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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report offers an analysis of the profound impacts of the climate emergency in 
Honduras, underscoring the intricate links between human-caused climate change, human 
rights violations, and governmental policies. It draws attention to the disproportionate 
effects these issues have on marginalized groups, such as Indigenous peoples and women. 

The analysis reveals that Honduras is grappling with devastating consequences of climate 
change, such as increased frequency and intensity of hurricanes, droughts, and rising sea 
levels. These disasters, worsened by inadequate State preparation and response, have 
resulted in the loss of lives, mass displacement, and extensive destruction of infrastructure 
and crops. 

Further exacerbating this crisis, the report finds that Honduran government policies 
promoting mega-industrial projects — including monocultures, mining operations, and 
hydroelectric dams — have led to significant environmental degradation. These policies, 
often supported by foreign investment from countries like the U.S. and Canada, not only 
intensify the climate crisis but also lead to widespread human rights violations, impacting 
vulnerable populations and contributing to displacement. 

Particularly at risk are Indigenous communities and women. Indigenous peoples face 
forced displacement from their ancestral lands, loss of cultural heritage, and violence 
against their leaders and environmental defenders. Women, meanwhile, are increasingly 
subjected to gender-based violence, health crises, and displacement due to the escalating 
climate emergency. 

Concluding with a set of policy recommendations, the report calls on the U.S. Government 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, enhance collaboration with Honduran communities, 
ensure human rights are respected in foreign investments, and address climate-related 
displacement. For the Honduran Government, it urges the ratification of international 
environmental agreements, protection of environmental defenders, respect for land rights 
of Indigenous and Afro-Honduran communities, and bolder environmental and anti-
corruption measures. These recommendations aim to mitigate the impact of the climate 
emergency while prioritizing human rights, environmental protection, and the 
empowerment of local communities. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Honduras is currently grappling with severe impacts from climate change, leading to 
significant human rights violations. This report highlights that the intensifying climate 
emergency in Honduras is not simply a series of natural events, but rather a crisis 
instigated by human-caused factors and State policies.  

Often perceived as natural phenomena, the root causes and devastating effects of the 
climate emergency worldwide are deeply intertwined with human actions. In fact, the 
intensity and frequency of natural events, such as hurricanes, increase due to human-
induced climate change.1 Furthermore, these events are transformed into larger-scale 
disasters through inadequate State responses and policies that fail to protect the most 
vulnerable. They intensify existing social and economic inequalities and act as catalysts for 
broader societal challenges,2 underscoring the crucial role of a range of State policies in 
mitigating their impact. 

The direct relationship between environmental policies and human rights is exemplified by 
the way environmental degradation, including threats to a healthy environment, endangers 
a broad spectrum of human rights.3 It is in the context of human-induced environmental 
degradation and compounded societal inequalities that the necessity for rights-based 
interventions targeting State behavior becomes starkly apparent. 

This report sheds light on the far-reaching effects of the climate emergency in Honduras. It 
then delves into governmental decisions exacerbating environmental degradation and 
forced displacement, with a particular focus on the hardships endured by marginalized 
groups such as Indigenous peoples and women. Our analysis concludes with 
recommendations directed at both the U.S. and Honduran governments, urging decisive 
action to address these challenges, protect the environment, and safeguard the human 
rights of those affected. 

 

II. CLIMATE CHANGE HAS WROUGHT PROFOUND DAMAGE IN 
HONDURAS 

Honduras is highly vulnerable to the impacts of the climate emergency, which has already 
proved to be a grave and escalating threat to the lives, health, and safety of Hondurans. 
First, climate change affects the frequency and intensity of hurricanes and floods, claiming 
lives and destroying crops, homes, and key infrastructure.4 For example, Hurricane Mitch, 
which struck in October 1998, killed over 10,000 people, and destroyed over 70 percent of 
the country’s infrastructure and crops. In November 2020, Hurricanes Eta and Iota, marked 
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by rapid intensification, high peak wind speeds, and a deceleration before landfall – 
distinctive signs of climate change’s influence – had devastating consequences. Over one 
hundred lives were lost, more than 300,000 people were displaced, and the agricultural 
sector suffered a nearly 80 percent loss in output.5  

Second, climate change affects the magnitude and severity of droughts; rainy seasons are 
shorter and less frequent.6 The southern and western regions of Honduras are part of 
Central America’s Dry Corridor,7 and are particularly affected by extended droughts and 
irregular rainfall patterns.8 As an example of the increasing impacts of climate variability, 
two years of consecutive drought starting in 2014 led to a loss of 96 percent of the corn 
crop and 87 percent of the bean crop in the Dry Corridor.9  

Third, progressive sea level rise caused by climate change exacerbates land erosion. This 
phenomenon destroys homes and contaminates water and soil.10 As a result of the impacts 
of the climate emergency, many people in Honduras suffer from water scarcity, lack of food 
security, and loss of livelihood.11 Hundreds of thousands have been forced into internal 
displacement or exile over the past decade.12 

A. Governmental Policies Exacerbate the Climate Emergency by 
Increasing Environmental Degradation 

The climate emergency, largely driven by developed nations including the United States, 
disproportionately affects countries in the Global South. In Honduras, development policies 
and the government’s inadequate response to the effects of climate change have 
significantly intensified the country's environmental crisis, primarily through widespread 
environmental degradation. The expansion of mega-industrial projects—such as intensive 
agriculture (monocultures), mining operations, and hydroelectric projects—demonstrates 
this trend, as these projects have not only exacerbated the effects of climate change, but 
have actively contributed to it. 

The rapid development of these industrial projects was chiefly made possible by (1) 
enacting land reforms that allowed corporations to appropriate large swaths of land, 
impacting peasant cooperatives, Indigenous collective lands, and small landowners;13 (2) 
granting concession permits to multi-national companies without meaningful consultation 
with or participation from local communities;14 and (3) brutally repressing any opposition.15 
These systemic practices necessitate a closer examination of how such developments have 
compounded environmental issues and led to grave human rights abuses. 
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1. Persecution of Defenders and Lax Environmental Oversight  

Opposition to industrial projects is met with violence perpetrated by corporate actors with 
the direct or indirect participation of State officials.16 Existing laws and mechanisms to 
protect environmentalists and land defenders17 are not enforced or are plagued with 
corruption and lack of resources.18 Consequently, Honduras is one the most dangerous 
countries for land and environmental defenders.19 

The State’s failure to properly regulate, monitor, or control activities that cause 
environmental damage has aggravated the situation. Environmental licenses and permits 
are granted without any environmental assessments, with a near-total lack of 
transparency.20 Generally, State agencies responsible for conducting environmental impact 
studies neglect their duties. Even when these studies are conducted, companies often 
disregard environmental regulations, as it is more cost-effective to pay fines rather than to 
implement the required measures.21 Furthermore, State authorities fail to investigate or 
pursue legal action against illegal projects that cause environmental harm, including mines, 
palm oil plantations, and logging.22  

2. Environmental Degradation and Increased Vulnerability   

As a result of these practices and the insufficient enforcement of environmental 
regulations, mega-industrial projects amplify the adverse effects of climate change, 
heightening Honduras’ pre-existing vulnerability to floods.23 For example, expansive 
monocultures such as palm oil plantations damage riverbanks and soil, and increase 
sedimentation in rivers, increasing the area’s susceptibility to inundations.24  

Mega-industrial projects also diminish the country’s resilience to drought. They 
considerably reduce access to potable water by contaminating and/or drying up the rivers, 
and increase food insecurity by destroying the ecosystem and monopolizing arable lands. 
For instance, mining contaminates water supplies with toxic heavy metals, including lead, 
mercury, and cyanide, causing severe health problems in the communities where mining 
companies operate.25 Mining also requires an extraordinary amount of water in a region 
already suffering from water scarcity, and has, in some places, completely dried up water 
sources.26 People in communities where these mega-projects operate have been forced to 
leave in search of water, food, and safety.27  

3. Responsibility of Outside Actors  

The development of mega-industrial projects in Honduras has been significantly influenced 
by foreign investment. Foreign banks have been instrumental in financing environmentally 
harmful initiatives, leading to land monopolies by select corporations.28 The Honduran 
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military and police, infamous for their aggressive stance against activists, have benefitted 
from considerable U.S. financial support.29 Moreover, a significant portion of dominant 
industrial enterprises, especially within mining and palm oil, are owned by U.S. and 
Canadian entities.30 

In sum, Honduras’ environmental crisis is worsened by policies that have facilitated 
unchecked industrial activity benefiting elites and foreign interests at a high cost to locals 
and the environment. This pattern exacerbates the effects of the climate emergency, 
including an increase in human rights violations, and underlines the State’s negligence of 
its most vulnerable populations. The next section will address the acute and 
disproportionate impact of this crisis on marginalized groups.  

B. Climate Change and Environmental Degradation 
Disproportionately Impact Certain Populations  

Vulnerable and marginalized populations, notably including Indigenous communities and 
women, hold specific rights and protections under Honduran law, as well as under 
international and regional human rights instruments. These groups, due to their inherent 
vulnerabilities, are disproportionately affected by the repercussions of climate change and 
environmental degradation. 

1. Indigenous Peoples 

The way of life of Indigenous and Garífuna peoples is deeply connected to their lands, with 
their survival relying on access to and the integrity of local ecosystems.31 Development 
projects such as the San Andrés gold mine in the Province of Copán have wrought lasting 
devastation on local Indigenous communities. The mine commenced operations without 
the required proper consultation with communities,32 adequate environmental impact 
assessments, or regulatory enforcement. This neglect resulted in air and water pollution 
that caused a host of health issues among locals, including respiratory, skin, and 
gastrointestinal conditions.33 Mining activities led to the depletion of vital streams,34 
undermining the community’s ability to sustain itself. The related destruction of an 
ancestral cemetery dealt a further blow to their cultural identity and connection to the 
land.35  

Honduras formally recognizes many of the inherent rights of Indigenous peoples, including 
the right to environmental conservation and the significance of traditional practices.36 
Despite this, the State continues to impinge upon these rights by limiting Indigenous 
peoples' control over their territories.37 Moreover, Indigenous peoples throughout 
Honduras are threatened, criminalized, disappeared, and forcibly displaced as a 
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consequence of their efforts to protect their lands and their opposition to policies and 
projects that harm the environment.38 Entrenched racial biases and a legacy of social 
exclusion deny Indigenous peoples’ access to the protection and justice they are due.39 

Compounding these challenges is the State’s failure to provide basic infrastructure and 
services in rural areas, predominantly inhabited by Indigenous groups. Such communities 
often lack developed roads, schools or health centers, and access to running water. 
Consequently, these populations are left out of post-disaster State relief efforts, making 
them particularly susceptible to devastation brought by the climate emergency.40  

2. Women 

The impacts of the climate emergency and environmental degradation in Honduras place 
women’s lives, personal integrity, and health at particular risk. This manifests in several 
ways, including increased displacement.  

Honduras, like many other countries in the Americas, is dominated by patriarchal norms 
where women are relegated to the domestic or private sphere.41 As one example, in most 
rural households, women and girls are responsible for collecting water.42 Droughts caused 
by the climate emergency force women to travel further away from their homes in search 
of water.43 This increases their risk of being sexually assaulted, raped, or kidnapped.44 In 
addition, women are disproportionately affected by conditions such as cancers, skin 
diseases, and miscarriages,45 due to their increasingly frequent and prolonged contact with 
water contaminated as a result of human-induced environmental degradation.  

In the aftermath of environmental disasters like Hurricanes Eta or Iota, the incidence of 
gender-based violence surges. Many women, and even girls, are coerced by State 
authorities or other relief workers to exchange sex for emergency aid. Additionally, they 
face an escalated risk of sexual violence and other violent assaults in emergency shelters, 
where community safety structures have broken down.46 Experts note that disasters 
precipitate a rise in early forced marriages or unions for girls.47  

Within the scope of mega-industrial projects previously discussed, corporations have 
employed gender-based violence as a tactic to seize land or quell community resistance.48 
Women taking a stand to defend their territories against harmful environmental policies or 
large-scale projects often face brutal repression.49  

Due to the climate emergency, individuals in Honduras, especially from marginalized or 
vulnerable populations, are experiencing a violation of their rights to life, health, personal 
integrity, and cultural identity. These human rights violations, in turn, contribute 
significantly to displacement and perpetuate a cycle of marginalization and vulnerability. 
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III. RECOMMENDATIONS  

Honduras' struggles with climate change and human rights abuses are deeply 
interconnected, each exacerbating the impacts of the other, particularly for the most 
vulnerable. Addressing these dual crises necessitates concerted efforts, anchored in 
respect for human rights, protection of the environment, and the empowerment of local 
communities. The recommendations that follow are informed by these principles, calling 
on both the Honduran and U.S. governments to take meaningful actions that mitigate the 
risk of climate-related displacement and uphold the human rights of those impacted.  

A. Recommendations for the U.S. Government 

1. Drastically Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Support Global Efforts: As 
one of the top contributors to these emissions, the United States should pioneer 
ambitious and comprehensive measures to mitigate the greenhouse effect and 
combat climate change. Additionally, to help support the developing countries most 
impacted by the climate emergency, the U.S. government should commit to providing 
substantial financial contributions above current levels to the Warsaw International 
Mechanism for Loss and Damage associated with Climate Change Impacts, 
established under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.50 

2. Strengthen Collaboration with Local Communities and Civil Society 
Organizations: The administration should transparently collaborate with Honduran 
Indigenous and rural communities, along with civil society organizations, to actively 
shape its ongoing Root Causes Strategy.51 This should especially include support for 
the development and implementation of mitigation and adaptation strategies that 
center the voices and knowledge of local communities. 

3. Promote Transparency in U.S. Programs and Policies: The U.S. should clearly 
outline the vetting processes for companies engaged in investment and development 
programs, notably within initiatives like Central America Forward52 and Partnership 
for Central America.53 By publicly disclosing the identities of participating companies 
and any associated privileges or exemptions they might receive, the U.S. can reinforce 
accountability and bolster public confidence in these efforts.  

4. Prioritize Community and Human Rights in Investment Initiatives: Ensure that 
U.S.-backed investments in Honduras and Central America are thoroughly assessed 
for their impact on human rights and the environment. It is crucial for companies to 
establish robust mechanisms for consulting with affected communities, especially 
Indigenous and Afro-descendent groups. These companies must adhere to and 
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actively enforce strict non-reprisal policies to protect human rights and environmental 
defenders. Furthermore, the U.S. should reinforce its oversight and regulation of 
imports, guaranteeing that all imported goods, products, and resources meet 
international human rights and environmental standards. 

5. Monitor Compliance with Governance Pledges: Clearly define and regularly 
review how U.S. initiatives – such as the Partnership for Central America and Central 
America Forward – monitor companies' effective adherence to good governance 
pledges. This oversight can prevent and address potential abuses or failures in 
governance. 

6. Recognize and Support Environmental Defenders: The U.S. should publicly 
acknowledge the critical role and immense risks environmental defenders face in 
Honduras. By doing so, the U.S. can raise international awareness and express 
solidarity.  

7. Take Proactive Measures to Address Cross-Border Climate Displacement: In 
alignment with the White House Report on Climate and Migration, the U.S. should 
announce the creation of the inter-agency policy process on climate migration, 
ensuring transparent engagement with civil society and other stakeholders. As a 
concrete operationalization of this inter-agency process, clear guidance should be 
issued to adjudicators within the asylum system and the Refugee Admissions 
Program, emphasizing the role climate change and disasters can play in refugee 
status and asylum determinations. Additionally, existing migration pathways, such as 
the parole program for Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, and Venezuelans, should be 
expanded to prioritize individuals most at risk, including those displaced due to 
climate change.54 These efforts should be in addition to rescinding all policies that 
limit access to asylum at the border, notably the Circumvention of Legal Pathways rule 
(88 FR 31314). 

B. Recommendations for the Honduran Government  

1. Ratify the Regional Agreement on Access to Information, Public Participation 
and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin America and the Caribbean: By 
ratifying the ‘Escazú Agreement,’ Honduras can join other nations in the region 
committed to transparency and public participation in environmental decision-
making, promoting environmental and human rights, and fostering public trust. 

2. Ensure Justice for Defenders: Given the escalating threats against environmental 
rights defenders, the government is obligated to thoroughly investigate, prosecute, 
and punish crimes committed against them. Additionally, it is essential to urgently 
reform laws that are currently being misused to persecute and wrongfully imprison 
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defenders, such as the Penal Code. The government must also implement and 
enforce robust protective measures, tailored with a gender lens, to guarantee the 
safety of environmental rights defenders.   

3. Advance an Equitable Land Reform Program and Uphold Indigenous and Afro-
Honduran Collective Land Rights: The government must effectively implement a 
land reform program that ensures small landowners can build a resilient and 
sustainable livelihood without the threat of displacement. Additionally, it is crucial to 
legally protect the territories of Indigenous Peoples and the Afro-Honduran 
community, in line with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
the International Labor Organization Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples (ILO Convention No. 169). This includes enforcing judicial rulings upholding 
collective ownership rights for Indigenous groups.55  

4. Prioritize Meaningful Community Consultations and Respect for Ancestral 
Rights: The government, in alignment with its obligations under the ILO Convention 
No. 169 and the Constitution, must ensure that Indigenous and ancestral 
communities are genuinely consulted and give their free, prior, and informed consent 
before initiating any projects affecting their territories. Upholding international and 
domestic mandates, consultations must be free of intimidation and conducted in local 
languages, respecting the communities' unique rights, cultural identity, and historical 
ties. Their voices should remain central in all discussions impacting their territories.  

5. Strengthen Environmental Protections and Oversight: Honduras must reassess 
and redesign its development strategies, including those aimed at building resilience 
and generating clean energy, to carefully consider their impact on the climate 
emergency. This should include a critical evaluation of the impact of hydroelectric 
dams, including on access to safe drinking water.56 Mandatory independent 
environmental impact studies for all major projects, along with stringent enforcement 
of environmental regulations, are essential. Additionally, the government should 
actively work with Congress to fully abolish the 'Zones for Employment and Economic 
Development' (ZEDEs) due to their contribution to environmental degradation and 
infringement on the rights and territories of Indigenous and local communities. 

6. Ensure Equitable Post-Disaster Relief: The Honduran government must guarantee 
that post-disaster relief reaches all victims without discrimination. Efforts should be 
made to actively collaborate with local communities and ensure that aid reaches even 
the most rural and remote areas. 
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7. Respond to Internal Climate-Related Displacement by Applying the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement: Honduras should expand the scope of its 
recent landmark internal displacement law to explicitly include individuals displaced 
due to climate-related factors. This step is crucial for providing a holistic response to 
internal displacement, setting the stage for comprehensive support and protection for 
all displaced individuals, including those affected by violence or climate-induced 
displacement.  

8. Combat Corruption and Establish an International Monitoring Body: The 
Honduran government should finalize negotiations to create an independent 
international commission, backed by the United Nations, to address corruption. This 
commission's responsibilities would encompass investigating high-impact corruption 
cases, suggesting legislative reforms, training local officials, and collaborating with civil 
society. Measures must be implemented to guarantee its independence, protect its 
personnel, and ensure transparency and accountability. 
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