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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

THE WAR TAX. It was once the lexicon of the gangs, but the name quickly caught on. Today, the 
term War Tax1 is commonly used to describe the extortion payments demanded by gangs from 
ordinary Hondurans. Extortion is a significant problem in Honduras and has wide societal 
impacts: it pulls back economic development, heightens insecurity, and is intimately linked with 
social problems like school desertion and migration .

This study identifies new trends in extortion in Honduras. We also evaluate the state’s response 
to extortion and create recommendations for improvements to policies and practices aimed at 
countering extortion. Our work is based on 46 bibliographic sources, the collection of primary 
and secondary quantitative data, and in-depth interviews with 47 people including victims of 
extortion, extortionists, and public officials working to counter extortion. 

We also reviewed 149 court files from the Extortion Courts in Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula 
and hired a polling company to develop a national survey measuring the scope of extortion.

1 The collection of extortion to the inhabitants of a sector for their supposed protection.
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Our findings are presented in four chapters:

•	 Chapter I: The Crime of Extortion

•	 Chapter II: The Victims of Extortion

•	 Chapter III: The Extortionists

•	 Chapter IV: The State Response

The report concludes with six recommendations that guide how policies and practices can be 
improved to better counter extortion in Honduras. 

CHAPTER 1: THE CRIME OF EXTORTION
The phenomenon of extortion is deeply interlinked with the development and rise of gangs. 
Based on interviews with former gang members, we created a visualization of the steps in a 
typical extortion scheme.

GRAPHIC 1: TRADITIONAL EXTORTION SCHEME

While these steps describe many of the extortion schemes in operation today, we document 
how extortionists are becoming increasingly innovative in devising new forms of extortion which 
have lower levels of risk for the extortionists and are harder to prosecute. 

Extortionists are increasingly making use of online payment platforms and are also using 
third-party groups to receive or move money to disguise their extortion activities. The line 
between who is an extortionist and who is a victim, who is knowingly conducting criminal 
activity, and who is an unwitting facilitator of extortion schemes is being blurred.

Identification 
and investigation 

of the victim

Extortion sum is set 
based on the 

perceived resources 
of the victim 

Extortionist collects 
the money from the 

victim 

Acts of 
intimidation

A final telephone 
call setting and 
confirming the 

terms of extortion

$

$

Extortion letter 
delivered or 

telephone call made



War Tax: Extortion in Honduras  5

CASE STUDY: A TRANSVESTITE SEX WORKER - THE VICTIM OF VARIOUS FORMS OF EXTORTION.

Leticia1  has been a sex worker since 2014 and has been a victim of many types of extortion. 
She works in what the gangs claim as “their territory,” and she has to pay a fee. But the gangs 
have innovated. Rather than simply demanding payment from Leticia, they force her to buy raffle 
tickets and food at inflated prices. This makes extortion harder to spot and harder to prosecute. 
Leticia has been extorted by MS-13, Barrio 18, and even a group of police officers. When we met 
her in 2022, she was working in a zone under the control of MS-13. Every night, members of 
MS-13 force her to sell a certain quantity of drugs and turn the proceeds over to the gang. This 
is also a form of extortion: the victims are forced to sell the product, they’re threatened, and the 
gang benefits financially.

For the purposes of this study, we define extortion as a set of three basic elements: (1) it 
involves violence, a threat of violence or intimidation, (2) the victim is coerced to do or not to do 
something, and (3) the victim experiences a financial loss as a result. 

In the graphic below, we list the new trends documented in the study: 

GRAPHIC 2: NEW TRENDS IN EXTORTION

Extortion is no longer taking place in cash only. Criminal groups are harnessing new payment 
technologies. Extortionists are disguising extortion activities as legitimate enterprises. We 
encountered victims who were forced to purchase raffle tickets. No one we spoke to ever won a 
prize. Extortionists also hide extortion by forcing victims to buy goods and services like food 
and carwashes at highly inflated prices. We also saw cases where gangs require victims to sell 

1 A pseudonym
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drugs and pass the proceeds back to the gang. Criminal groups also run loan shark operations. 
Extortionists are reducing the risks of being caught by using third parties to collect and move 
money. 

CHAPTER II: VICTIMS OF EXTORTION
Extortion victims vary widely. Groups particularly exposed to extortion are small businesses 
operating in gang-controlled areas and transportation companies like buses and taxis which 
typically have to cross through gang-controlled territory. However other groups are not immune. 
We documented one case of extortionists targeting an online business. We also spoke to a 
security advisor who told us that large businesses such as hotels are also being victimized. 

CASE STUDY: EXTORTION OF ONLINE SELLERS
Carlos2 sells spare parts and equipment for heavy vehicles online. Extortionists killed his wife’s 
father years ago after he missed a payment. He had thought that by opening an online store and 
not having a physical location, he would be safe from extortion. He was wrong. One day, he 
started to receive calls from an unidentified number with a calling code from Spain. The person 
on the other end of the line wanted extortion payments. They told him the name of his 
daughter’s soccer club and the times when she played, an implicit but chilling threat. Carlos 
suspected that the extortionists were not really gang members but were neighbors or 
acquaintances who knew about his online business and wanted to take advantage of his fear of 
the gangs. But he did not want to take chances. The only solution Carlos saw was to leave and 
seek asylum abroad. 

Looking at the extortion cases which end up in court, approximately two-thirds have male 
victims and one-third have female victims. Data from the Public Prosecution Service (MP) report 
that the most affected age group is 30 to 50 years old. Extortion takes place in both rural and 
urban areas, though is more common in cities: according to a national survey we conducted, 
10.6% of those living in cities report that they or their household has been a victim of extortion 
compared to 7% of those living in rural areas. Of the extortion cases that get prosecuted, most 
come from Honduras’ big cities. 52% of cases originate from Francisco Morazán, the district of 
the capital city. A further 37% came from Cortés, the district of Honduras’ second city San Pedro 
Sula.

2 A Pseudonym
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GRAPHIC 3: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION IN HONDURAS, EL SALVADOR AND GUATEMALA

Source: LAPOP survey 2014, 2016, 2018 and ASJ survey 2022

Historically, Honduras has been less affected by extortion compared to neighboring countries, 
but as extortion has fallen elsewhere, in Honduras it remains stubbornly high. According to the 
LAPOP regional survey, in 2014 Honduras had extortion rates half that of Guatemala and El 
Salvador with 11.7% of people surveyed reporting that they were a victim of extortion. While that 
fell slightly to 8.5% in 2018, declines in El Salvador and Guatemala were greater leading 
Honduras to have the highest extortion rate in the region. In a national survey conducted for this 
study in 2022, 9% of Honduran households report being a victim of extortion3.

Based on that survey and numbers from the National Institute of Statistics, we calculate that 
206,623 households, corresponding to 847,154 people, were impacted by extortion in Honduras 
in 2022. But very few extortion cases ever get reported. By comparing these numbers to the 
number of cases filed at the three institutions that receive extortion complaints, the National 
Anti-Maras and Gangs Force (FNAMP), the Public Prosecution Service (MP), and the Secretary 
of Security (SEDS), we estimate that only 1.1% of extortion cases were reported.

Covid-19 and the lockdown that followed in Honduras did seem to reduce extortion activity, 
however, the impact of the pandemic on numbers of criminal reports filed was not as marked as 
might be expected.

3 Data from responses to LAPOP surveys in these countries in 2014, 2016, 2018,  and ASJ’s survey in 2022. http://datasets.americasbarometer.org/
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CHAPTER III: THE EXTORTIONISTS
Extortion has not only mutated in terms of the form of extortion and the type of victims affected 
but it’s also in terms of the perpetrators. However, according to the data collected from court 
files, both Barrio 18 and MS-13 members continue to be the main actors convicted of extortion. 

Nonetheless, several groups of interviewees for this study, including victims, police officials, and 
even Barrio 18 gang members claim that MS-13 has stopped extorting. We cannot determine 
with certainty why the official data seem to contradict interviewee response, but we do suggest 
four scenarios which may serve as an explanation: 

1. The court cases counted against MS-13 correspond to old extortion events.

2. The defendants identified as MS-13 members are copycat operations, perpetrated by  
extortionists pretending to be part of MS-13 to increase the fear of their victims

3. Some cliques of MS-13 have stopped extorting, but some continue

4. There are irregularities and errors in the data reported by the authorities

While extortion cases perpetrated by members identified as being part of MS-13 are still coming 
through courts, we believe that MS-13 has at the very least significantly reduced its dependence 
on extortion. While gangs have traditionally relied on extortion revenues, MS-13 increasingly 
resembles a sophisticated criminal organization with diversified income streams. This was 
prominently evidenced during Operation Avalanche in 2016, where some of the highest-level 
leaders of MS-13 in Honduras were arrested and convicted. As part of the operation, MS-13 
businesses including restaurants, car lots, and even a hotel were confiscated. 

Here are four hypothetical reasons that may explain why MS-13 has reduced its reliance on 
extortion as a source of revenue:

1. It has evolved from a street gang into a quasi-mafia. It has many income streams which 
offer easier revenue and does not depend on extortion revenues as it once did.

2. Extorting communities makes local businesses and households hostile to the gang. It also 
creates reasons for law enforcement to come into conflict with the gang. MS-13 may want 
to maintain peace and some level of community support in the areas they control so they 
can continue their other criminal enterprises unhindered by the authorities.

3. They decided to stop the extortion to protect their members from persecution. Having a high 
number of gang members incarcerated isn’t good for business. 

4. They made an agreement with the previous government where they agreed to stop extorting 
in exchange for a benefit such as less prosecution. These types of negotiations have been 
documented in other instances in the region. 
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Apart from MS-13 and Barrio 18, a long list of gangs have been identified as extortionists in the 
judicial files analyzed. Some of the smaller gangs include Combo Que No Se Deja, Vatos Locos, 
Los Benjamin, Los Berrios, Los Puchos, Los Chirizos, Los Olanchanos, Los Guaricayan, and La 
Rumba.

A worrying aspect of the extortion phenomenon is that of copycat operations: these are people 
who falsely claim to be part of a gang to capitalize on the fear and notoriety these organizations 
have created to extort victims. It is difficult to quantify the size of copycat operations, they are 
not reflected in official statistics, and information in judicial files does not allow us to analyze 
who is an imitator and who is not. There are also extortionists who are simply acquaintances, 
employees, or colleagues of a victim. These extortionists take advantage of their proximity and 
the information they have about the victim to extract extortion revenue.

Official data on extortionists are not fully representative of extortion in the country since they 
only reflect the extortionists who are actually prosecuted. This amounts to a small fraction of 
those who commit extortion in Honduras. However, of the extortionists prosecuted, 75% were 
between the ages of 18 and 28 years of age. Worryingly, minors are increasingly getting involved 
in extortion and are potentially being used by gangs to avoid the risk of prosecution of gang 
members higher up in the organization.  

The court records suggest that 96% of extortionists are affiliated with a gang. Of those 
prosecuted: 97% were involved in receiving the money or goods, 90% were making threats, 16% 
were transporting the money, and many had multiple roles. However, less than 1% of those 
prosecuted were involved in planning the crime. This leads us to conclude that those prosecuted 
are predominantly low-level actors, and that the intellectual authors of the criminal activity 
operate with relative impunity.
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CASE STUDY: A BUS DRIVER TURNS EXTORTIONIST
Martin4 owns a dozen5 buses in the Honduran capital. Over the years he has paid extortion to 
several gangs. Just before the pandemic, he was paying over L 250,000 a month to five different 
groups. Dealing with the gangs was unpleasant and dangerous. 

As a protective measure, he and several other bus owners in the area ended up making an 
agreement. Instead of everyone handing over their extortion payments, they would pool the 
money and hand it over to a trusted intermediary. This person would manage the extortion 
payments to the individual gangs.Later, through an investigation by the FNAMP, it was found 
that as well as being extorted by the five gangs, the bus drivers were also being extorted by the 
intermediary. The intermediary was inflating the gang’s extortion demands in a bid to keep the 
surplus cash for himself.

CHAPTER IV: THE STATE RESPONSE
Since 2012, the state has intensified its efforts to counter extortion. Penalties for extortion were 
increased, new specialized Extortion Courts were created and maximum security penal centers 
were constructed. The state’s response is also currently undergoing significant change as part 
of the current government’s push to demilitarize society: both the control of penal centers and 
the FNAMP have been passed from the armed services to the police. The FNAMP also changed 
its name to the Anti-Maras and Gangs Against Organized Crime Police Directorate (DIPAMPCO) 
and underwent deep changes.

We completed the research for this report before the FNAMP became DIPAMCO, but the 
findings in terms of the strengths and weaknesses of the FNAMP can be used to help shape this 
new institution. Out of the 13 victims we interviewed for this report, four of them had directly 
interacted with FNAMP and reported a high level of trust in the agents they had dealt with. They 
highlighted the discretion and speed with which they operated. The creation of FNAMP 
coincided with a steep increase in criminal reports for extortion and data suggests they are 
effective at apprehending extortionists receiving payments in cash, and obtaining convictions. 

However, the FNAMP also had clear weaknesses. Its model of catching extortionists was based 
on cash-based extortion and was deficient in tackling new forms of extortion such as those that 
use online payments. While the FNAMP seems to have success in prosecuting the people 
collecting extortion payments, their methodology prevented them from prosecuting those higher 
up in gang structures and the intellectual authors of extortion schemes. Consequently, there is a 
disconnect between the various forms of extortion that occur in the country and the type of 
cases that get prosecuted.

4 A pseudonym

5 Numbers changed to protect the identity of the source



War Tax: Extortion in Honduras  11

Here’s a simple diagram that shows the methodology used by the FNAMP to bring extortion 
cases before the Extortion Courts:

GRAPHIC 4: SYNTHESIS OF THE FNAMP METHODOLOGY

Source: Own elaboration based on our review of court files and interviews with victims who filed a complaint with FNAMP

The FNAMP’s methodology almost exclusively begins with a complaint from a victim of 
extortion. Agents from the FNAMP will then meet with the victim and record the serial numbers 
of the bills that the victim intends to pay the extortionist. The victim then delivers the money to 
the extortionist and the delivery is watched by agents from the FNAMP. After the victim hands 
over the money, the FNAMP will then find and arrest the extortionist. The FNAMP will then 
confiscate the money that the extortionist has and check the serial numbers of the notes. They 
will also collect other evidence such as photos and data from the extortionist’s phone. Finally, 
they ask the victim to identify the extortionist in a photograph. 

While the methodology is effective at tackling cash-based extortion, it is not sufficient to tackle 
the plurality of extortion methods that exist in the country. Here are some statistics based on 
our review of 146 files from cases that reached the extortion courts, which supports our 
synthesis of the FNAMP methodology:

•	 The FNAMP relies on complaints from victims: 99% of the cases prosecuted 
were initiated based on a complaint from a victim, but most cases of extortion 
never get reported. 

•	 The FNAMP primarily catches money collectors rather than those higher up in 
gang structures: 97% of the defendants were money collectors and 95% were 
arrested in the act of extortion rather than due to an arrest warrant. Less than 1% 
of those prosecuted were involved in planning the crime
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•	 The FNAMP does not tackle extortion schemes run from prisons: It is widely 
reported that a significant number of extortion schemes are being coordinated by 
gang members from within Honduras’ prisons. However, none of the cases 
brought before the courts implicate anyone operating from a penitentiary center. 

•	 The FNAMP does not tackle extortion schemes using online payments: 100% of 
the cases brought before the extortion courts involved cash-based extortion. In 
none of the cases prosecuted was a payment registered through a bank deposit 
or through online payment services. 

Another fundamental part of the state’s response to extortion is the Extortion Courts. Two 
courts are in operation: one in Tegucigalpa and one in San Pedro Sula and since their opening, 
the number of extortion cases prosecuted each year in Honduras has doubled. 

These new specialized courts seem to be quicker and more effective than the Honduran court 
system as a whole. A 2020 study by ASJ found that 86% of the cases in an ordinary court were 
in judicial delay6. In our review of case files for this report, we found that only 24% of the cases 
in the Extortion Courts were delayed. Part of the explanation may be that these courts are 
specialized and may therefore have procedures more specifically aimed at extortion cases. 
Additionally, with the courts being new they are free from the backlog of cases accumulated in 
the ordinary courts through the years. 

We also evaluate how conditions in penal centers can affect extortion and use the Maximum 
Security Center, “El Pozo”, in Ilama, Santa Bárbara as an example. While visiting the prison, we 
identified several challenges in the administration of this center that likely impact extortion 
trends taking place on the outside. These include:

•	 Gang modules that are self-governing without administrative supervision

•	 The abandonment of rehabilitation initiatives for inmates

•	 The mixing of prisoners at different levels of the legal process, for example, 
convicted sharing spaces with those awaiting trial

•	 The coercion of inmates by gang ‘coordinators’ who act as leaders within the 
prison. These coordinators act as spokespersons with prison administration staff 
and supervise the other inmates

•	 The placement of non-gang members to gang-controlled modules of the prison

•	 The smuggling of objects into the prison, allowed for by either the corruption, 
collusion, or weak control of prison administration staff

6 In Spanish, mora judicial.  This refers to when the court proceedings exceed the term limits established by law.
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The lack of control in Honduras’ prisons is concerning as evidence suggests that inmates have 
a key role in perpetuating extortion schemes. A former agent estimated that in 2016 up to 80% 
of extortion calls came from prisons (El Tiempo, 2016).

CASE STUDY: A WOMAN MADE A GANG MEMBER BY THE STATE?
Maria7 grew up in a neighborhood controlled by MS-13. She owned a beauty salon that gang 
members used as a drop-off point for extortion payments. Maria claims that she never has 
participated in or profited from the extortion schemes being run by the gang.

Then she was arrested and promptly prosecuted for being an extortionist. She was taken to the 
women’s prison in Támara and locked in a sector of the prison under the firm control of MS-13. 
Maria didn’t enter prison as a gang member, but she became one in prison. Becoming a member 
of MS-13 was a survival strategy, something to prevent her from being either a victim of MS-13 
or its violent rival, Barrio 18.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This report outlines what extortion looks like in Honduras today and how it is changing. 
Extortion is now being carried out in new forms with new groups of victims and extortionists. 
While the state’s response to extortion has intensified, it remains deficient in fully countering the 
new trends in extortion that are emerging. 

At the same time, immense changes are currently taking place in Honduras’ security strategy. In 
2022, the new government of Xiomara Castro promised to demilitarize public security. The 
FNAMP has become DIPAMPCO, a new institution that is not led by the armed forces. Similarly,  
penal centers have passed from the control of the armed forces to the National Police. The new 
reforms present a unique opportunity to improve the strategies being used to combat extortion.

We present six recommendations that can guide efforts to reform and improve the state’s 
response to extortion:

7 A Pseudonym
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   Strengthen investigative capabilities to allow the 
prosecution of a wider range of extortion types. 

Evaluate the FNAMP when designing 
DIPAMPCO’s practices. 

Analyze and address weaknesses in the current 
legal framework. 

Create intelligence exchange systems between 
institutions to make investigation more efficient.

Improve the management of penal centers to 
weaken gang control. 

Strengthen the quality and detail of official data and 
statistics to allow a better understanding of extortion.


