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The Center for Gender & Refugee Studies (CGRS) is grateful for the opportunity to contribute
this input to inform the report on agri-business, food security and human rights.?

This submission draws upon the following resources, which provide analyses and
information relevant to the call for input, and is further informed by the on-the-ground
expertise of our partners in Honduras?:

e CGRS, Root Causes of Migration. Climate Disasters and Environmental Degradation in
Honduran Asylum Claims: Expert Declaration by Donald Herndndez Palma (October
24,2024). A copy of this resource is included in the Annex.

e Declaration of Donald Hernandez Palma, Expert on Climate Disasters and
Environmental Degradation in Honduras (Sep. 18, 2024) [hereinafter, Herndndez
Declaration].* The document is not attached. However, it is available via this link for
general research purposes and is also available upon request to advocates working

" The Center for Gender & Refugee Studies (CGRS), based at the University of California College of the Law, San
Francisco, was established in 1999 to protect and advance the fundamental human rights of women, children,
LGBTQ individuals, and others who have been displaced across borders due to persecution, violence, or other
human rights abuses.

2 The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Call for input for the report on ggri-business, food
security and human rights, accessed on October 17, 2025. This submission responds to: question Ne 6 on the
gaps in the development and implementation of existing frameworks on food, business and human rights,
question Ne 11: on the role of business actors in exacerbating negative impacts on human rights, and question
Ne 12 on the responsibility to apply and implement human rights-based impact and risk assessments and
human rights due diligence standards.

3 Analysis in this submission builds on work originally developed for the “Submission to the Special Rapporteur
on the Right to Food,” available here, which was prepared in collaboration with the National Association for the
Promotion of Ecological Agriculture (ANAFAE), the Honduran Centre for the Promotion of Community
Development (CEHPRODEC), and the National Coalition of Environmental Networks and Organizations
(CONROA). We gratefully acknowledge and thank these partners for their contributions to that earlier work.

4 Donald Hernandez Palma is the Executive Director CEHPRODEC, a leading organization advocating for human
rights and environmental protection in Honduras. As an agronomist and human rights attorney, he has worked
on these issues for over three decades.
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on fear-of-return claims for Honduran nationals through CGRS's Technical Assistance
Library.

e CGRS, Honduras. Climate Change, Human Rights Violations, and Forced Displacement
(December 20, 2023) [hereinafter, Report]. A copy of this resource is included in the
Annex.

This submission highlights shortcomings in legal protections, corporate accountability, and
the safeguarding of food sovereignty in Honduras. Part | details how legal shortcomings
and harmful policy proposals favor corporate interests, drive land dispossession, and
threaten food sovereignty across the country. Part Il documents the State’s failure to
conduct environmental impact assessments on potentially harmful business ventures. Part
[ll analyzes the effect of mega-industrial projects on the environment and human rights.
Finally, Part IV offers recommendations to strengthen protections, consultation with
affected communities, and accountability.

I.  FAILURES IN LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORKS CONTRIBUTE TO LAND
DISPOSSESSION AND FOOD INSECURITY

Honduras' widespread malnutrition and limited food sovereignty are rooted in
longstanding land dispossession of Indigenous and campesino® communities, alongside
the country’s acute vulnerability to climate change.

A. Lack of Land Access Undermines Food Security and Livelihoods in
Honduras

In Honduras, land holds deep cultural, economic, and spiritual significance for Indigenous
Peoples and campesinos. For Indigenous communities, this connection is rooted in ancestral
stewardship and traditional knowledge, while campesinos maintain bonds through
generations of cultivation and collective struggle for access and ownership. The State
formally recognizes this relationship, designating some Indigenous lands as protected
reserves and granting specific community land rights. It has also historically supported
campesino cooperatives through the 1974 Agrarian Reform Law, which promoted collective
ownership and settlement in regions such as Bajo Aguan.

However, these rights have been systematically undermined. In 1992, the Law on the
Modernization of the Agricultural Sector enabled powerful interests to aggressively acquire
land, including areas intended for collective ownership, which sharply limited campesino
access to common lands.

5 Campesinos are farm laborers who rent, own, or work the land and individuals who originate from or live in
rural regions and whose lifestyle and identity are deeply rooted in the rural environment where their families
come from.
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State and private actors further weakened land rights through manipulated titling
processes, property ceiling breaches, biased enforcement, and violence. Agencies like the
National Agrarian Institute (INA) often act in the interests of economic elites, pressuring
campesino leaders—through threats and coercion—into selling collectively owned land.
Cooperatives were forced into debt to transfer land, while the INA facilitated financing for
large-scale agribusinesses such as African Palm plantations. Today, fewer than 5% of
landowners control over 60% of the fertile land.®

Very few Indigenous Peoples and campesinos hold formal land titles, instead relying on
customary tenure. Efforts to formalize ownership have largely been thwarted by ineffective
and corrupt institutions, leaving communities vulnerable to exploitation and land loss.

B. Legislative Proposals that Further Threaten Local Food Systems and
Sustainable Livelihoods

A wave of legislative initiatives threatens to deepen food insecurity and erode sustainable
livelihoods in rural and Indigenous communities. These proposals prioritize corporate and
State interests over environmental protection, community participation, and the right to
food. The following subsections outline three particularly concerning initiatives currently
under consideration or implementation.

Special Law for Promoting Investment

The Honduran government is currently advancing the Special Law for Promoting Investment
Through Streamlined Environmental Licensing Processes ("Ley Especial de Fomento a /as
Inversiones por Medio de la Eficiencia de los Procesos de Licenciamientd’) [hereinafter “Law
for Promoting Investment”], which would exacerbate existing threats by enabling extractive
and agro-industrial operations to proceed with minimal oversight, bypassing proper
environmental reviews and meaningful community consultation.’

Framed as a strategy to streamline environmental licensing and attract investment, the law
would authorize the expedited approval of licenses for infrastructure, agro-industrial,
tourism, and other large-scale projects through a “special, exceptional and simplified”
administrative process. While it prioritizes projects with significant economic potential, it fails
to establish strong safeguards for communities or ecosystems.

By weakening oversight and accelerating licensing without proper consultation or
environmental review, the law increases the risk of land dispossession, environmental
degradation, and unchecked exploitation of territories traditionally used for small-scale

¢ Nieves Zufiga, Honduras - Context and Land Governance, Land Portal (Feb. 27, 2023).
7 See Abigail Gonzales, Ley que Busca Agilizar Licencias Ambientales Podria Afectar los Derechos Comunitarios y
Ambientales, Contra Corriente (May 12, 2025).
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farming and food production, thereby endangering local food systems and the sustainable
livelihoods of those who depend on them.

Legislative Efforts to Privatize Seeds

The struggle for the right to a safe and healthy environment is inseparable from the right to
food sovereignty. For Honduran campesinos and Indigenous peoples, this includes the right
to grow and consume food that aligns with their cultural and traditional values and is
adequate to fulfill their families’ nutritional and health needs.

Honduras' legislative and executive branches are currently pursuing the revival of the
controversial “Ley Monsanto” and the enactment of a new Seed Law, proposals that
represent a profound threat to campesino food sovereignty.® These measures would
transfer control of native seeds—cultivated and shared by communities for generations—to
private seed companies, effectively criminalizing traditional practices of saving, exchanging,
and cultivating local seeds.

The high cost of privately owned genetically modified seeds is prohibitive for campesino
families, making them unaffordable to most. Moreover, in regions such as the Indigenous
Lenca territories, only native and locally adapted varieties of corn and beans can thrive. No
company offers seed varieties suited to these unique agroecological conditions. As a result,
such laws would effectively condemn these families to poverty and hunger.

Offshore Oil Development in the Honduran Caribbean

The Honduran government is seeking to revive offshore oil exploration and drilling in the
Caribbean, under a contract originally approved in 2013 and now continued by the current
administration. This move raises urgent concerns for the food security and survival of
thousands of coastal and campesino communities.®

The project threatens over 25,000 artisanal fishing families across 25 municipalities, whose
subsistence depends directly on marine ecosystems now at risk of pollution and ecological
collapse. A single oil spill could destroy fisheries and devastate local food sources.

In Honduras, these risks are compounded by the lack of independent impact assessments
and community consultations, especially in Indigenous areas like La Mosquitia. In these
areas, residents rely on sustainable fishing, farming, and ecotourism, activities
fundamentally at odds with extractive oil operations.

8 La Tribuna, Derecho a Alimentacion Peligrard si ‘Reviven’Ley (Feb. 13, 2025).
° For background: Maria Celeste Maradiaga, No Transparency, No Consultation. Drilling for Oil in La Mosquitia,
Contra Corriente (Hond.) (Dec. 7, 2022).
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At its core, the project prioritizes short-term corporate and State interests over the rights of
communities to land, food, and a healthy environment. Without urgent reconsideration, it
could irreversibly undermine food sovereignty along the country's Caribbean coast.

II.  FAILURE TO CONDUCT RISK ASSESSMENTS OR FOLLOW HUMAN RIGHTS DUE
DILIGENCE STANDARDS

Mega-industrial projects often proceed without proper environmental impact assessments
(ElAs), disrupting ecosystems, depleting natural resources, and intensifying Honduras's
vulnerability to climate change.

The Honduran government fails to regulate, monitor, or control industrial activities that
cause environmental degradation. Through the International Labour Organization (ILO)
Convention 169, Honduras formally committed to protect Indigenous Peoples’ possession of
their lands and to consult them before permitting the exploitation of their natural
resources.’® However, when granting concessions for extractive activities on Indigenous
ancestral territories, the prior consultation and consent is frequently disregarded.

The Hernandez Declaration explains that since 1998, Honduras has granted approximately
504 mining concessions, often without transparency or the required consultation with
Indigenous Peoples. Our Report documents the example of the San Andrés gold mine
concession in the Province of Copan, which had devastating impacts on local Indigenous
communities. These communities were completely excluded from meaningful consultation;
and no ElAs or regulatory enforcement occurred. This neglect contributed to air and water
pollution, causing respiratory, skin, and gastrointestinal illnesses, depleted water sources,
harmed livelihoods, and destroyed an ancestral cemetery, eroding cultural identity and ties
to the land.

Similarly, Indigenous and local communities are routinely excluded from consultations on
hydroelectric plants. These projects can divert or dry up rivers essential for daily survival,
traditional medicinal plants, and sacred sites. One such instance occurred when the
Honduran government granted a concession to Desarrollos Energéticos, S.A. to construct
the Agua Zarca hydroelectric dam on the Gualcarque River, a site sacred to the Lenca
Indigenous community." Neither the company nor any independent party conducted an
environmental assessment or consulted with the Lenca people.

In addition, the Hernandez Declaration documents that, in the cases of mining projects, no
independent environmental or cost-benefit studies are conducted at all. Instead, Honduran

0 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), art. 15 & 17.
" Annie Bird, The Agua Zarca Dam and Lenca Communities in Honduras, Right Action (Sept, 20, 2013).
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law allows corporations to define their own standards for evaluating environmental impact.'?
The agency responsible for granting environmental licenses, MiAmbiente (“My
Environment”), issues them automatically, requiring only that corporations complete an
online form.

The lack of public consultation with Indigenous Peoples, coupled with inadequate
environmental monitoring and weak enforcement of regulations, severely harms Indigenous
communities and their ecosystems.

lll.  BUSINESS PRACTICES DRIVE ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION AND HUMAN
RIGHTS ABUSES

Business enterprises contribute to environmental degradation through large-scale
extractive and agro-industrial projects that deplete ecosystems, displace communities, and
expose land defenders to escalating threats.

A. The Impact of Mega-Industrial Projects on the Environment

Mega-industrial projects—including intensive agriculture (monocultures), mining
operations, and hydroelectric projects—combined with weak enforcement of
environmental regulations, exacerbate food insecurity by degrading the ecosystem and
monopolizing arable land. Expansive monocultures erode riverbanks, degrade soil quality,
pollute water, and increase sedimentation in waterways, heightening the risk of flooding in
surrounding areas.

These projects also undermine the country's resilience to drought. Mining operations, in
particular, contaminate water sources with toxic heavy metals such as lead, mercury, and
cyanide, leading to severe health risks for affected communities. Mining also consumes
enormous quantities of water in a region already experiencing water scarcity and, in some
areas, has completely depleted local water sources.

B. Violence against Land Defenders

The erosion of collective land rights has been accompanied by escalating violence against
affected communities. As legal protections have weakened and coercive land grabs
intensified, Indigenous and campesino land defenders resisting extractive industries have
become targets of threats, physical attacks, and criminalization.

2“Moreover, no independent environmental or cost-benefit studies are conducted before a mine operates. The
law states that the company should establish its own criteria to evaluate and assess its environmental impact.”
See Hernandez Declaration at para. 41.



To date, Honduras remains one of the most dangerous countries for land defenders,' who
continue to be tortured, disappeared, forcefully displaced, or assassinated. In 2023, it had
the highest per capita rate of land defender murders globally.' Recently, on February 26,
2025, a father and son who opposed illegal logging were killed and dismembered. This case
echoes the murder of Juan Lépez, who was assassinated despite being under official
protection from the National Protection System. These incidents underscore the persistent
failure to protect land defenders in Honduras.

The close collaboration between Honduran authorities and extractive industries has
exacerbated the safety risks for campesinos and Indigenous Peoples, enabling a culture of
violence and impunity. This has left them a particularly vulnerable community, with limited
avenues for justice and protection.

IV.  RECOMMENDATIONS

The alarming situation of campesinos and Indigenous Peoples in Honduras highlights a
broader pattern: the erosion of legal and cultural protections for the right to food is closely
intertwined with dispossession, criminalization, and violence against vulnerable
communities. The failure to conduct EIAs and the absence of proper consultation with
Indigenous Peoples in Honduras reflect government negligence and contribute directly to
environmental degradation.

Drawing on the situation in Honduras, this submission urges the Working Group on
Business and Human Rights to consider including the following in its report to help address
these challenges:

e Urge States and business enterprises to align domestic legal frameworks and
corporate practices with international norms protecting Indigenous Peoples' rights to
land, territory, and natural resources, and to ensure their effective implementation.

e Callfor strengthened oversight and accountability mechanisms capable of addressing
business related violations of environmental and Indigenous rights and ensure
accessible remedies.

e Draw attention to the need for robust protections for Indigenous environmental
defenders, including measures to prevent criminalization, intimidation, and violence
linked to business activities.

'3 Graciela Martinez Gonzalez, £stdn Esperando que nos Rindamos’: Activistas que Defienden los Rios de
Honduras Sufren Acoso y Asesinatos [They Are Waiting for us to Give Up” Activists Face Harassment and
Killings In Campaign to Protect Rivers In Honduras], Amnesty International, (Jan. 27, 2024).

4 Global Witness, More than 2,100 Land and Environmental Defenders Killed Globally Between 2012 and 2023
(Sept. 10, 2024).
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Promote greater transparency in environmental and land governance processes
and enable meaningful participation of affected communities at all stages of
decision-making.

Emphasize the duty of States and business enterprises to uphold the right of
Indigenous Peoples to free, prior, and informed consent before any activity is
undertaken on their lands, in line with international legal standards.
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