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Abstract 

In Honduras, violence is a public health crisis. The 
impoverished Central American country faces 
astounding rates of homicide, especially in the 
cities of Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula. Much of 
the violence is perpetuated by gangs, with flaws in 
the country’s economy and government 
contributing to the proliferation of organized crime. 
Besides injury and the loss of human life, violence 
in Honduras negatively impacts its population’s 
health in other ways. Violence—whether enacted or 
threatened—limits access to healthcare and 
increases levels of chronic stress and depression. 
Based on recommendations made by the United 
Nations Development Programme as well as 
lessons from the programs Fica Vivo in Brazil and 
Todos Somos Juárez in Mexico, I recommend 1) 
creating a Pan American commission on violence to 
connect countries struggling with citizen security 
and 2) implementing local-level programs to focus 
on the economic and social factors that encourage 
violence.  

Part One: Analysis 

The Scope of Violence in Honduras 

With one of the world’s highest murder rates, 
Honduras experiences widespread violence. At its 
peak in 2012, the murder rate in the country was 
90.4 per 100,000 people, with most of the 
homicides taking place in a few specific urban 
municipalities (Berg & Carranza, 2015). Hondurans 
face the threat of violence from a variety of sources. 
According to Azam Ahmed, who followed gang 
violence in the urban center of San Pedro Sula for 
several weeks, “[Killings] come in many forms: 
state-sanctioned deaths by overzealous armed 
forces; the murder of women in domestic 
disputes…; the ceaseless exchange of drugs and 

guns with the United States (2019). Specific types 
of crime are also growing. For instance, the number 
of robberies exploded from 33.2 per 100,000 
people in 2005 to 276.3 per 100,000 people in 2011 
(United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
2013). Due to the extreme level of violence, there 
are 190,000 internally displaced persons within 
Honduras mainly due to “violence, extortion, 
threats, forced recruitment by gangs” (The World 
Factbook, 2020), although this statistic varies 
between sources due to the difficulty of measuring 
the number of displaced persons. These levels of 
violence exacerbate many of the country’s woes. 
Honduras is the second poorest country in Central 
America, with more than half of the population 
living in poverty (The World Factbook, 2020), 
conditions made worse by near-constant violence. 
To further complicate matters, rampant corruption 
plagues the Honduran government. Even within its 
basic statistics, the Central Intelligence Agency’s 
World Factbook cited it as “a major problem” 
(2020), leading to impunity for criminals. Coupled 
with the threat of gang violence, a weak economy 
and government corruption have a massively 
negative effects on public health in Honduras. 

Flawed Systems 

Gangs are the most apparent cause of violence in 
Honduras. Estimates place the number of gang 
members in the country at approximately 10,000 
people compared to the general population of about 
8 million people (Peña, 2020). The two largest and 
most lethal gangs are Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) 
and Calle 18 (M-18), whose membership crosses 
borders. Their areas of control spread throughout 
Central America, Mexico, and the United States. 
The rise of these gangs can be traced back to the 
United States, particularly Los Angeles. After riots 
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erupted there in 1992, California lawmakers passed 
a series of “antigang laws”, among them the 
decision that noncitizens who were charged with 
more than one year of jail time would be deported 
to their homeland (Arana, 2005, p. 100). This led to 
a boom in sending criminals—including gang 
members—to Central America. Between 2000 and 
2004 about 20,000 prisoners were deported to 
Central American countries they often had not 
visited since they were toddlers (Arana, 2005, p. 
100). Without any social connections within their 
new countries, the gang members banded together 
and created what are now referred to as 
“supergangs” throughout the region (Arana, 2005, 
p. 99). Along with the generally high numbers of 
deaths attributed to gang violence, the criminal 
organizations target groups that are already 
vulnerable. Gangs recruit children as young as 10 
years old to spy on their communities and infiltrate 
other gangs (Peña, 2020). The gangs also regularly 
terrorize women and girls, to the point that Ana 
Arana described the discovery of the mutilated 
bodies of young women as the crime networks’ 
“traditional trademark” (2005, p. 103). Similarly, 
Ahmed cites an all-too common example from his 
time following gang conflicts in San Pedro Sula: the 
rape, torture, and murder of a 13-year-old girl by 
MS-13 gang members as a punishment for her 
parents not paying the gang its extortion fee and as 
a tactic to instill fear in her community (2019). The 
development of MS-13 and M-18—and the 
continuous fighting between them—has put 
millions of Hondurans at risk. 

A stagnant and inequitable economy has also 
weakened Honduras, creating inhumane conditions 
for much of its population. Even when the country 
showed a small amount of economic growth in 
2017, it was “insufficient to improve living 
standards” (The World Factbook, 2020). Within the 
country, there is an “extraordinarily unequal 
distribution of wealth” (The World Factbook, 
2020), which is especially apparent in rural areas. 
While a select few retain most of the country’s 
resources, about one third of Hondurans are 
underemployed (The World Factbook, 2020). This 
poor standard of living continues to flourish 
despite—or perhaps because of—the Dominican 
Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement 
(CAFTA-DR) created in 2004. The agreement 
between the region and the United States was 
meant to stimulate trade and promote economic 
stability throughout Central America. However—
much like the policy’s North American Counterpart, 
the North American Free Trade Agreement—the 

pact has come under fire for supposedly worsening 
conditions for many workers within Central 
America, especially in clothing factories (Beehner, 
2005). With several underlying causes, Honduras’s 
inequitable economy has plunged many of its 
citizens into a cycle of poverty, making them easy 
targets for exploitation.  

Honduras’s government also contributes to 
instability in the country. After decades of 
authoritarian governments run by the military, 
Honduras is currently considered to have a 
democratic structure, despite concerns of fraud in 
the election that gave President Juan Orlando 
Hernández another term in office in 2017 
(Daugaard). However, Honduras’s militant history 
is not a thing of the past. In 2009, left-leaning 
President José Manuel Zelaya was deposed in a 
military coup and exiled. This battle for political 
power is still blamed for causing the current 
political instability in Honduras. Another effect of 
this coup is more subtle: Hondurans are skeptical 
of the democratic process. A large part of the 
population expressed dissatisfaction with their 
government and showed an affinity for more 
authoritarian actions if they would aid the general 
population (Ruhl, 2010). Rampant corruption is a 
continuous theme throughout Honduras’s 
governmental history regardless of government 
structure. Transparency International, which 
measures corruption around the world, ranked 
Honduras 146th out of the 180 countries it monitors 
in terms of political transparency (2018). High-
profile corruption cases have brought attention to 
the problem. The Mission to Fight Corruption and 
Impunity in Honduras (MACCIH) recently found 
that members of congress had moved $300,000 of 
public funds into their personal bank accounts 
under the guise of creating a Non-Governmental 
Organization (Daugaard, 2019). In another 
groundbreaking case, Rosa Elena de Lobo, the 
former First Lady, was found guilty of 
embezzlement and fraud and sentenced to 58 years 
in prison (Daugaard, 2019). These legal successes 
have done little to convince the general population, 
though. In 2019, 62% of Hondurans believed that 
“the government is handling the fight against 
corruption poorly” (Daugaard, 2019). Besides 
alienating its citizens, corruption and instability in 
the Honduran government has diverted much 
needed resources from its constituency. 
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Lethal Interactions 

These interconnected systems enable the 
extraordinary rates of violence within Honduras. 
For example, governmental corruption funnels 
resources away from an already poor population, 
further entrenching poverty in the country. This 
lack of resources limits the opportunities afforded 
to many Hondurans, especially young people. 
Currently, 850,000 children in Honduras do not 
attend school or work, making them prime targets 
for gang recruitment (Peña, 2020). The presence of 
violence itself also takes a toll on the economy. The 
UNDP reported that the cost of crime and violence 
in Honduras in 2010 was 10.54% of the country’s 
gross domestic product, the highest percentage of 

any of the countries that were examined (2013). 
Government corruption has also contributed to 
violence, especially gang violence in other ways.  
In the words of Ahmed, “governments hollowed out 
by corruption are either incapable or unwilling to 
apply the rule of law, enabling criminal networks” 
(2019). This culture of impunity is also reported by 
Transparency International: “one of the biggest 
areas of concerns [in Honduras] is corruption 
within the security forces and the judiciary, which 
enables organized crime” (Martini, 2013). High 
levels of impunity in Honduras allows homicide to 
go unpunished: only 10% of murder cases go to trial 
(Funes, 2018). The lack of government support in 
neighborhoods plagued by gang violence is 
apparent: Daniel Pacheco, a pastor struggling to 
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keep gangs at bay, said, “almost no one was trying 
to stop the coming war- not the police, not the 
government” (Ahmed, 2019). The prevalence of 
impunity stretches beyond major government 
structures to the police. In 2010, a former security 
chief posited that “Mexican drug cartels have 
corrupted half of the Honduran police force” 
(Ruhl). For this reason, Hondurans do not trust the 
people who are supposed to protect them. In fact, 
most Hondurans believe that the police are 
involved in criminal activity (UNDP, 2013). As 
shown in Figure 1, each of these systems—the 
economy, the government, and gang structures—
create interconnected conditions that help create 
high rates of violence. Taken together, the effects of 
poverty and corruption leaves many Hondurans 
exceptionally vulnerable to gang violence. 

Feedback Loops Within Systems 

Not only are the economy, government, and gangs 
related, they also reinforce each other. By 
examining the interactions between these three 
systems, two main feedback loops can be identified. 
Focusing on disrupting the interactions in these 
loops offers points of leverage that can be used to 
design effective interventions. The first reinforcing 
feedback loop is the relationship between the 
poverty and violence, which can be seen in Figure 2. 
The feedback in this loop is causal. Violence limits 
opportunities—either educational or financial—
which leads many into worsening poverty. The 
promise of easing economic instability is a common 
tactic used to recruit young people into gangs. As 
MS-13 and M-18 grow in numbers and in strength, 
the violence within these communities rises, 
beginning the cycle again.  

 

 

The second feedback loop concerns the reinforcing 
effects of the byproducts of corruption. Unlike the 
causal loop between poverty and violence, the 
effects of corruption have a more fluid relationship. 
As seen in Figure 3., corruption strengthens a 
variety of factors: police corruption, judicial 
impunity, gang strength, and violence. These 
individual factors further influence each other. For 
example, gangs both increase police corruption and 
benefit from it. Corrupt police may ignore violent 
acts or engage in violent acts themselves. 
Honduras’s culture of impunity allows all criminals 
to act without fear of the consequences, thereby 
increasing rates of violence.  Based on the 
complexity of these relationships, the effects of 
corruption are shown as part of a fluid ring in 
Figure 3. Whether the reinforcing relationship is 
causal or fluid, there are clear feedback loops 
between poverty, corruption, and violence in 
Honduras. 

 

Violence’s Effects on the Health of Hondurans 

The intertwined systems that allow and encourage 
violence within Honduras have created a country-
wide public health crisis. The most obvious effect of 
violence is the loss of life. 2.5 million people have 
been killed in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
many due to gang violence (Ahmed, 2019). This 
statistic does not include those that survive attacks 
or witness violence, both of which lead to poor 
health. This toll on physical and mental health 
takes place in a country where many citizens 
already have little access to healthcare. For every 
1,000 people in the country there are only .31 
physicians (The World Factbook, 2020). High rates 
of poverty—reinforced by violence—makes 
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accessing the limited amount of care even more 
unlikely because many Hondurans cannot afford 
basic care. Fear of violence adds another obstacle to 
accessing quality care. Most people living within 
especially violent areas of Honduras risk becoming 
victims of attacks if they leave their neighborhoods. 
One mother told a physician from Doctors Without 
Borders that her son had “been assaulted many 
times” on his way to and from his job in 
Tegucigalpa (Bracco, 2018). Witnessing and 
experiencing violence also impacts many 
Hondurans’ mental health. Doctors Without 
Borders issued a report after treating Hondurans 
who have been victims of violence at clinics located 
in areas where violence is especially prevalent. As is 
commonly seen with gang violence many of the 
patients were young women. In 2017 alone, the few 
Doctors Without Borders clinics within the country 
treated a total of 600 people who had been sexually 
assaulted (Bracco, 2018). The chronic stress of 
living with violence—whatever the source—also has 
a profound effect on Hondurans’ mental health. 
One physician spoke about the mental health issues 
that are common among the patients she treated 
saying, “I see issues with unresolved grief, anxiety 
and depression disorders” (Bracco, 2018). The 
statistics speak to this phenomenon: even in a 
culture that shies away from speaking openly about 
mental health, 2,300 people were given mental 
health consultations within the Doctors Without 
Borders program in 2017 (Bracco, 2018). On a 
systemic level, violence has diminished more than 
just individuals’ health; it has changed many 
Honduran’s way of life. Without addressing the 
physical, mental, and social effects of violence, 
Hondurans will continue to suffer from instability 
and chaos. The bleak truth is that Honduras’s 
society cannot thrive if much of its population is 
injured, traumatized, or dead. 

Part Two: Recommendations 

Promising Recommendations and Programs 

In order to reduce the threat of violence in 
Honduras, I suggest looking to recommendations 
made by the United Nations Development 
Pogramme (UNDP) and programs taking place in 
other Latin American countries. In a 2013 report, 
the UNDP proposed starting a regional forum on 
violence (UNDP, 2013). The coalition would allow 
Latin American countries to share successes and 
work through common problems. Unfortunately, 
the forum was never created. On a smaller scale, 
the programs Fica Vivo in Brazil and Todos Somos 
Juárez in Mexico offer important lessons about 

combatting violence. Fica Vivo uses a mix of policy 
reforms, technology and social services to combat 
violence and the conditions that encourage it. Along 
with allocating resources to the program, the effort 
uses integrated data systems to identify hot spots 
where violence is particularly intense. Those 
communities are then targeted with both increased 
state presence and social programs to engage 
disenfranchised youth, such as cultural events and 
training in specific trades (Muggah, et al., 2016). 
Todos Somos Juárez uses similar principles. It 
increases law enforcement in the areas most 
affected by violence in Juárez and promotes 
education and economic development within the 
city (Muggah, et al., 2016). The two programs use a 
community approach to reduce violence, 
encouraging citizens to participate in the programs 
and build more trusting relationships with the local 
government. The UNDP’s suggestion to create a 
forum encourages the development of international 
resources while the Fica Vivo and Todos Somos 
Juárez programs place emphasis on smaller 
communities. However, both focus on building on 
established strengths while mitigating areas of 
weakness. 

Proposed Systems Improvements 

Based on the UNDP’s suggestion, I propose 
creating an international coalition, however with a 
few key changes. While the UNDP proposed a 
regional forum for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, I recommend that it be Pan American. 
The violence in Honduras is not limited to its 
borders. Due to this proliferation, the United States 
needs to be included in the coalition. It is 
inextricably linked to the violence in Honduras, 
having had a hand in creating it and suffering from 
its consequences. I also suggest that the forum is 
open to nongovernmental stakeholders along with 
policy makers. Hearing from organizations and 
citizens, would give the coalition a clearer picture of 
needs in the region. Bringing together the Americas 
to confront violence throughout the region allows 
Honduras to learn from the successes of other 
countries while also avoiding common pitfalls.  

Honduras also needs a local program tailored to 
communities’ specific needs. The lessons from Fica 
Vivo and Todos Somos Juárez provide a loose 
outline for implementing a successful anti-violence 
program within the country. Honduras needs to use 
a multisector approach to reduce violence, 
including gang violence. By identifying hot spots, 
the government can increase state presence in 
those areas. At the same time, citizens—especially 
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youth—in these areas need to be given economic 
opportunities. The local government must create a 
system to offer mentorships so young people can 
learn trade skills and avoid unemployment or 
underemployment. By using the successes of Brazil 
and Mexico, Honduras can build a program that 
addresses the specific needs of its citizens. 

Barriers to Success 

There are several obstacles to the success of my 
recommendations. In terms of a Pan American 
forum, animosity between countries could create 
tension. All the countries in the region need to 
acknowledge their role in the issue. The lessons 
gained from a Pan American coalition would also 
need to be tailored to each country’s unique 
conditions. Implementing programs from Brazil or 
Mexico without altering them to fit the needs of 
Hondurans would set the country up for failure. 
Corruption—both in the government and in the 
police force—also provides a challenge to 
implementing programs. Funds might be funneled 
away from the initiative by public officials. 
Hondurans might also be reluctant to engage in the 
program due to the distrust they feel towards the 
government. Bringing in the police when many 
Hondurans believe they are corrupt could also 
cause trepidation. Honduras’s culture of impunity 
also serves as a major barrier, allowing many 
criminals to repeat violent actions. Finally, 
surveillance is needed to ensure that quelling 
violence in one hot spot does not lead it to flourish 
in other places. Due to the major systems at play 
both internationally and within Honduras, 
partnerships and programs aimed at reducing 
violence could have major limitations.  

Measures of Improvement 

To be effective, my recommendations must be 
measurable. I suggest monitoring several statistics. 
First, the rate of homicide within Honduras needs 
to continue being measured. The rate must be 
broken down by area in order to identify hot spots. 
Tracking injuries from violent acts at hospitals and 
health clinics also gives a better picture of the 
extent of the health impacts of violence. However, 
simply monitoring violence in Honduras is not 
enough. It is also necessary to measure 
improvements in the systems that create risk 
factors for violence: the economy and the 
government. The rate of unemployment and 
underemployment should be watched closely, 
especially in areas that have been identified as 
having high levels of violence. Government 

corruption should be monitored through rankings, 
such as those offered by Transparency 
International. By measuring both traditional 
violence statistics and trends within the economy 
and government, violence and the conditions 
surrounding it can be more accurately monitored. 

Conclusion 

Violence is a complex problem in Honduras, 
leading to loss of life, injuries, and long-term 
mental health consequences. Violence in the 
country is informed by a web of interconnected 
factors, namely the prevalence of gangs, a weak 
economy, and a corrupt government. Each one 
influences and informs the others, as evidenced by 
the feedback loops identified in this paper. The 
relationships between the three systems offer 
points of leverage that can be used to limit the risk 
of being exposed to violence, such as easing the 
burden of poverty. After examining 
recommendations and other programs in the area, I 
suggest that the Honduran government pushes for 
the creation of a Pan American forum on violence 
and implements a program that uses the latest 
technology to target areas with high rates of 
violence and offer police support and economic 
opportunities. While my suggestions face 
considerable barriers, they are measurable and 
address the root causes of violence within the 
Honduras. 
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