pragmatic component of their long-term struggle
for land and food sovereignty.

This long-term vision is also reflected in a new policy pro-
posal put forward by a coalition of peasant movements, including
MUCA, MCA, COPA,Via Campesina, COPINH, OFRANEH
and a number of other farmers’ associations and non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs). On October 11,2011, the coali-
tion submitted the proposed law, called the Integrated Agrarian
Transformation Law (Ley de Transformacion Agraria Integral), to the
National Congress. Intended to replace and abolish the 1992
AML, the law is ambitious. In addition to the redistribution of
land, it outlines the state’s responsibility inter alia to:

* Prioritize domestic food production by small, medium and
cooperative producers for domestic consumption

* Prohibit the production, experimental trials or sale of geneti-
cally modified seed and support the conservation of native and
creole seeds by peasants and indigenous groups

* Create public institutions dedicated to providing credit and
technical assistance to peasant producers

e Establish culturally appropriate rural education centers for
training young people in forestry, agriculture and peasant cul-
ture and economy

* Eliminate the exploitation of agricultural workers and pro-
hibit the contamination of the air, waterways and other natural

resources (Via Campesina et al. 2011)

Perhaps most importantly, Article 2 of the proposed law stipu-
lates that agrarian reform must be part of a comprehensive policy
framework that is in harmony with other national policies con-
cerning education, health, housing, employment, infrastructure,
trade and finance.

Past agrarian reform policies have been far from “integrated.”
Rather, they have been used as means of rural control and con-
tainment of peasant movements. In a study of state-led agrarian

reform in Brazil, for example, Wright (2003) explains how the
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“government’s strategy was to allow just enough agrarian reform
in major trouble spots to keep the movement from spreading or
taking on regional or national significance... Agrarian reform
programs were just a pressure relief valve to forestall genuine or
generalized reform” (275). What’s more, peasant-oriented agrar-
ian policies are often a drop in the bucket compared to policies
and subsidies favoring industrialization. In many countries, this
contradiction has generated what Kay (2008) calls an “agricul-
ture of two velocities”: On the one hand, a struggling peasant
sector with little access to credit, local markets or social services;
and on the other, a thriving, export-oriented agro-industrial sec-
tor absorbing the majority of state resources. Under these condi-
tions, peasants struggle to eke out an existence and become an
easily exploitable pool of laborers for agribusiness and industry.

The “integrated” vision of agrarian reform, however, demands
a radical shift in state policies and resources away from the
export-oriented agro-industrial sector, and towards the domes-
tic-focused peasant sector. This vision of agrarian reform insists
that peasant-oriented policies take center stage. There is little
political will for this project in the current government, which is
going in precisely the opposite direction. But the proposed law
represents a political vision crafted by peasants and civil society,
and potentially a roadmap for the “refoundation” of Honduras
demanded by the national resistance movement (FNRP and
LIBRE). A radical shift in political power will be necessary for
the implementation of “integrated agrarian reform” as envi-
sioned by Honduran peasants; whether and how this shift will
occur remains to be seen.



CONCLUSION

or over a century, the fertile Atlantic coast of Honduras

has been targeted for export agriculture at the expense of
peasant food production, sparking the rise of militant peasant
movements. These movements won important reforms in the
1960s, which placed land distribution at the center of national
agricultural development for over two decades. The remote
tropical settlement of Tocoa, in the heart of the Aguan Valley,
became known in the 1970s as the “national capital of agrarian
reform” (Macias 2011). Encouraged by government land grants
and technical support for agriculture, peasants from around the
country came to the Aguan in the hopes of a better life.

The neoliberal policies of the 1990s, however, rapidly reversed
these gains leading to dramatic increases in land concentration,
rural poverty, out-migration and dependence on the global mar-
ket for food. The 1992 Agrarian Modernization Law embod-
ied the emerging neoliberal consensus centered on the World
Bank’s discourse of “market-led agrarian reform.” This approach
entailed the privatization of land, transforming it from a collec-
tive good into a commodity that could be bought and sold. Over
time, neoliberal agrarian reform proved to be highly regressive:
instead of promoting the transfer of land to the poor, the reforms
did the opposite. By bringing peasant lands into the free mar-
ket—under economic conditions hostile to peasant producers—

neoliberal land policies led to mass displacement, unemployment



122 GRABBING POWER

and outmigration. Elites like Miguel Facussé gained handsomely
by buying land cheaply from peasants in economic distress.
Thousands of landless workers immigrated to the United States
in search of work or poured into precarious jobs in manufactur-
ing zones as a result.

The colossal transfer of land away from the peasantry into the
hands of a few powerful families might logically be seen as a
“failure” of market-led agrarian reform, as promoted by USAID
and the World Bank. As Holt-Giménez (2007) points out, how-
ever, one must look beyond these institutions’ stated missions
to “reduce poverty” to their core function, which is to create
enabling conditions for capital accumulation: “A market-based
land reform project may be an agrarian failure for the peas-
antry, yet still be quite successful in terms of helping restructure
the social and economic institutions in a country’s hinterlands
in favor of agribusiness, tourism, or extractive industries, for
example.”

Indeed, neoliberal policies—including, but not limited to, land
privatization—helped to restructure northern Honduras in favor
of elite-controlled sectors, namely manufacturing, palm oil and
tourism. In turn, elites gained the “incredible ability not only to
amass large personal fortunes but to exercise a controlling power
over large segments of the economy [conferring] on these few
individuals immense economic power to influence political pro-
cesses” (Harvey 2005, 34). Grabbing land was (and is) part of a
larger class project of “grabbing power.”

These agro-industrial oligarchs continue to receive support
from international financial institutions like the World Bank,
IDB and other sources of financing—such as the UN Clean
Development Mechanism—that allow corporations to capture
value in the new “green” economy. What’s more, they are bol-
stered by an increasingly militarized public and private security
apparatus that is magnified by the US War on Drugs. Since the
2009 coup, the peasants, indigenous communities and Garifuna
people of northern Honduras face a mounting hostility to their

very existence on the land that is tantamount to all-out war.
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BOX 10. NORTH-SOUTH SOLIDARITY AND ACTIVIST
RESEARCH

Citizens of the Global North can play an important role in
supporting community-based struggles for land and justice
in Honduras. The most urgent task is to apply pressure
on government officials and institutions to demand the
suspension of security aid and of spending on a failed War
on Drugs that lines the pockets of elites while terrorizing
rural communities. These solidarity efforts have already
yielded positive results. In March 2011, 94 members of
the US House of Representatives signed a letter calling
for the suspension of police and military aid to Honduras,
especially in light of the human rights abuses in the Aguan.
As Frank (2012) puts it, “Congress didn't just suddenly
grow a spine by itself, of course. Activists in the Honduras
Solidarity Network and their allies have hammered away for
almost three years to build support at the grassroots level
and translate it into power in Washington—and Honduras.”

Solidarity activists can support social movements through
scholarship, art and media that legitimize movements for
genuine democracy and redistributive justice. Examples
of such efforts include community radio stations; cultural
groups like Artists in Resistance; blogs, list servs and
social media sites controlled by movements and activists;
action alerts by international allies; and international
independent media. The importance of these forms of
knowledge production and dissemination is underscored by
the extreme repression against Honduran media workers
who dare to oppose the coup or highlight the voices of
social movements. At the time of this writing, 22 Honduran
journalists have been murdered since the 2009 coup for
daring to break the silence of elite-managed censorship
(UNESCO 2012). This makes the work of international
solidarity media that much more vital.
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Pressure from international observers can help to protect the
lives of Aguan peasants, especially high profile movement
leaders, who are routinely threatened and detained.
On January 8, 2011, peasant activist Juan Chinchilla, a
representative of MUCA and Youth in Resistance, was
kidnapped and tortured for 48 hours. An international
campaign immediately went into effect, with human rights
activists from around the world demanding his immediate
release. Chinchilla comments that his captors “were
monitoring the news on the internet and radio”:

| believe that all of this pressure helped so that
something worse did not happen. | am infinitely
grateful to all of the people and organizations—
national and international—that mobilized; and
also the media that denounced my kidnapping.
(Trucchi 2011)

Responding to “action alerts” by solidarity organizations
shows Honduran movements that they are not alone; it
shows local authorities (who often act with impunity) that
their actions are being scrutinized; and it shows North
American officials that citizens are paying attention to their
governments’ inaction, if not complicity, regarding political
repression. For those with more time and resources, joining
a human rights fact-finding mission or solidarity delegation
canalso be useful by gatheringfirst-hand accounts of peasant
struggles to break the media stonewall, and accompanying
activists during moments of heightened possibility of
repression (demonstrations, evictions, elections, etc.). A
number of North-based solidarity groups—e.g. Alliance for
Global Justice, Friendship Office of the Americas, Rights
Action, SOA Watch, Witness for Peace—sponsor delegations
and long-term accompaniment opportunities in partnership
with Honduran groups.
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It is also important to recognize that the mainstream media,
often controlled by elite interests in both the North and South,
playsanimportantroleincriminalizing grassroots movements.
Like poor communities fighting for justice around the world,
Honduran movements endure negative media portrayals that
depict their struggles as crime, terrorism, gang activity or drug
violence. These depictions, insofar as they are not questioned
or refuted, fuel justifications for repression, incarceration and
increased security budgets for waging war on peasants. The
elite-controlled Honduran media regularly lends credence to
the unfounded accusations of rich landowners, who describe
peasant communities as violent, armed insurgencies funded
by outsiders.'”!

Honduras is an under-studied and poorly understood country
relative to most of Latin America. This book has attempted
to lay out the context of rural development and changing
power relations in northern Honduras, but it is by no means a
comprehensive or final analysis. Further research is needed,
especially on the relationship between political power and
control over land and resources. The country’s strategic
importance to the United States in the context of the War on
Drugs and broader geopolitical interests in the region warrant
greater (and urgent] analysis, especially considering the
situation of rapidly escalating violence and insecurity.

With respect to the emerging scholarship on “land grabbing,”
this book has suggested that the new land grabs in Honduras
(and elsewhere) be viewed as an outgrowth of the neoliberal
policies that led to dramatic concentrations of wealth and
political power. At the same time, the social movements briefly
profiled in these pages are not only reacting to current or
recent land grabs. Rather, they are rooted in historic grassroots
opposition to the neoliberal project and its erosion of community
power. For activist researchers in both the North and the South,
this is a fertile avenue for impactful scholarship.
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Grabbing Power Back

In the 1990s, the future of redistributive agrarian reform looked
bleak. While “democratization” in many countries of the Global
South opened a space for social movements to make politi-
cal demands, neoliberal restructuring decreased government
accountability to civil society. Thus, the state came to “function
as an organizational tool for market expansion, and less a vehicle
for representative democracy or resource distribution” (Courville
and Patel 2006, 8). Ironically, the “golden age” of agrarian reform
in Honduras occurred under military dictatorship in the 1960s
and 70s, while the dismantling of its achievements occurred affer
the return to civilian rule and electoral democracy in the 1980s.
This reality has not been lost on Hondurans who, especially since
the post-coup “election” of Porfirio Lobo, increasingly question
the true meaning of democracy.

Around the world, the re-concentration of land in favor of
elites, accompanied by the reduced accountability of the state
to social demands, led to a “phenomenal rise in land occupa-
tions and reclamations—land reform from below—being carried
by a new generation of sophisticated social movements” (Rosset
2011, 24). For example:

In Indonesia, some 1 million hectares of land have
been occupied by landless peasants since the end of the
Suharto dictatorship (...) In Brazil, according to the
Landless Workers’ Movement (MST), by 2002 some 8
million hectares of land have been occupied and settled
by some 1 million people newly engaged in farming.
Other countries with escalating land occupations
include Paraguay, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Argentina,
Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, India, Thailand, South
Africa, and others. (ibid.)

Thanks to grassroots movements, the global food crisis and
the new wave of land grabs, the need for agrarian reform is back

in the global spotlight. But the “new generation” of peasant
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Members of the peasant movement MARCA on an occupied Aguan oil palm
plantation (photo by Roger Harris)

movements—most prominently, but not exclusively, embodied
by Via Campesina—demands more than the state-led reforms
of the past, which sought to limit peasant autonomy rather than
enhance it. Aware of the limitations of past reforms, the new
movements call for integrated reforms that democratize food, land
and political power writ large. Increasingly, they demand policies
that support the right of rural and working peoples everywhere
to access, control and benefit from land, territory and resources—
what Borras and Franco (2012) refer to as “land sovereignty.”

In the Aguin, peasant movements remain rooted in historic
struggles tied to the region’s identity as part of the “reform sector,”
an identity created by the state-led agrarian reform and coopera-
tivization programs of the 1970s. But neoliberal restructuring and
the militarized response to peasant movements have radicalized
the Aguan. The new movements have gone beyond traditional
demands for land redistribution (though these remain central) to
demands for a large-scale project of counter-restructuring that restores
political and economic power to local communities. This project neces-

sarily entails a transformation of state power, or “grabbing power
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back” from the small class of globalized elites who currently con-
trol the state. It requires broad-based alliances linking coopera-
tives, contract farmers, landless rural and urban workers, and broad
sectors of civil society, nationally and internationally. The irony of
the 2009 coup—which sought to further entrench the power of
the agro-industrial oligarchy—is that it created precisely the right
conditions for these alliances to take hold.



DECLARATION OF THE
INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS
OBSERVATORY OF AGUAN'

We, the members of Honduran social movements, peasant orga-
nizations of Aguin, the National Front of Popular Resistance
in Colon, and international human rights organizations who
come together for the inauguration of the International Human
Rights Observatory of Aguan jointly declare:

That the situation of constant violation of human rights
against various communities in the department of Colén, on the
Atlantic coast of Honduras, has intensified as the climate of ter-
ror, assassinations, persecution and repression of peasant groups
in the region continues to escalate. Private security guards and
mercenaries working for businessmen and powerful landowners
including Miguel Facussé, Reinaldo Canales and René Morales
as well as members of the judiciary continue to threaten the
safety of human rights defenders in the region.

That these landowners, supported by the National Agrarian
Institute, Ministry of Agriculture and Ministry of Security under
president Porfirio Lobo are now operating a third wave of mili-
tarization (Xatruch II) in the Aguin, using conventional ground-
war weapons such as helicopters and armed aircrafts ready for use.

Since the coup of June 28, 2009—and especially since
December 9, 2009 when the agrarian conflict escalated—condi-
tions in the Aguin have deteriorated in many ways, including:

a. The criminalization of peasant movements for
the right to land. The Honduran Supreme Court abolished
Decree Law 18 - 2008, which had promoted mediation between
the state and landowners to resolve land disputes. This led to the
evictions of thousands of families who had farmed these lands
for many years but had not yet obtained clear titles. These evic-

tions, many involving the removal of indigenous people from
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their ancestral lands, cleared the way for domestic and foreign
capital to build “charter cities” in clear violation of national sov-
ereignty. Media groups owned by members of the Honduran
oligarchy have initiated a smear campaign against the Aguin
peasant movements, alleging that peasants are organized in
armed guerilla groups consisting of criminals, thieves and other
delinquents. These media groups continue to spread misinforma-
tion, so that the international community will remain unaware of
the evictions of innocent families in the Aguin.

b. Record numbers of assassinations of members of
community organizations. Although 46 peasants have been
killed in this agrarian conflict, the justice department has done
nothing to identify the perpetrators of these crimes.

c. Violent raids on communities create a climate of ter-
ror. Three raids were carried out between June and November
2011 against the Peasant Movement of Rigores. In the first raid,
the entire community was destroyed by burning homes, crops,
schools and churches. Adults and children from Rigores have
been kidnapped and tortured, physically and psychologically.
Raids have also been carried out against the communities of
Marafiones, La Confianza, La Aurora and La Lempira. The raids
are carried out by police, military, private guards and mercenar-
ies, usually wearing ski masks. Colonel Espinal, the operations
commander of Xatruch II, claims that the objective is the gen-
eral “disarmament” of peasant communities.

d. Targeted shootings and assassinations in rural settle-
ments. Guards, police, and military personnel hide in African
palm plantations and fire live ammunition rounds on peasants
and workers. Three members of the MARCA peasant move-
ment, Catarino Efrain Lopez, José Luis Lemus and Ceferino
Zelaya, were killed in the peasant settlement of Aurora. Residents
of several settlements are afraid to leave their homes due to the
constant threat of capture and assassination.

e. Kidnappings and forced disappearance of peas-
ants. Francisco Pascual Lopez from Rigores was kidnapped

and remains missing. Community members witnessed security
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guards open fire and carry his bloodied body into a palm planta-
tion belonging to Miguel Facussé. Secundino Gémez and eigh-
teen-year-old Olvin Gallegos were both kidnapped on May 29,
2011 and are still missing. Segundo Mendoza of the MARCA
peasant movement was kidnapped on October 14,2011 and later
discovered in the morgue in the city of La Ceiba, with clear
signs of assassination, his body missing a hand.'® That same night
another MAR CA member, Carlos Alberto Hernindez Ramos
was taken to the police station in Sonaguera, beaten and tortured
for 24 hours. He was released under threat of further torture if
he revealed anything about what had happened.

f. Death threats and surveillance of peasant leaders. At
least 30 peasant leaders, in addition to FNRP leaders and human
rights defenders have received death threats and are continuously
followed by armed men and vehicles without license plates.

g. Military operations near peasant settlements and ““cap-
ture orders” against individuals. There are more than 300 arrest
warrants or “capture orders” in the courts in Colén. These orders
allow the military to detain a person for up to two hours. They often
demand bribes from detainees and hold them until they pay. They
claim to be searching for weapons and for foreign insurgents.

h. Continuous violation of signed agreements. The gov-
ernment continues to violate or fail to honor the agreements and
conventions signed with peasant movements. Meanwhile, large
landowners employ over two thousand armed men to protect
their landholdings, waiting for the region to be “pacified.”

Due to the severe threats against peasants in the Aguan, we

pledge:
1. To defend the human rights of men, women and children

living under constant harassment, repression and insecurity.
2. To be present during evictions, raids and military interven-
tions, and stand with the victims as they assert their right to
land.
3. To provide protection to those who are threatened, perse-

cuted or repressed.
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4. To provide support including medical care and legal assis-
tance to those affected by the land conflict.

5. To denounce the human rights violations nationally and
internationally and create mechanisms for immediate
responses.

6. To bring legal action, through national and international
judicial processes, against those who violate human rights in
the region.

End the killing of peasants in Honduras! End human rights

violations in the Aguan!
Tocoa, Colén, November 11, 2011

Signed:

MCA

MARCA

MUCA MARGEN IZQUIERDA

MUCA MARGEN DERECHA

MOVIMIENTO CAMPESINO RIGORES
EMPRESA CAMPESINA BUENOS AIRES
EMPRESA CAMPESINA ORICA

CENTRO JUVENIL HORIZONTES DE ESPERANZA
COPA

COPINH

OFRANEH

POPOL NAH TUN

FUNDACION SAN ALONSO RODRIGUEZ
ASOCIACION DE ABOGADOS POR LA JUSTICIA
COORDINACION FNRP-COLON

FIAN INTERNACIONAL

FIAN HONDURAS

RIGHTS ACTION

CICA



STAY INFORMED & GET INVOLVED

You can stay informed about developments in Honduras by con-
sulting the following online resources.You can also make a tax-
deductible donation to North America-based solidarity groups
Rights Action and Alliance for Global Justice (AFG]J) (see below).

Online Resources:

MUCA: http://movimientomuca.blogspot.com

MCA: http://movimientocampesinodelaguan.blogspot.com
MUCA-MI: http://muca-mi.blogspot.com

MioAguan: http://mioaguan.blogspot.com/p/ingles.html
FNRP: www.resistenciahonduras.net

LIBRE: http://libertadyrefundacion.com

COPINH: www.copinh.org

COFADEH: www.cofadeh.org

Defensores en Linea (COFADEH media):
www.defensoresenlinea.com

OFRANEH: www.ofraneh.org/ofraneh/index.html
CODEMUH: http://codemuh.net

Honduras Resists (LaVoz de los de Abajo):
http://hondurasresists.blogspot.com

Artists in Resistance: http://artistaresiste.blogspot.com
FIAN Honduras: www.fian.hn

Rights Action: www.rightsaction.org

AFGJ: www.afgj.org

Quotha (Adrienne Pine): www.quotha.net

Rel-Uita: www.rel-uita.org

Honduras Culture and Politics:
http://hondurasculturepolitics.blogspot.com

Via Campesina: http://viacampesina.org/en

Vos el Soberano: http://voselsoberano.com


http://movimientomuca.blogspot.com
http://movimientocampesinodelaguan.blogspot.com
http://muca-mi.blogspot.com
http://mioaguan.blogspot.com/p/ingles.html
http://www.resistenciahonduras.net
http://libertadyrefundacion.com
http://www.copinh.org
http://www.cofadeh.org
http://www.defensoresenlinea.com
http://www.ofraneh.org/ofraneh/index.html
http://codemuh.net
http://hondurasresists.blogspot.com
http://artistaresiste.blogspot.com
http://www.fian.hn
http://www.rightsaction.org
http://www.afgj.org
http://www.quotha.net
http://www.rel-uita.org
http://hondurasculturepolitics.blogspot.com
http://viacampesina.org/en
http://voselsoberano.com
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Donate to Rights Action:

With tax-charitable status in the USA and Canada, Rights
Action funds community-controlled development, environmen-
tal, human rights and emergency-relief projects in Guatemala,
Honduras, Chiapas and Oaxaca (Mexico) and El Salvador, and
does education and activism work with North Americans to
address global exploitation, repression, environmental destruction
and racism. Rights Action sends funds directly to Honduran orga-
nizations, including organizations in the Aguan, for their work and
for emergency responses including medical needs and expenses.
Support this initiative by sending a check to Rights Action with
“Aguan” in the memo line. Contributions are tax-deductible in
the US and Canada. Funds will be sent directly to the peasant
movements. Make check payable to “Rights Action” and mail to:

UNITED STATES: Box 50887, Washington DC, 20091-0887
CANADA: 552 - 351 Queen St. E, Toronto ON, M5A-1T8

CREDIT-CARD DONATIONS can be made
(anonymously): www.rightsaction.org
DONATIONS OF STOCK can be made

(anonymously): info@rightsaction.org

Donate to Alliance for Global Justice (AFG]):

The mission of Alliance for Global Justice (AFG]J) is to achieve social
change and economic justice by helping to build a stronger more
unified grassroots movement. AFG] supports locally-based grass-
roots organizing by sharing political analysis, mobilizing for direct
action, monitoring the centers of corporate and government power,
expanding channels of communication, and sharing skills and infra-
structure. AFG]J supports the peasant movements of the Aguan by
providing skilled accompaniment from North America to monitor
human rights and accompany local movements to prevent abuses.
To support this initiative, send a check payable to “AFGJ” with
“Honduras Accompaniment” in the memo line. Mail to: Alliance
for Global Justice, 1247 E St., SE,Washington, DC 20003. Or donate
online at: https://afgj.org/afgj-donations


http://www.rightsaction.org
mailto:info@rightsaction.org
https://afgj.org/afgj-donations

ACRONYMS

AHMUC — Association of Peasant Women of Honduras
AML — Agricultural Modernization Law

ANACH — National Association of Honduran Peasants
APROH - Association for the Progress of Honduras
CABEI — Central American Bank for Economic Integration
CARSI — Central American Regional Security Initiative

CDM — Clean Development Mechanism of the United
Nations

CER - Certified Emission Reduction credit (or “carbon credit”)
CICA — Collettivo Italia Centro America

CNTC — National Union of Peasant Workers

CODEMUH - Honduran Women’s Collective

CODEL — Local Emergency Committee (after Hurricane
Mitch)

CODETT — Committee to Defend the Land of Triunfo

COFADEH — Committee for Relatives of the Detained and
Disappeared in Honduras

COHEP — Honduran Council of Private Enterprises

COPA — Coordinating Committee of Popular Organizations of
Aguan

COPINH - Civic Council of Popular and Indigenous

Organizations of Honduras
CREM — Regional Center for Military Training
EFB — empty (palm) fruit bunch
EPZ — Export Processing Zone
FENACH — National Federation of Honduran Peasants
FENAGH — National Federation of Farmers and Ranchers
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FIAN — FoodFirst International Action Network

FINRP — National Front of Popular Resistance

FTF — Feed the Future (USAID initiative)

IACHR - Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
IDB — Inter-American Development Bank Group

IFC — International Finance Corporation of the World Bank
IHMA — National Agricultural Marketing Board

IMF — International Monetary Fund

INA — National Agrarian Institute

LIBRE — Freedom and Refoundation (political party)
MAO - Environmental Movement of Olancho

MARCA — Authentic Movement for the Revindication of
Aguan Peasants

MBC — Mesoamerican Biological Corridor
MCA — Peasant Movement of Aguan

MUCA - Unified Movement of Aguin Peasants
NSD — national security doctrine

OFRANEH - Black (Garifuna) Fraternal Organization of

Honduras
PME — palm methyl ester (biodiesel)
POME - palm oil mill effluent
RBD - refined, bleached and deodorized (palm oil)
RED — Special Development Region or “Charter City”
RSPO — Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil
SAP — structural adjustment program/policies
USAID — United States Agency for International Development
WWF —World Wildlife Fund



NOTES

1

e.g. FIAN, Food First, Friends of the Earth, GRAIN, Grassroots
International, International Land Coalition, Oakland Institute, Oxfam,
Transnational Institute,Via Campesina and others.

This was the case in Paraguay, for example, where the concentration
of land for export soy production appears to have consolidated elite
power leading up to the June 22, 2012 overthrow (dubbed a “consti-
tutional” or “parliamentary” coup) of president Fernando Lugo (see
Dangl 2012).

This changed somewhat with the growth in commercial beef exports
(and expansion of large ranches) in the 1950s and 60s, causing eco-
logical degradation, hunger, displacement and outmigration in those
regions (Boyer 1986; Howard-Borjas 1995). But the rural oligarchy still
remained weak in Honduras compared to neighboring countries like
El Salvador, where a few wealthy families made fortunes from coffee
exports in the 19" century and moved on to control trade and banking
(LaFeber 1984, 43).

The now-defunct APROH even submitted a proposal to president
Reagan’s Kissinger Commission advocating the military invasion of
Nicaragua (Envio 1984).

Like many Latin American business and governing elites (often edu-
cated in US institutions like MIT or Texas A&M), Honduran elites see
Miami is their preferred social and cultural hub. This was illustrated
by US ambassador to Honduras Charles Ford (2008-2009) in a recent
WikiLeaks cable in which he mocks ousted president Manuel Zelaya,
saying, “Zelaya’s view of a trip to the ‘big city’ means Tegucigalpa and
not Miami or New Orleans.” (Reported by anthropologist Adrienne
Pine on her blog Quotha.net: “Wikileaks 08TEGUCIGALPA459:
Ambassador Charles Ford on Zelaya” Dec. 10, 2010. Accessed August
2012. http://quotha.net/node/1432

It also raises the value of those lands, making their progressive redis-
tribution with compensation at market value (as opposed to politically
difficult forced expropriation) increasingly unaffordable for peasants
and state agencies alike (at least without taking on tremendous debt
burdens).

This phrase is borrowed from White et al. (2012) p. 635.

Due to mass layoffs by fruit companies following the strike, a labor
force of 35,000 plantation workers in 1953 was reduced to 27,000 in
1955 and to 16,000 in 1959 (Nelson 2003: 7).

Following the 1954 general strike, the United States and Honduras
signed a bilateral military assistance agreement whereby the US
pledged to build up the Honduran military (in exchange for increased
access to raw materials). Thus, despite US support for the reforms of
president Villeda Morales, he was overthrown by a strengthened mili-
tary in 1963. With continued grassroots pressure from the peasantry,
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10

11

12

13

14

15

16
17

18

the ensuing military regimes continued the agrarian reform process
(some say reluctantly) until the 1980s when organized peasant groups
were increasingly targeted by the US-assisted counter-insurgency war.
Part of the Aguan Valley had been used by for banana production until
the early 1930s, but the fruit companies abandoned the region due to
the advance of Panama disease. Thirty years later, by the time of the
agrarian reform, the lands had mostly reverted to forest (and to the state),
with only a small population concentrated in a few towns (Jones 1990).
Heretofore, I refer to these peasant enterprises as “cooperatives” for the
sake of simplicity, and because the word “enterprise” in English does
not accurately represent the collective values inherent to the empresa
campesina. In actuality, there are a number of different legal entities
(e.g. cooperativas, empresas campesinas, asociaciones de productores, etc.) that
comprise the “social sector” of the Honduran economy, as opposed to
the “private” and the “public” (state-owned) sectors (see COHDESSE
2010). Thank you to Andrés Ledn for pointing out the importance of
noting this distinction.

Honduras kept a fixed exchange rate vis-a-vis the US dollar for over
seven decades. Until February 1990, Honduran currency remained
stable at around 2 lempiras per dollar. Between 1990 and late 1992, its
value was fixed at around 5.4 lempiras per dollar and after 1992 it was
allowed to fluctuate freely (Esquivel and Larrain 1999). Since 1992, the
value of the lempira against the dollar has decreased steadily—with an
average exchange rate of 6.5:1 in 1993, 14.4:1 in 1995 and 18.8:1 in
2005. (UN Data > International Financial Statistics > Exchange Rates:
http://data.un.org/ Data retrieved Oct. 19, 2012)

Beans, maize, rice, sorghum, soy, cattle, poultry, poultry meat, pork,
milk, eggs and beef (Thorpe 2002, 182 n37)

Zelaya’s minimum wage law, passed in December 2008, raised the
monthly minimum wage from US$158 to $289. Nevertheless, it did
not apply to the country’s EPZs, which constitute the majority of the
country’s manufacturing areas (Mejia 2009).

This “surplus population” is part of what Bernstein (2004) calls the
“agrarian question of labor” created when people are displaced from
agriculture and absorbed into manufacturing as low-wage labor. In
most cases, where there is no industrial revolution generating new jobs
for dispossessed peasants, urban migrants become part of expanding
urban slums. As White et al. (2012) point out, “surplus population” here
is “the result of capital accumulation and technical progress, which is
‘surplus’ (...) to capital’s requirements for labor, resulting in low wages
of the employed and pauperism of the un- and underemployed even
in contexts of rapid economic development” (625).

Decree Law 31-92

For a discussion of different agrarian reform paradigms, see Rosset et
al. 2006.

For example, Facussé is the uncle of former president Carlos Flores
Facussé (1998-2002), whose family owns the major newspaper La Tribuna.
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Flores Facussé’s daughter Elizabeth “Lizzy” Flores was named Honduran
ambassador to the United Nations in 2010 (she is also married to the
agro-industrialist Freddy Nasser). Miguel Facussé is also the uncle of con-
gresswoman Marcia Facussé Andonie de Villeda and of Adolfo Facussé,
president of the National Association of Industrialists (ANDI).

This class of agro-oligarchs, therefore, benefitted doubly from the
indebtedness of the state: first, from the infrastructure financed by
state debt, and second, from the adjustment policies implemented to
restructure the debt.

‘While the Obama administration claimed to have cut all military ties
with Honduras following the coup, the US army continued training
Honduran officers at its training facility in Fort Benning, Georgia
(formerly known as the US Army School of the Americas or SOA)
(Hodge and Cooper 2009). A number of SOA graduates are linked to
the Honduran coup, including Romeo OrlandoVisquez Velasquez, the
general who overthrew Zelaya.

Honduras is Open for Business > Programa Nacional de Promocion de
Inversiones  http://www.hondurasisopenforbusiness.com/programa.
php (accessed February 2012)

Honduras is Open for Business > Productive Sectors http://www.hon-
durasopenforbusiness.com/en/projectlist.php?id=3 (accessed February
2012)

Zelaya’s Liberal Party (PL), like the opposition National Party (PN),
emerged at the turn of the twentieth century with close ties to the
US fruit companies (the PN closely tied to United Fruit and the PL
partisan to Cuyamel Fruit) (Barry 1991, 290). For over a century, the
PN and PL have dominated the political scene, with little substantive
difference in their stance on major issues.

The referendum actually asked Hondurans whether they wished to
include a measure on the next ballot (the now-infamous cuarta urna)
that would ask them to vote again on convening a new constituent
assembly. This is far removed from the rumor, especially touted in the
English-language media, that Zelaya was vying to remain “president
for life.” The drafting of a new constitution might have included provi-
sions to extend presidential term limits—thin grounds for a military
coup, to say the least. Further, it is highly unlikely a constitutional
assembly would have finished the task of redrafting the constitution
before Zelaya’s presidential term expired in January 2010.

Less than a week after this story was published, on May 11,2012, FAST
units were involved in a massacre of innocent civilians in the indigenous
Moskitia region in Northeast Honduras. The victims received multiple
gunshots from high-caliber M-60 firearms, fired from a US helicop-
ter manned by DEA agents and Honduran officers. Four people were
killed: 28-year-old Juana Jackson (six months pregnant), 48-year-old
Candelaria Pratt Nelson (five months pregnant), 14-year-old Hasked
Brooks Wood, and 21-year-old Emerson Martinez Henriquez. At least
four more were seriously injured (COFADEH 2012; McCain 2012).


http://www.hondurasisopenforbusiness.com/programa.php
http://www.hon-durasopenforbusiness.com/en/projectlist.php?id=3
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Thank you to Karen Spring for helping to clarify the extremely com-
plicated nature of US-Honduran military cooperation and investments.
Adelio Munoz (Orica), personal communication. Aguin Valley,
Honduras. January 11, 2012.

Daniel Gémez (MUCA), personal communication. Aguan Valley,
Honduras. January 10, 2012.

Division General Venancio Cervantes was appointed Director of
Migration and Immigration (he was assistant director of the Joint Chiefs
of Staft at the time of the coup); Brigade General Manuel Enrique
Caceres was appointed Director of Civil Aeronautics; General Nelson
Wily Mejia is now in charge of the Marine Mercantile Administration
and General Romeo Vasquez Velisquez (Commander-in-Chief of the
Armed Forces at the time of the coup) is now head of the Honduran
Telecomunicaciones company Hondutel (FIDH 2011: 7, n.10).

An international human rights mission reported that media outlets
were fabricating images by placing high caliber weapons on the bodies
of murdered Aguan peasants for photographs, and then removing them
(FIDH 2011: 27). This systematic criminalization of peasants contrib-
utes to a strong stigma, even causing peasants to be refused medical
care in local hospitals (FIDH 2011: 27).

Anonymous peasants, personal communications, Aguin Valley,
Honduras. June 2011 and January 2012.

Daniel Gémez (MUCA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguin
Valley, Honduras. January 10, 2012.

The win-win arguments put forth by the palm oil industry mirror
those used to defend “responsible” land grabbing (dubbed “agricultural
investment”) (FAO 2009; World Bank 2010). Brazilian activist Giselle
Henriques (2008) comments, “the specter of a hungry world is being
used to push the agenda for industrial agriculture, but in reality, the
majority of the land is used for producing animal feed and agrofuels, as
well as land speculation, rather than food crops” (cited in McMichael
2012: 688, n. 11).

Quoted in Sarif, Edy. 2012. “Huge Opportunities in Palm Oil” The
Star Online (Malaysia), March 7, 2012. http://biz.thestar.com.my/
news/story.asp?file=/2012/3/7/business/ 10866837 &sec=business
(accessed July 2012)

Processed foods like candy bars, cake frosting, ice cream, coffee creamer,
margarine, peanut butter, canned cream soups, sauces, snacks, baked
goods and microwavable convenience foods all may contain palm oil
(CSPI 2005: 6).

Fertilizer is the largest investment in oil palm production. Medium and
large producers tend to apply a higher quantity of fertilizer than small pro-
ducers, since they have more disposable income. Urea is the most widely
used fertilizer, followed by superphosfate, potassium sulfate, potassium
chloride, borax and magnesium sulfate (Sanders et al. 2006: 65).

The case of cotton is emblematic and has led to fierce battles in the
WTO over subsidies to large US cotton producers, which depress
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world prices and undermine smallholder producers, such as in West
Africa (see Allston et al. 2007). For a general analysis of commodity
production, trade liberalization and price impacts on family farmers,
see Wise 2009.

Most Honduran palm oil exports are destined for Mexico (71%), fol-
lowed by El Salvador (17%), the UK (8%), the Netherlands (2%) and
Venezuela (2%) (SAG 2009: 8).

The latter deal was finalized in late 2009, on the cusp of a World Bank
moratorium on palm oil lending instituted after widespread criticism
of the industry’s social and environmental impacts. The moratorium
was lifted in April 2011 citing the importance of oil palm for eco-
nomic growth and the Bank’s commitment to improving social and
environmental protections (Doering 2011).

The law, for instance, allows foreign firms to establish, acquire and dis-
pose of businesses with no distinction from national firms, and encour-
ages joint ventures with no minimum ownership for the Honduran
partner.

See: http://www.usaid-acceso.org/index.aspx

In fact, this is part of a long history of US promotion of “non-tra-
ditional agricultural export crops” (NTAXs) in Central America.
NTAXs include crops such as strawberries, celery, broccoli and let-
tuce—crops that have a high counter-seasonal demand in the US. In
1984, USAID set up the Honduran Agricultural Research Foundation
(FHIA): a private, non-profit research institute focused on develop-
ing NTAX crops for US markets (Thorpe 2002, 89). The 1992 AML
(articles 32 and 33) further supported this sector by eliminating taxes
and permit requirements on NTAXs (95).

As of 2006, biodiesel produced from palm oil comprised only a
1% share of global biodiesel (compared to 84% for rapeseed oil, for
instance). It is thought, however, that in the absence of high EU sub-
sidies for domestic rapeseed producers, palm oil could become “by far
the most competitive vegetable oil for the production of biodiesel”
(Thoenes 2006: 5).

The stated goal of the Zelaya administration was to reach 200,000
hectares (494,210 acres) planted to oil palm in the country—through
technical assistance and input subsidies to small and medium produc-
ers—by the end of the president’s term in 2010 (Lefevre and Ramirez
2010). By 2011, it had reached approximately 135,000 hectares
(333,592 acres) (USDA-FAS 2012b).

The eleven plants are owned by the following companies: Aceydesa (1),
Dinant Corporation (2), Jaremar Corporation (4), Palcasa, Coapalma,
Hondupalma and Salama. The first four are private companies, while
the last three are peasant-owned cooperatives created during the agrar-
ian reform years (SAG 2009).

The peasant-owned palm oil plant with the largest capacity to produce
biodiesel (Salama) received its equipment through a donation of the
Colombian government (Colombia is the largest palm oil producer
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in the Americas). The Colombian government paid 70% and the
Honduran government 30% of the cost of the equipment, valued at
$100,000 USD (La Prensa 2009).The deal was made under the Zelaya
administration and the plant inaugurated in March 2009, two months
before his ouster.

SG Biofuels has since received millions in venture capital fund-
ing—including investment from the libertarian oil conglomerate
Koch Industries—for expansion in Central America, Brazil and India
(Herndon 2012).

According to a 2007 UNEP report, oil palm plantations are the lead-
ing cause of rainforest destruction in Malaysia and Indonesia creating
one of the largest sources of greenhouse gas emissions in the world
(Cited in Greenpeace 2007). In January 2012, the US Environmental
Protections Agency (EPA) announced that, according to its calcula-
tions, palm oil biodiesel failed to meet emissions savings standards
needed to qualify for the US renewable fuels program (Sun Daily
2012).

Adapted from: Shattuck,Annie. 2009.“Will Sustainability Certifications
Work? A look at the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels” in Agrofuels
in the Americas. Oakland: Food First Books, 118-132. (see original for
references)

In response to criticism made in an Australian documentary titled
“Conservation’s Dirty Secrets” WWF made the following statement: “In
April 2010, WWF signed a MOU with Exportadora del Atlantico, a
subsidiary of Corporacién Dinant. The MOU focused on improving
their environmental performance... As a result of the program, better
agricultural practices were implemented, specifically the production
of compost to substitute the use of fertilizers... Late last year WWF
became aware that there were allegations against the company concern-
ing human rights abuses, specifically regarding a land dispute. This deeply
concerned us, and at the beginning of December last year, we decided to
suspend further work with the organisation pending further investiga-
tion.” (WWEF 2011)

Data retrieved from ECO2data Carbon Search Engine, search term:
“Honduras” http://eco2data.com/ (accessed March 2012)

These mechanisms may also facilitate the “greening” of the maquila
sector, which is beginning to receive carbon credits for converting
from fossil fuels to palm-derived energy sources in its factories. This
makes the maquila sector a large potential market for the oil palm
industry. The (further) articulation of these two export-oriented
industries plagued with human rights abuses is disconcerting, to say
the least.

Njoi Residences are the investment of two Canadian couples (Paul
and Lucia Todos, and Gino and Christina Santarossa). The project is
described as “42 lots nestled within 34 acres of rainforest nature pre-
serves along 800 feet of white sandy beach” See: http://www.njoitru-
jillo.com/ (accessed July 2012)
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The comparatively smaller southern coast of Honduras has also been
targeted by Miguel Facussé and other investors for “ecotourism” proj-
ects, particularly on the peninsula of Zacate Grande (La Tribuna 2012).
These have been associated with forced evictions and other human
rights abuses and have generated fierce resistance from local communi-
ties. The peasant movement of Zacate Grande issued a communiqué in
January 2012 denouncing Facussé for grabbing land under the pretext
of establishing a center for wildlife conservation (La Voz de Zacate
Grande 2012). The English translation of the communiqué is available
at Quotha.net: “Facussé’s greenwashing operation in Zacate Grande”
January 20, 2012. http://www.quotha.net/node/2073 (accessed
August 2012)

Special thanks to Carla Garcia and Karen Spring for sharing their
knowledge and analysis of Garifuna land struggles and tourism
investments.

For the IACHR, “‘international human rights law imposes an obliga-
tion on the State to adopt special measures to guarantee the recogni-
tion of tribal peoples’ rights, including the right to collectively own
property. The jurisprudence of the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights in relation to the right to collective property applies not only to
indigenous peoples, but also to tribal peoples who preserve their tradi-
tional ways of life based on a special link to their lands and territories.”
(IACHR 2010-2011:282)

Coles (1988) describes “customary rights” as “rules which are trans-
mitted from generation to generation, and which are socially recog-
nized by local people” (cited in Jansen and Roquas 1998: 84). In other
words, customary rights do not mean the absence of rules or property
rights. In fact, customary tenure can work rather well at creating land
claims that are respected by local people with few conflicts (ibid).
The law stipulates that foreigners may own land on the coasts, near
national borders or on islands or cays, up to 3,000 square meters
(approximately .75 acre). However, foreign investors or companies may
purchase lands exceeding this amount with special permission from
the Honduran Tourism Institute (IHT) (Meritas 2010).

Finley-Brook (2007) identifies three regional initiatives as the “tripar-
tite vision” for the region’s development: the Mesoamerican Biological
Corridor; CAFTA; and Plan Puebla Panama (PPP) renamed the
Mesoamerica Project in 2008. The goal of these projects is to com-
bine privatization, liberalization, security and infrastructure (highways,
ports, pipelines and electrical grids) to promote industrial development
from Mexico in the north to Colombia in the south. The projects are
primarily donor-driven, with key funding from the World Bank and
IDB.

There are now 52 Garifuna land titles, all of which are of “full own-
ership” (dominio pleno) and communal, meaning that the land cannot
be bought and sold and can only be passed through inheritance to
members of the community (Brondo and Woods 2007: 8, n.5). While
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this has been a significant achievement, titles do not include non-
residential ancestral lands (ibid.) and titled lands are being purchased
illegally by non-Garifuna investors (usually using a local intermediary)
for tourism developments.

See OFRANEH. 2012. “El Banana Coast y la expulsion de los gari-
funas de la bahia de Trujillo” (video) http://www.youtube.com/
watch?feature=player_embedded&v=6PhVwV-RvCc (accessed July
2012)

The six resisters were eventually pushed out. The community is now
gone, the property fenced off, and construction is underway on either
the cruise ship dock itself or other developments at the base of the
future dock. With the area entirely fenced off it is difficult to tell
exactly what they are doing. (Karen Spring, email communication,
August 16, 2012)

The Los Micos “luxury eco-hotel” has an 18-hole golf course designed
by golf legend Gary Player, 120 rooms, spa, restaurant, children’s and
teen clubs. One of the major foreign investors—along with a consor-
tium of Honduran investors—is the US-based Trust Hospitality. The
resort is slated for completion in summer 2013. See: Breaking Travel
News. 2012.“Central America becoming focus for major hotel invest-
ment” May 22, 2012. http://www.breakingtravelnews.com/news/
article/central-america-becoming-focus-for-major-hotel-investment/
(accessed July 2012)

See: Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort, http://www.losmicosresort.
com/ (accessed July 2012)

Ironically, the park (formerly called Punta Sal) was renamed after Janet
Kawas, an environmental activist who was murdered in 1995. Miguel
Facussé, whose oil palm plantations were encroaching on the park,
was implicated in the murder, but the case was never solved (Vos el
Soberano 2011).

They have also suffered tremendous repression. The radio station
Faluma Bimetu (Coco Dulce) in Triunfo de la Cruz—which broadcasts
70% of its programming in the Garifuna language—was burnt down
in January 2010 after making anti-coup statements. It was soon rebuilt
with support from international solidarity (Payne Roberts 2011).
Additionally, numerous journalists and radio personalities from the
urban-based, anti-coup radio stations (Radio Progreso, Radio Globo)
have been killed or threatened. Since the coup, 22 reporters have been
murdered in Honduras, making it one of the most dangerous countries
in the world to be a journalist (UNESCO 2012).

Conference call with Garifuna leaders Carla Garcia and Miriam
Miranda (OFRANEH), August 29, 2012, sponsored by Agricultural
Missions (www.agriculturalmissions.org)

“Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally
appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustain-
able methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture
systems. It puts those who produce, distribute and consume food at the
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heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets
and corporations (...) Food sovereignty ensures that the rights to use
and manage our lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiver-
sity are in the hands of those of us who produce food.” (Via Campesina
2007)

Maribel Garcia (MUCA), personal communication, Aguan Valley,
Honduras. January 14, 2012.

The other associations represented were the National Association of
Honduran Peasants (ANACH), the National Union of Peasant Workers
(CNTC) and the National Peasant Association (ACAN). (Rios 2010)
A number of sources argue that cooperative lands might not have been
sold, at least on such a large scale, had women had a greater voice in
decision-making (Jeffrey 2001; Real News 2010;Vamos al Grano 2012).
The lack of women’s control over land decisions is, in part, a legacy of
the highly gendered agrarian reform of the 1970s in which only 3.8%
of the beneficiaries were women (CESPAD 2011). One woman peas-
ant interviewed by the Real News (2010) commented, “I deeply regret
that some bad Hondurans thought it was a good idea to sell the land.
Unfortunately, the women weren'’t even consulted.” In the new Aguan
movements, one slogan of organized peasant women goes: Con la mujer
en la casa... la reforma agraria se atrasa! (With women in the house...
agrarian reform is delayed).

Calculated from data in Rios (2010) and FIAN et al. (2011).

A statement by Facussé’s Dinant Corporation, which contracted the
security personnel to guard the plantation, claimed the guards had
“shot in self-defense, as they were being attacked by invaders with
high caliber weapons” (FIAN et al. 2011: n.41). The guards sustained
no injuries.

Various MCA members, personal communication, Guadalupe
Carney, Aguan Valley, January 12, 2012.

Claudia Ruiz (COPA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguan Valley,
Honduras. January 8, 2012.

Tyler Shipley is a researcher and activist based in Toronto, Canada. For
a more detailed discussion of recent political trends in Honduras, see:
“Left International Solidarity in Post-Coup Honduras” Upside Down
Waorld, Sept. 26, 2012. http://upsidedownworld.org/main/honduras-
archives-46/3881-left-international-solidarity-in-post-coup-honduras
Zelaya returned to Honduras following the Cartagena Accords, signed
in May 2011 in Cartegena, Colombia, mediated by the Colombian and
Venezuelan governments. The accords opened the door to Honduras’
re-entry in the Organization of American States (OAS).

Luis Alonzo Ortiz and Constantino Morales on July 16" and Julidn
Alvarenga (father of seven) on July 23+

Claudia Ruiz (COPA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguin Valley,
Honduras. January 8, 2012

Due to MUCA’s staunch refusal to sell palm fruit to Miguel Facussé
(Jorge Mejia, MUCA member, personal communication, January 8,
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2012, Tocoa, HN) the most recent agreement, signed June 1, 2012,
stipulates that the cooperatives sell palm fruit to the peasant-owned
Salama and Hondupalma processing plants (La Tribuna 2012b).

On the challenges of building transnational agrarian movements, see
Boyer 2010; DesMarais 2007; Edelman 2008; and Holt-Giménez 2010.
Wilfredo Paz (Observatory Spokesperson), personal communication,
Tocoa, Aguan Valley, Honduras, January 10, 2012.

Quoted in Trucchi, Giorgio. 2010. “De Nuevo Corre Sangre en el
Bajo Aguan” AlbaSud, November 23, 2010.

Altieri (1999) indicates that intensive peasant agriculture can be far
more productive per unit of labor, even with little or no agrochemical
use. On a typical highland Mayan farm, a single hectare of land can
yield enough maize calories to feed a family of 5 to 7 people (199).
Trucchi, Giorgio. 2010. “De Nuevo Corre Sangre en el Bajo Aguan’
AlbaSud, November 23, 2010. Author’s translation.

Unless otherwise cited, all information from this chapter comes from
author interviews with Salama members, conducted at the Salama pro-
cessing plant and in the community of Suyapa, January 11,2012

Salama has not yet produced biodiesel on the donated equipment. As
mentioned in the above chapter on agrofuels, none of the Aguan palm
oil plants currently produce significant amounts of biodiesel. This is
because of the high price of palm oil as an edible oil and the relatively
low cost of government-subsidized gasoline. Because of these factors,
PME biodiesel has rarely been price-competitive with fossil fuels in
Honduras.

5

Jesse Freeston (investigative journalist for the Real News Network and
director of the forthcoming documentary film Resistencia), email com~
munication, May 17,2012.

“Proyecciéon Social de Hondupalma” Hondupalma.com, accessed
May 2012. http://hondupalmahn.com/index.php?option=com_ cont
ent&view=article&id=78&Itemid=62

Jesse Freeston, email communication, May 17,2012

Prieta cooperative president Rigoberto Flnes and treasurer Freddy
Gonzilez Castro were both killed in February 2011 after fifteen high
caliber bullets were fired into their truck (CRLN 2011).A few months
later, in July 2011, Coapalma president Carlos Maradiaga was shot and
killed in broad daylight, by two assailants on a motorcycle in La Ceiba
(El Heraldo 2011d). Fanes’ replacement as president of Prieta (and
Gonzilez Castro’s brother), German Castro, was also gunned down in
September 2011, an attack that killed his wife Miriam Emelda Fiallo
and left Castro paralyzed from the waist down (CRLN 2011). Castro
is now living in exile with a bullet lodged in his spinal cord, hoping
to get a visa to Cuba to have it removed (Jesse Freeston, email com-
munication, May 17,2012).

For his radical views on social change, Father Carney’s Honduran citi-
zenship was revoked in 1979 at which point he relocated to a parish
in Nicaragua to work with peasants in the first years of the Sandinista
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government. He was disappeared in 1983 after re-entering Honduras
with a guerrilla group and was presumably executed by the military.
Conflicting accounts suggest he may have starved to death, or been
tortured and thrown alive from a helicopter over the rainforest (Acker
1988; May I Speak Freely? 2008). His body was never found.
Eduardo Flores (CNTC), Personal communication, Aguan Valley,
Honduras, July 3, 2011.
Lyrics adapted and translated by the author. Original lyrics obtained
from the Facebook page of Artists in Resistence: http://www.facebook.
com/pages/ ARTISTAS-en-RESISTENCIA/308660938708 (accessed
June 2012); The song can be heard at Goear.com: http://www.goear.
com/listen.php?v=dee27ec (accessed June 2012)
Jorge Mejia (MUCA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguin Valley,
Honduras, January 8, 2012.
Jorge Mejia (MUCA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguan Valley,
Honduras, January 8, 2012.
Jorge Mejia (MUCA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguan Valley,
Honduras, January 8, 2012.
Because of highly repressive conditions, MUCA representatives were
not able to obtain visas to attend the awards ceremony in New York
City, officiated by United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to
Food, Olivier de Shutter. MUCA’s Secretary General Yoni Rivas and
Spokesperson Vitalino Alvarez were both beaten and detained, along
with 25 other men and women, on August 21, 2012 while protesting
peacefully outside the Supreme Court in Tegucigalpa. One of the 27
people arrested that day, human rights lawyer Antonio Trejo Cabrera
was subsequently murdered by an unknown gunman while attending
a friend’s wedding in Tegucigalpa on September 22, 2012. Trejo had
represented members of MARCA and MUCA in a number of legal
cases.
Jorge Mejia (MUCA), personal communication, Tocoa, Aguan Valley,
Honduras, January 8, 2012
Adelio Mufioz (Orica), personal communication. Aguin Valley,
Honduras, January 11, 2012.
For example, an article in the prominent newspaper El Heraldo
(2010b), owned by the powerful businessman Jorge Canahuati Larach,
stated:
The president of the National Association of Industrialists
(ANDI), Adolfo Facussé, confirmed that he possessed detailed
information revealing that a “replica” of the Colombian Armed
Revolutionary Forces (FARC) was being formed in the Aguan.
He explained that these people were taking advantage of the
agrarian conflict in northern Honduras and receiving training
from Nicaraguan elements. “They are forming a well-armed
guerrilla force, encouraged by armed fighters in Nicaragua
whose objective is to imitate the Colombian FARC,” he
denounced. He added that these movements are financed by
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“friends” of Honduras in Venezuela and other places. The indus-
trial leader expressed worry that “part of the Honduran terri-
tory is being occupied by guerrilla forces associated with drug
traffickers.” (author’ translation)
These allegations were reported by El Heraldo despite the lack of any
credible investigation or evidence, and without quoting peasant leaders
or experts on the region who might refute these claims.
Translated and abridged by the author. Original Spanish version avail-
able at: http://muca-mi.blogspot.com/2011/11/11-de-noviembre-
2011-declaracion-del.html
According to human rights activist Annie Bird (2012), “this is under-
stood to mean that hit men used his hand to collect a reward.”
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