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Honduras: Where The Blood Flows And The Rivers Are Dammed

Dams Funded By Foreign Investors Are Threatening The Cultural Heritage And Livelihood Of
Honduras Indigenous Peoples

By Lauren Carasik, http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2013/08/20138510295334159.html

Itis all too easy for one’s eyes to glaze over at the headlines of yet another murder in Honduras,
the country that earned the dubious moniker of the world's murder capital. Forty-nine year-old
Tomas Garcia was shot dead on July 15, just one of thousands of victims.

Violence marches on unabated as observers become desensitised to the mounting human toll,
comforted by the illusion that the carnage is associated with, and perhaps even justified by anfi-
social behaviour, a convenient misconception that provides a buffer between us and the grief
for the fallen.

Yet Garcia’s murder is not the result of unrestrained gang or narcoftrafficking violence, corruption
or random crime, and its inclusion as a statistic obscures his murder’s political motivation and the
tragedy if leaves in its wake.

The unarmed Lenca indigenous community leader was shot at close range in front of a crowd of
witnesses. Garcia’s 17-year-old son Allan was seriously injured. The act was not random but was
instead part of a pattern of systematic and calculated repression by Honduran authorities.

Garcia was killed because he stood af the front of a peaceful protest against the Agua Zarca
hydro-electric dam, which is largely financed by foreign investors and threatens the cultural
heritage and livelihood of his community. Well aware of the danger he faced but unable to turn
away from his community’s struggle, Garcia’s courageous stand leaves his widow to care for
their seven children.

His assassination was preceded by escalating infimidation - threats and harassment, and
menacing security personnel. Garcia’'s community is resisting the hydro-electric project that was
enficed by Honduras's "open for business" slogan engineered in the wake of the coup that
deposed democratically-elected president Mel Zelaya.

Indigenous communities have been objecting fo the illegal sale of their territory to transnational
companies who seek to extract profits by harnessing and privatising communally-owned
water. Yetin September 2010, the Honduran National Congress awarded 41 hydroelectric dam



concessions, during a fime when the government of Porfirio "Pepe" Lobo’s legitimacy was sfill
questioned by the majority of Latin American governments.

A month later, a coalition of indigenous groups, including members of the Tulupanes, Pech,
Miskito, Maya-Chortis, Lenca and Garifuna peoples, convened a meeting to organise in
resistance to the illegal concessions, many of which were granted on indigenous territory without
proper consultation and consent of the groups.

These omissions violate International Labor Organization Convention 169, which requires that
"Consultation with indigenous peoples should be undertaken through appropriate procedures, in
good faith, and through the representative institutions of these peoples" and the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Indigenous groups have also noted that various international mechanisms designed to address
climate change have confributed to the exploitation and degradation of the land for which
they have served as rightful and responsible stewards for generations. These include the UN’s
Clean Development Mechanism and the Program of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD).

The rights of indigenous communities to prior informed consultafion and consent are being
bulldozed, just like their ancestral land.

The Agua Zarca Dam project in Garcia's community is one of the disputed concessions, part of
four interconnected dams along the Gualcarque River. The project is coordinated by a
partnership between the Honduran company Desarrollos Energeticos S.A. (DESA), which owns
the concession, and the Sinohydro Corporation of China, which seeks to develop the hydro-
electric power. The web of investor friendly legislation and support from the Lobo administration
empowers the companies fo violate human rights with impunity.

According to Berta Caceres, General Coordinator of the indigenous coalition COPINH (Civic
Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations) that seeks to defend indigenous territories, the
companies are supported and protected by the Honduran security forces.

Lenca residents of Rio Blanco claim that the dam threatens to degrade the surrounding
environment, deplete the local water supply, diminish their livelihood and destroy the spiritual
connection to the land that is foundational to the community’s history and survival. The Lenca
communities are engaging in peaceful resistance to the construction by blocking the access
road, action that has drawn a swift and brutal response from the government, along with a
campaign fo vilify the protestors.

The conflict escalated on May 23, when police ended 50 days of peaceful community
resistance by forcibly removing protestors. A day later, the repression fook an ominous furn when
Caceres was arrested on the spurious charge of illegally possessing a weapon, shortly after she
criticised the police eviction action. Although the charge was provisionally dropped following
an international outcry, the local prosecutor is appealing the dismissal, and the case is far from
over.

Business Friendly, Taken To An Exireme

The Lobo administration signaled its embrace of a neoliberal development model when it
convened an economic conference in May 2011, entitled "Honduras is Open for Business". The
government sought fo reassure investors that risks would be minimised and profits maximised,
promising unprecedented access to the counftry’s exploitable resources, many of which are



located within indigenous territory that is subject fo the protection of various infernational
profection schemes.

The intervening years have withessed an ambitious and far-reaching legislative agenda that
gives primacy to corporate rights.

Human rights observers fear that the recently passed "Law for the Promotion of Development
and Reconversion of the Public Debt" will only intensify the exploitation of resources for the
benefit of foreign investors and the country’s own economic elites and exacerbate the illegal
dispossession of indigenous and campesino communifies. The law authorises the Lobo
administration to employ the nation’s natural territory and the "idle" resources it contains as
collateral to investors who can then exploit concessions for future profits.

Critics of the law note that it was pushed through with littfle debate and even less transparency,
as the details of implementation remain shrouded in secrecy. Observers contextualise the rush to
pass the law in advance of November'’s national presidential election as a bold effort to
enfrench protections for business interests, fearing that Xiomara Castro, wife of deposed
president Mel Zelaya, and head of the newly formed Libre party willimplement democratic
reforms. President Lobo has tacitly acknowledged as much in recent days, opining that a Libre
party victory would be a disaster that would not be well received by the business community.

The Rio Blanco Conflict Is Emblematic Of Broader Struggle

Similar struggles are percolating across Honduras as the dispossessed seek to protect their
livelihoods and their lands from the agro - and business oligarchs who partner with the military
and police in meting out repression for acts of resistance fo their absolute power.

In the Bajo Aguan, over a hundred campesinos have been killed resisting eviction by agro-
oligarchs led by Dinant Corporation’s Miguel Facusse.

The Afro-Indigenous Garifuna people along the Caribbean coast are struggling to protect their
land from ecotourism and "model cities" that will strip local control and displace ancestral
communities.

Human rights defenders are criminalised throughout a country with a notoriously corrupt judicial
system that consistently fails to vindicate their rights.

This repression reinforces centuries of historical exploitation and suffering, but occurs in the
context of a surprisingly vibrant and resilient popular movement struggling for a more inclusive,
participatory and egalitarian future for Honduras. As with the rest of Latin America, foreign
influence is ubiguitous, and should be held to account.

International financial institutions, including multfilateral development banks, provide
development aid and impose structural adjustment policies that advance the neoliberal
agenda. Governments provide aid to military and police who have supported the economic
and political status quo and have been complicit in the repression. Counter-narcotics efforts are
increasingly militarised, and private foreign investors demand obscenely favourable conditions
and retfurns, irrespective of the human costs.

Hondurans deserve a brighter future, free from unfettered repression, infractable corruption,
stark inequality and pervasive poverty. The international community must stand in solidarity with
the Honduran popular movement and its courageous leaders and demand that the country’s



future be determined by the free, democratic and fair election of a government that advances
the interests and rights of all Hondurans, not just its economic and political elites.

[Lauren Carasik is Director of the International Human Rights Clinic at Western New England
University School of Law.]
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Rights Action

Since 1983, Rights Action has been directly funding grassroots organizations in Guatemala and
(since 1998) Honduras struggling for community development and environmental protection, for
disaster and repression relief, for fruth, memory, justice and human rights, and for democracy
and the rule. Rights Action does extensive education and activism work concerning how the
United States and Canada sometimes contribute to and benefit from endemic harms and
violations in Guatemala and Honduras. Rights Action (Canada), founded in 1999, is
independent from and works in conjunction with Rights Action (USA). Grahame Russell and
Annie Bird are co-directors of Rights Action (USA); Grahame is director of Rights Action
(Canada).

To Make Tax-Deductible Donations (In Canada And The U.S.) to support grassrootfs organizations
and their community- and environmental defense struggles in Guatemala and Honduras, make
check payable to "Rights Action" and mail to:

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

Credit-Card Donations can be made (in Canada and U.S.): http://www.rightsaction.org/tax-
deductible-donations

be a monthly credit card donor (Canada and U.S.)

to donate stock, contact: info@rightsaction.org

Get Informed / Get Involved:

e SPEAKERS: Contact us to plan educational presentations in your community

* JOIN A DELEGATION: Form your own group or join one of our delegation seminars to
Guatemala and Honduras to learn more about these issues and struggles

¢« RECOMMENDED DAILY NEWS: www.democracynow.org / www.therealnews.com /
www.upsidedownworld.org / www.dominionpaper.ca / www.rabble.ca / www.fsrn.org /

¢ RECOMMENDED READING: Eduardo Galeano "Open Veins of Latin America" / Howard Zinn
"A People's History of the United States" / James Loewen “Lies My Teacher Told Me” / Ronald
Wright “Stolen Continents” / Naomi Klein "The Shock Doctrine" / Dr Seuss's "Horton Hears A
Who" /

Repression And Violence In Honduras Do Not Just Happen - They Are Policy

The situation of repression and impunity continue unabated in Honduras. Please send copies of
this information, and your own letters, to your Canadian and American polificians (MPs,
Congress members and Senators) and to your own media.

Since the June 2009 military coup, that ousted the democratically elected government,
Honduras has become the ‘Murder Capital of the world’. State repression has reached the
levels of the worst years of the 1980s.



Since the coup, the U.S. and Canadian governments have ‘legitimized the illegitimate’ post-
coup regime. North American companies and investors have increased their business activities
in mining, sweatshops, tourism, efc, in Honduras since the coup. In no small part, this repressive
regime remains in power due to its political, economic and military relations with the U.S. and
Canada.

There are no signs that this repression, violence, corruption and impunity will decrease, even as a
maijority of Hondurans courageously support the LIBRE polifical party that will participate in the
November 2013 presidential elections ... in a hope of putting an end fo their nightmare.

Across Honduras, community based organizations in the pro-democracy movement need
considerably more human rights accompaniment, media attenfion on the harms and violations,
education and activism in Canada and the U.S., and funding.

Contact:

e Member Of Parliament:
http://www?2.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Compilations/House OfCommons/MemberByPostalCode.as
px2Menu=HOC

e Congress: hitp://www.house.gov/ to get info for your member of Congress, and call: 202-
224-3121

* Senate: hitp://www.senate.gov/ to get contact for your Senator, and call: 202-224-3121

Comments / Questions: info@rightsaction.org

* Get on/off Rights Action’s listserv: www.rightsaction.org
* Follow Rights Action on facebook: www.facebook.com/RightsAction.org
e Please re-post and re-publish this information




