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HOW TO READ THE GRAPHS IN THIS REPORT

This report includes data from various sources. For clarity, we have used the following color 
coding system:

Figures in blue rectangles were created based on information received through requests for 
public information. 

Figures in green rectangles were created based on information collected directly from judicial 

Figures in red rectangles were created based on a national survey that was carried by the polling 
company LeVote on behalf of this study.

HOW TO READ THE CASE STUDIES IN THIS REPORT

The names of sources who provided sensitive information for this study have been changed for 
their security. Similarly, some details mentioned in the case studies used ha

unchanged. 



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 

impacts: it pulls back economic development, heightens insecurity, and is intimately linked with 
social problems like school desertion and migration .

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 

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

Leticia2  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 

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 

involves violence, a threat of violence or intimidation, (2) the victim is coerced to do or not to do 

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 

prize. Extortionists also hide extortion by forcing victims to buy goods and services like food 

2 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
Carlos3 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 

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.

3 A Pseudonym



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  17

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 extortion4.

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 

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, 

might be expected.

4 Data from responses to LAPOP surveys in these countries in 2014, 2016, 2018,  and ASJ’s survey in 2022. http://datasets.americasbarometer.org/

database/index.php# 
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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 

even Barrio 18 gang members claim that MS-13 has stopped extorting. We cannot determine 

four scenarios which may serve as an explanation: 

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

2. 
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

on extortion. While gangs have traditionally relied on extortion revenues, MS-13 increasingly 
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 

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

1. 
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 

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 

documented in other instances in the region. 
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atos 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 

o 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.

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.  

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
Martin5 owns a dozen6 buses in the Honduran capital. Over the years he has paid extortion to 

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 

surplus cash for himself.

CHAPTER IV: THE STATE RESPONSE

increased, new specialized Extortion Courts were created and maximum security penal centers 

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 

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 

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.

5 A pseudonym

6 Numbers changed to protect the identity of the source
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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

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 

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. 

the plurality of extortion methods that exist in the country. Here are some statistics based on 

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 

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 delay7

in the Extortion Courts were delayed. Part of the explanation may be that these courts are 

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 

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

7 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?
Maria8 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 

Then she was arrested and promptly prosecuted for being an extortionist. She was taken to the 

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. 

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:

8 A Pseudonym
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GRAPHIC 5: RECOMMENDATIONS

   

 

     

   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 

Improve the management of penal centers to 
weaken gang control. 

statistics to allow a better understanding of extortion.



INTRODUCTION

PRESENTATION

The war tax is ruthless extortion. And extortion is one of the crimes that most affect citizen 
security. In simple terms, extortion consists of forcing someone to do or not do something 

9.  In Honduras, extortion has evolved in tandem 
with gangs which are the groups typically singled out as the perpetrators of extortion. According 
to estimates by the National Anti-Maras and Gang Force (FNAMP) in 2019, around USD 200 
million was paid in extortion10 (Restrepo, 2019). Our estimate, based on court records and a 
national survey, puts the number for 2022 at around $737 million a year, about 3% of Honduras’ 
GDP11.

allowed identifying the average annual payment. Using the total estimated cases of extortion in 2022 (based on the Le Vote survey), the proportion of 

cases for each recurrence was estimated. This data is the sum of the annual averages for the proportion of cases in the different recurrences 
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However, the impact of extortion goes far beyond the direct economic damage of the money 
paid to extortionists. Extortion is linked to violent crime such as threats, kidnappings, and even 
homicides (InSight Crime y Global Initiative, 2019). It also hinders the economic growth of 

small businesses to bankruptcy (Criterio.hn, 2019). It dissuades new businesses from opening 
and restricts job creation (Asmann, 2017). It also  has a great psychosocial impact on the 
victims and society in general, which contributes to creating communities governed by mistrust, 
fear, and violence.

One group that’s particularly vulnerable to extortion are transportistas, drivers and transport 
workers who operate trucks, buses, or taxis. Between 2010 and 2019, 1,781 transportistas were 
killed in Honduras (IUDPAS, 2020). Criminal activity on transport networks also has severe 

frequent transport stoppages, especially in urban parts of the country (Proceso HN, 2022). It’s 
also a drain on state resources. The government in Honduras spends hundreds of millions of 
lempiras each year in transport subsidies (El Heraldo, 2022). Some of these funds end up 

extortion, these funds could have been used for critical investment in health, education, and 
human development. 

Extortion also is a trigger for irregular migration and forced displacement (Redlac, 2020). 
Extortion also fuels gangs and criminal organizations by providing a lucrative and stable source 
of income. This has allowed gangs to develop into increasingly sophisticated criminal structures 
that can exert formidable control over the communities where they’re present, diversify their 
criminal operations, and launder enormous amounts of money. It also contributes to the 
criminal training of young people since minors are frequently used as money collectors for the 
extortionists. In a context where one in three children is excluded from the education system 
(ASJ, 2022), they are easy prey for gangs.

Despite the high impact that extortion has on Honduran society, it is also understudied12.  This is 
due in part to the lack of accessible and reliable public data (Global Initiative, 2021). In the 
absence of research, outdated narratives of extortion persist including the groups which are 
involved in extortion, the victims and sectors who are affected, and how extortion is carried out. 
Without an up-to-date understanding of extortion, it’s not possible to design effective policies to 
combat extortion. 

12 The lack of studies on extortion in Honduras was a point mentioned by several security experts, including the then deputy colonel of the National 

Anti-Maras and Gang Force, Mayor Ubaldo Rodríguez. In our literature review we reviewed 46 sources related to extortion and gangs. A valid effort to 

highlight that has contributed to closing this knowledge gap is the series of reports by the Global Initiative against Organized Crime on extortion in the 

region.
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This study explores and describes new trends in extortion in Honduras. We also assess the 
state’s response to extortion today and identify practical recommendations to better counter 
extortion. Here are the principal activities we completed as part of this research: 

1. Reviewed 46 previous studies to understand the context of extortion and the trends 
researched by other authors.

2. 
victims, extortionists, authorities, and community leaders.

3. 

4. 
increase the level of detail in qualitative data related to extortion.

5. Applied a national survey on extortion victimization to measure the scope of extortion in 
Honduras in 2022.

This report is divided into four chapters:

• Chapter I explores the crime of extortion including how it has traditionally been 
carried out, the scope of extortion in Honduras, how extortion is paid for, and how 

new extortion trends.

• Chapter II presents quantitative data and case studies on the victims of extortion. 

with a summary of the different sectors affected by extortion.

• Chapter III presents quantitative data on extortionists. We include data 
disaggregated by gender, age, location, and gang. We also discuss the evolution 
of the Mara Salvatrucha 13 (MS-13) and explore reasons why MS-13 seem to be 

summary of the actors involved in the extortion.

• Chapter IV describes the different state institutions that counter extortion 
including the National Anti-Mara and Gang Force (FNAMP), the Extortion Courts, 
and the “El Pozo” Penitentiary Center. We assess the capacity of these 
institutions to respond to extortion and identify areas that can be improved to 

state’s response to extortion and the main challenges the state faces in 
countering new extortion trends. 

Throughout the chapters, we will present data from different sources. Each source is marked 
using red, blue, and green borders. The legend is presented in the section called “How to read 
the graphs in this report?”.
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THE BACKGROUND OF EXTORTION IN HONDURAS
The type of extortion that affects Honduras most is often referred to as the War Tax. This form 
of extortion evolved alongside the two largest gangs in Honduras, La Mara Salvatrucha 13 
(MS-13)13 and Barrio-18. These gangs originate from Los Angeles. There, many young 
Hondurans became involved with the Mesoamerican gang system known as Sureños, MS-13 
and Barrio 18 became the two gang structures with the largest membership of Hondurans. 
MS-13 was founded by Salvadoran refugees in the early 1980s, and Barrio 18 is originally a 
Mexican gang but has a great openness toward gang members from other countries.

In the 1990s, the United States started deporting large numbers of Central American 
immigrants. A large number of the deportees were gang members who had been incarcerated in 
the United States following gang crackdowns and tough-on-crime policies. Central American 
governments were overwhelmed and were often unable to manage the reintegration into society 
of the new deportees. Some studies indicate that the stigmatization of the deportees fueled the 
growth of gang participation (International Crisis Group, 2017). 

When they were sent back to Honduras, members from MS-13 and Barrio 18 found there were 
already micro-systems of very violent neighborhood gangs and sports clubs in Honduras’ main 
cities Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula (Savenije, 2009). The California-based gangs started 
integrating with neighborhood gangs through complex cycles of alliances and confrontations 
(D’Aubuisson, 2015). Both MS-13 and Barrio 18 quickly gained power in urban communities 
(barrios) and spread rapidly. This was despite having become the number one enemy of the 
government, which unsuccessfully tried to repress gangs using state-backed security forces, 
and also receiving attacks from other local gangs.

The massive deportations and the absence of state strategies for returnees contributed to the 

men. The collection of the “war tax” has its origins in a kind of membership fee that individuals 
paid to be part of the gang. This collection of membership fees lasted between 1993 and 2005. 
The strategies to collect the fees varied from sector to sector.

One of the responses of the Honduran government to the growth of gangs was to adopt a series 
of tough law initiatives in the early 2000s. These are known as Mano Dura (Iron Fist) policies 
and are characterized by “zero tolerance” strategies, the use of authoritarian approaches, and 
also the use of military and police force to counter crime. 

13 The term mara, diminutive of marabunta, a type of ant characterized by moving with the entire swarm, is used to informally refer to a large group 

terms maras and gangs to refer to the two main groups, the MS-13 and the B-18  (International Crisis Group, 2017).
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Article 332) stands out in having a great impact on the locations and strategies of the gangs. It 
led to mass incarceration that allowed the gangs to consolidate from within the prisons. 
Members from different gang cliques could get to know each other, and generate new 
structures from inside the Honduran penitentiary system. 

One of the practices which had particularly adverse effects was the placement of those 
deprived of liberty in prison modules according to their gang membership. This had the effect of 
radicalizing new gang recruits and strengthening the organizational structure of the gangs. 
According to our interviews with gang leaders in Honduras, it was inside the prisons that the 

The Honduran prison system did not effectively manage the inmates. The prisons became 

The commander of the National Inter-institutional Security Force (FUSINA) asserted in 2016 that 
the vast majority of attacks and deaths have been ordered from inside prisons. Prisons became 
centers for criminality. 

Incarceration also created a need for the gangs to obtain larger sums of money to support the 
leaders who were inside the jails. Eventually, those contributions that the gang members 
demanded from the stores and small businesses in the neighborhoods to pay for their 
membership gave way to complex monthly and even weekly collection systems. Gangs made 
the leap from being less formal criminal structures that provided identity and status to being 
large-scale organizations with the capacity to employ thousands of young men and women. 

lagged somewhat behind. According to a former gang leader, it was not until around 2012 that 
Barrio 18 managed to do the same.

Some studies have started to document new trends in extortion and changes in the actors 
involved. Extortion is becoming increasingly complex: Gangs are entering legitimate markets; 

an increase in the number of women involved as perpetrators of extortion (Global Initiative 
Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2019).

Of the Mano Dura policies adopted, the so-called “Anti-gang Law” (reforms to the penal code 
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METHODOLOGY

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research revolves around three questions:

1. From 2015 to 2021, in what ways has extortion in Honduras changed, particularly in terms of 
the tactics used, the sectors affected, and the perpetrators involved? We seek to understand 
how traditional extortion has worked and then identify forms of extortion that diverge from 
this model.

2. To what extent are the key institutions including the National Anti-Mara and Gang Force 
(FNAMP), the Extortion Courts, the prison system, and the legal and political framework in 
Honduras adequate and effective in dealing with extortion and new extortion trends? With 
this, we intend to evaluate the capacity of these institutions to meaningfully combat 
extortion.

3. How can the answers to the two questions help us improve policies and practices to reduce 
the negative effects of gangs and extortion? 

Through this study, we suggest practical recommendations to improve the state’s responses to 
extortion. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REVIEW
We started our study by doing a literature review. We used Google Scholar using keywords such 
as “extortion, Honduras, gangs, war tax, Extortion Courts, National Anti-Maras and Gang Force” 

material and created a matrix where we ordered the sources by name, author, keywords, and 
abstract. The matrix consists of a total of 46 sources, including academic and journalistic 
articles. The literature review gave us a preliminary understanding of extortion in Honduras and 

helped us create questions for our planned interviews. 

14 that we 
included in the case study in Chapter 3: “The extortion court driver who extorted”. Another case 
of interest was the so-called “Operation Avalanche” which took place in 2016. This was a police 

able to obtain the legal documents which listed the real estate and companies which were 
seized by the police from the gang. 

14 File number: #0801-2020-144-02 TSCNME
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INTERVIEWS AND CASE STUDIES
We collected case studies through in-depth interviews with the following participants:

• Victims of extortion

• Persons accused or convicted of extortion, both those going through the judicial 

• Authorities who combat extortion including people from the National Anti-Mara 
and Gang Force (FNAMP), the Police Investigation Directorate (DPI), the 
Technical Criminal Investigation Agency (ATIC), and the Extortion Courts

• Other independent experts

These interviews gave us an understanding of the context of extortion in Honduras and helped 
us identify representative cases of emerging new trends.

TABLE 1: INTERVIEWS CONDUCTED

To prepare for interviews, we created a list of questions for each group of interviewees. In 
addition to the questions, we wrote a brief introduction to be read to each group which included 

15. 

personnel. Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the interview at any time and for any reason. If you 

decide not to participate or withdraw from the interview, there is no penalty and the ASJ team will not be offended or angry. There are no costs to you 

or anyone else. You must be over 18 years of age to participate in the interview. Are there any questions at this time? Do I have your informed consent 

to participate in the interview? [Obtain informed consent orally]

GROUP OF INTERVIEWES NUMBER OF INTERVIEWEES

Extortion Victims
• Owners and employees of transportation companies, 

including taxis, mototaxis and buses
• Owners of markets and grocery stores
• Online sellers
• Sex workers
• Other victims

15

Extorsionists
• Those accused of extortion awaiting trial
• Convicted extortionists deprived of liberty in penal centers 13

Combat and control authorities
• Agents of the FNAMP
• Agents of the DPI
• Agents of the ATIC
• Judges and judiciary staff

12

Experts and community leaders
• Pastors
• Academics
• Business Security Advisor

7
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Extortion is a sensitive topic in terms of the risks that could be faced by both the interviewees 
and the investigators. As a result, we decided to keep all the names and information that could 

combating extortion because these actors are already exposed to the risks and their titles are 
necessary to assess the reliability of the information that they provided.

SELECTION CRITERIA FOR CASE STUDIES
To select the testimonies that we developed into case studies for this report, we thought about 
the following things:

• ortion tactics, a 
new victim group, or a new group of extortionists?

• Does the case show us any relevant aspects of how the criminal justice system 
works?

• Is the source reliable?

ANALYSIS OF DATA

PUBLIC INFORMATION REQUESTS
We used the Honduran Electronic Information System (SIELHO) to make public information 
requests. We obtained the following information from these people and institutions: 

TABLE 2: SOURCES OF  PUBLIC INFORMATION

SOURCE INFORMATION REQUESTED

Poder Judicial
Request code:

 SOL-PJ-1722-2021

• New cases registered
• Resolutions
• Victim: gender, age, number
• Type of defense
• Court and department where the case is 

handled

Secretary of Security
Request code: 

SOL-SSSS-1260-2021

• Extortion complaints by year from 2010 to 2021
• The total number of detainees for extortion charges 

per year and disaggregated by those arrested after 
a warrant was issued versus those caught in the 
act

• The gang with which the detainees were associated

Public Prosecution Service
Request code: 

SOL-MP-1146-2021

• Cases registered from 2016 - 2021 by 
department

• By process: closing orders, tax requirements, 
convictions, and more

• Address
• Defendant: number, sex, and age
• Victim: sex and age
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NATIONAL SURVEY
To measure the incidence of extortion in Honduras in 2022, we contracted a company called 
LeVote to survey the general population. The survey was conducted from May 23rd to May 26th, 
2022 with Hondurans over 18 years of age nationwide selected to participate. The sample size 
was 753 people in 18 departments. The sample selection was simple and random. The polling 
company selected the telephone numbers from a list of active telephone numbers in Honduras 
used for public opinion polls. The survey asked respondents the following question: 

Have you or someone in your immediate family (children, husband, wife) been a victim of 
extortion in the last 12 months?

This question is a repeat of the question applied in a survey by LAPOP in 2018 which allows us 
to compare the results to previous years. The response is disaggregated by gender, age, rural 

COURT RECORDS: INFORMATION COLLECTION

information in a database. Based on our research questions and the points of interest we 

data that covered the following elements:

• Investigation and prosecution processes for extortion cases

• The nature of extortion

• The victims

• The accused

The objectives of this study and methodology were presented before the coordinating judge of 
the Tegucigalpa Extortion Court of First Instance who granted us permission to review and 

The number of cases prosecuted by the Extortion Courts was lower than expected. In the years 
from 2016 to 2020, a total of 2,196 cases entered the courts. This is equivalent to an average of 

After this, cases are either dismissed, resolved with a lesser sentence should the accused plead 
guilty, or are passed onto a Sentencing Court should the case go to a full trial.

end of January, February, and March 2022. In total, we collected information on 86 cases from 
the court in Tegucigalpa and 63 cases from the court in San Pedro Sula. In total, we reviewed 

investigation. 



CHAPTER 1: THE CRIME OF 
EXTORTION

In this chapter, we will explore how extortion has traditionally been carried out; how it has been 

payments are typically made. We will present case studies, legal analysis, and data from both a 
survey we conducted nationwide and a review of court records. 

prosecuted and does not necessarily give a picture of how extortion is taking place in the real 

justice system fails to prosecute the new extortion trends that we document. The reason for this 
is mainly because the National Anti-maras and Gangs Force (FNAMP) is limited in its criminal 

recording the serial numbers of bank notes that the victim then delivers to the extortionist. As a 
result, the FNAMP usually only arrests the money collectors and only cash-based extortion is 
prosecuted. In Chapter IV we describe this procedure in detail and explain why this constitutes a 
severe problem for combating extortion.
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CASE 1: THE TRADITIONAL EXTORTION SCHEME ACCORDING TO A 
FORMER MEMBER OF BARRIO 18

How has extortion changed in Honduras? This is one of the central questions of this research. 

analysis with a case study of Carlitos16, a former member of Barrio 18. He told us that he had 
conducted extortion activities in Tegucigalpa for several years. The gangs, of course, are 
reluctant to tell the details of their activities. However, in his retired capacity, Carlitos was able 
to speak in great detail about how the gang’s extortion operation worked.

We found Carlitos in the carpentry workshop of the “El Pozo” maximum security center in Ilama, 
Santa Bárbara. But he wasn’t doing carpentry. In fact, the carpentry workshop is closed. Carlitos 

leave behind his life as a gang member.

In Honduras’ maximum security prisons, inmates are divided into modules. Members from each 
gang are kept together with modules for MS-13 members and another for members from Barrio 
18. Incarcerated gang leaders have immense control within each of the modules and have 
mechanisms to prevent members of their structures from speaking alone with the authorities. 
For example, if an inmate from a gang module needs to go to the clinic, they get handcuffed to a 
gang leader who accompanies them to ensure that they do not share any information about the 
gang with the authorities during their trip. This makes it almost impossible to disassociate 
yourself from the gang while inside the jail, but Carlitos was determined.

While the soldiers who guard the prison rarely enter the modules, they often come to the doors 
to leave food. One day, Carlitos saw an opportunity. As the food was being delivered, Carlitos 
stood up and threw himself with all the speed he could muster into the four soldiers guarding 

was hit from behind and fell onto the grass. Four gang members had followed him and began 
beating him severely. The soldiers eventually caught up and managed to separate Carlitos from 
the other gang members. They took Carlitos to the director of the prison. Crying, Carlitos begged 
not to be returned to the gang-controlled module. “If you send me there, you will have to take my 
dead body out tomorrow in a bag,” he told the director. And that’s how Carlitos left the gang and 
ended up living in the carpentry workshop.

16 Pseudonym
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power and control that gang members had without considering all the risks that being a gang 
member might entail. From a young age, he began to act as a “bandera”, a word used to 
describe young people who aspire to be part of a gang. He was given small roles such as 

who had entered the neighborhood. 

Gang members seemed to be impressed with Carlitos and quickly promoted him to a “paisa”. A 
paisa is someone who works for the gang, though, is not formally initiated. Carlitos continued to 
keep watch on street corners but was given the additional role of selling drugs. The next step 

to be ‘jumped’. This refers to initiation rituals that paisas must pass to become part of the gang. 
These often include beatings and conducting a task for the gang, like committing a homicide. 

a homie, rather, everything depends on your effort and performance. 

The more you demonstrate skills, the quicker you can become a full-time gang member. As a 

promoted. He didn’t tell us how many people he had killed once he became a full gang member. 
Beyond becoming a homie in the gang hierarchy, there are palabreros, who act as area 
coordinators for the gang, and gang leadership. Carlitos eventually became a palabrero for 
Barrio 18. 

Banderas: Young people who do small tasks for the gang

Paisas: Someone trusted by the gang but not yet a member. They complete tasks for the gang 
and aspire for full membership

Homies: full gang members who have been initiated. Once a homie, you’re unable to leave the 
gang. Serving the gang also becomes your primary responsibility

Palabreros: form a type of middle management for the gang. They run gang cliques, small cells 
of the gang which control certain areas and barrios

Cabecillas: leaders that control many cliques (cells) of the gang. Money from extortion schemes 
gets kicked up from the paisas and homies up to the top leadership of the gang.

Carlitos then told us about how his involvement with the gang began. He was attracted by the 



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  37

We started talking to Carlitos about extortion. Based on Carlitos’ testimony and the knowledge 
acquired through this research, we created the following visualization of a traditional extortion 
scheme. We are aware that extortion is not and has never been a simple phenomenon, but this 
is our synthesis of some of the common characteristics which are included in most types of 
extortion. 

ILLUSTRATION 1: TRADITIONAL EXTORTION SCHEME17 

victim. Whether someone opens a new business in a gang-controlled zone or the gang expands 
its territorial control to an area where an existing business is located, gang members will 

To estimate how much the gang can sustainably extort from a victim, they will look at the type 
of business, who the customers are, and its products to try and estimate the revenues and 

questions. The gangs will also research the owners to try and collect additional information 
which may be of use to the extortion operation including where the owners live, what their 
partner does, how many children they have, and where they go to school. 

The second step is planning with the ‘palabrero’ (a gang member who acts as an area 
coordinator) to determine the amount of money to be paid in extortion. Not just any gang 
member can start an extortion scheme. All extortion activity must follow the lines of the gang 

Identification 
and investigation 

of the victim

Extortion sum is set 
based on the 

perceived resources 
of the victim 

Extortionist collects 
the money from the 
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Acts of 
intimidation
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hierarchy. Paisas cannot extort money themselves, but they are typically the people who collect 
the money on behalf of the gang. Homies can identify potential victims and begin to investigate 
them, but setting up an extortion scheme typically necessitates collaboration with a palabrero 

kicked up to the palabrero who distributes a share between the gang members in the area with 
another share being kicked up to the gang leaders. 

Carlitos suggested that the gangs generally set extortion amounts at 10% of a business’ 
estimated revenues and collect extortion payments each week. The extortion model does vary, 

interviewed for this study reported paying L500 each time they entered a certain neighborhood. 
Sometimes, gangs levy a high “premium payment” which is followed by smaller recurring 
payments. 

This is often done by delivering an 

include certain key information: who the gang is, the amount to be paid, and a threat of what will 
o serve 

as a reminder of what can happen if the payment is not completed. Often, a telephone is also 
delivered, which the victim is forced to answer. Soon after, they will receive a second call from a 

details. 

This includes the amount to be paid, the frequency of recurrence, and the form of payment. At 
that point, there is a trading window where the victim can try and negotiate a reduction if they 
cannot pay what is demanded. Once the call ends, however, there is no opportunity to 
renegotiate the amount.

 Intimidatory acts may consist 

are only carried out if there is reluctance to pay or a delay in payment by the victim.

The sixth and last step is the collection of money. This is traditionally done by paisas. They are 
used in part because it reduces the risks faced by gang members. The paisas are also usually 
minors, so are subject to lighter sanctions if they are arrested.
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Carlitos told us that he generated roughly L150,000 ($6,250) a week using this extortion 
scheme. From this money, he typically used L80,000 ($3,333) to pay the salary of the other 
members of the local clica. Paisas were not given money but were bought food, clothing, and 
other items. The remainder, around L70,000 ($2,917) a week, was sent to the gang leadership.

Carlitos’ future is uncertain and looks perilously risky. As a former member of Barrio 18 and a 
deserter of the gang, he is a target for both MS-13 and Barrio 18. The gangs don’t tend to forget, 
and the risk for Carlitos will remain even after he leaves the Honduran prison system. 

THE EVOLUTION IN THE DEFINITION OF EXTORTION 
AND THE PENALTIES FOR EXTORTION

The war tax is a complex social phenomenon, but it is also a crime. 

Honduras. Here is a summary of some of the main anti-extortion laws enacted in Honduras 
since 1985:

ILLUSTRATION 2: EVOLUTION OF THE DEFINITION OF EXTORTION AND THE PUNISHMENT FOR EXTORTION 

Source: own elaboration based on research and analysis of changes in the legal framework

• Sentence for extortion: Between 3 and 9 years in jail
• 

1) involves violence or threats to 2) force an individual to do or not do something, 
and 3) for a group or individual to gain an unfair advantage

1985
(Law 144-83)

• Sentence length increased: Between 15 and 20 years in jail. In special cases, life 
sentences are considered for cases where the victim or the victim’s family is killed. 

• Fines were introduced as an additional penalty for extortionists 
• 

2012
(Law 016-2012)

• Introduction of aggravating factors: extortion sentences increased by 1/3rd if the 
victim worked in the justice system.2014

(Law100-2014)

• Further extension in the crimes which can be prosecuted as extortion: Sentences 
for extortion can be applied even if the extortion attempt is unsuccessful and the 
objectives of the extortionist have not been achieved

• Increase in the number of aggravating factors

2017
(Law 006-2017)

Effective June 2020: 
• Sentence length decreased: Sentence lengths between 10 and 15 years
• Introduction of mitigating factors: sentences can be reduced for reasons including 

the extortionist confessing, providing evidence, or collaborating with justice 
workers.

2017
(Law 130-2017)

• Sentence length increased: Sentence lengths between 15 and 20 years. 
Fines for extortion: range from 500 to 1,000 days of payments. The amount that needs 
to be paid each day is set by the courts based on the economic circumstances of the 
accused extortionist. It ranges between L 20 and L 5,000 daily. 

2021
(Law 93-2021)



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS   40

According to our analysis, the sentences being passed by courts for the crime of extortion are 
currently disproportionate. For comparison, homicides in Honduras tend to carry prison 
sentences of between 15 and 20 years and are not punishable by life imprisonment. It is not 
clear why a death caused while carrying out an act of extortion should be punishable with a life 
sentence. Article 5 of Honduras’ penal code calls for proportionality in punishment. We consider 
the punishments levied against extortionists disproportionate.

More needs to be done to improve the high impunity rates for extortion crimes to ensure the risk 
of imprisonment for extortionists is increased. The current system, where a small number of 

L5,000,000 (USD 208,000) is not effective and may even be counterproductive. By locking 
aspiring and low-level gang members in gang modules of max-security penal centers, the state 
risks unintentionally recruiting and radicalizing a new generation of gang members. 

the Extortion Court, they correspond to 1% of the cases, while 99% of investigations are initiated 
based on a complaint. 

With note to the aggravating circumstances introduced in law 100-2014, these included an 
increased sentence by up to an additional third if the victim of extortion was a justice operator. 
In 2017, the list of aggravating circumstances was extended to be applicable in the following 
cases18:

1. When the extortionist uses a minor, a vulnerable person, or a disabled person as part of their 
extortion activity

2. 

3. When the victim of extortion is subjected to cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment

4. 

5. When a company closes as a result of the extortion activity 

6. When the order for extortion is given from a penal center or from abroad

Of the aggravating factors listed above, factors 3 and 6 were taken out in later versions of the 
article. 
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In 2017 it was also added that even if the objective of the extortion act had not been obtained, 
extortion penalties could still be levied on the accused. For example, the extortionist doesn’t 
need to receive the money. All that is needed for the crime to be prosecuted is a threat to be 
made with the intention of extortion. In practice, this limits the options open to judges and 
pushes them towards giving out harsher sentences because it is no longer possible to 
prosecute extortion to an attempted degree. In legal terms, this reform transformed the crime of 
extortion from a crime of result to merely a crime of action: the crime takes place when a threat 
or a violent act is made, not when funds are extorted from a victim. The list of aggravating 
circumstances was also expanded again making sentences harsher for extortionists who 
committed extortion while acting within a criminal group. 

However not all the changes in 2017 were a push towards tougher sentencing. Another decree 
was passed in the same year that reduced the sentence range for extortionists from 15 to 20 
years in prison to 10 to 15 years. Finally, mitigating factors were also added. The penalty for 
extortion, except for when the extortionist was eligible for a life sentence, was reduced by 
one-third in the following circumstances:

1. The accused confessed or obtains and shares evidence useful to the prosecution 

2. The accused collaborates in activities which serve to prevent extortion in the future 

3. The accused helps identify those responsible for crimes of extortion

While the changes in the lists of aggravating and mitigating factors give us an insight into the 
way the government thinks about extortion, in practice these circumstances are only applied in 

avating circumstance 
was in 3.7% of the cases that came before the court and a special mitigating circumstance was 
only applied in 1.3% of the cases.

This reform once more increased the sentence length to between 15 to 20 years in prison. In 

ticle 53 of the penal 

based exclusively on the economic situation of the accused and is within a range from L20 

convicted of extortion ranges between L10,000 and L5 million (USD 417 and USD 208,333 
respectively).

However, while the original Decree 93-2021 seems to have allowed judges some discretion to 

in practice no longer exists. A later reform of the law means that today, judges must apply a 



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS   42

19. While the judge can still exercise 

economic means of most Hondurans, even those with links to gangs and organized crime. 

The majority of those being prosecuted for extortion are not multi-millionaire gang leaders. They 

gang but tend not to be gang members. They help the gang by collecting money and watching 

could be counterproductive: upon leaving prison after more than a decade, these young people 
may be forced to continue criminal activities to collect the millions of Lempiras that are needed 
to be paid back to the state. Rather than preventing crime by acting as a deterrent, levying 

following six aggravating factors:

• The act committed was within the scope of an organized criminal group

• The act of extortion employed minors or people with disabilities to carry out the 
crime

• 

• The extortion results in the closure of a business

• The extortionist is a repeat offende

• 

• It includes an act of violence, threats, or intimidation

• 

• The actor compels or tries to compel another to perform or omit an action 

• Extortion can include the delivery of money, a payment in the form of a good or 
service, or movable or immovable property

• The act includes damage to a person or a third party

19 Although it can be reduced by up to a third in the case of abbreviated procedure by confession, according to Art. 64 of the Code.

• 
criminal organization 



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  43

Finally, it should be noted that gang members who are linked to the crime of extortion can be 
punished through criminal association. This was introduced in 2005, through legislative decree 
223-2004, which is popularly known as the Anti-Maras and Gangs Law. This law applied to those 

guilty of criminal association are between 10 to 15 years in jail20.

ILLUSTRATION 3: PENAL CODE - ARTICLE 373

TRANSLATION OF DECREE 93-2021 AND THE LEGAL ARTICLES RELATED TO THE CRIME 
OF EXTORTION

“Article 373.- EXTORTION. The crime of extortion is committed by whoever with violence, threats 

perform or omit an act, service or legal business, deliver money or movable or immovable 
property, to the detriment of his patrimony or that of a third party, for himself or any criminal 

o twenty (20) years and 

those that may be imposed for the acts of physical violence or intimidation carried out. If as a 
result of the above, the death of a person is caused, the penalty of life imprisonment shall be 
imposed. Extortion is considered consummated regardless of whether or not the objective 
pursued with the violence or intimidation has been achieved.”

central part of Mano Dura (Hard Hand) style policy and is subject to severe criticism by 
academics and the international community who often argue that Mano Dura policies tend to be 
ineffective and only contribute to the escalation of the problem they’re trying to solve (Cruz-
Torres, 2014) (Dudley, 2010).

Since Beccaria and Bentham, criminologists have used Deterrence Theory to describe the 
factors that deter a person from committing a crime. In short, the probability of an individual 
committing a crime is determined by three factors: the certainty of getting caught, the speed of 
punishment if one is caught and the severity of that punishment. Crime rates are likely to be 
higher if the criminals know that they will likely get away with criminal activity. They will also be 
higher if punishments for wrongdoing are not perceived to be immediate or severe. 

20 According to Article 554 of the Penal Code.
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The severity of punishment for extortionists in Honduras is now very severe: 15 to 20 years in 

bars. So why have extortion rates in Honduras remained stubbornly high despite large increases 
in the severity of punishment for extortionists? 

The answer is that the chances of being caught are so vanishingly low that the potential for 
punishment barely factors into an individual’s decision to commit extortion. According to our 
estimates, just 1.1% of extortion cases in Honduras are reported and of the cases known to 
authorities, just 7% result in conviction21.  

We argue that this legal framework is therefore ineffective: while the vast majority of 
extortionists don’t get caught and are therefore not dissuaded by potential punishment, those 
who do get caught face a punishment that’s so disproportionate, it risks pushing them further 

modules under the control of gangs. We argue that to more effectively counter extortion, the 
state needs to cut down on the high impunity rate rather than continuing to increase the severity 
of punishment. 

THE SCOPE OF EXTORTION IN HONDURAS 
ACCORDING TO A SURVEY

Extortion remains far too common in Central American countries and is particularly acute in 
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. In 2014, a survey by LAPOP showed that more than 20% 
of respondents in Guatemala and El Salvador indicated that extortion or collection of “war 
taxes” had occurred that year in their neighborhood. In 2014, the prevalence of extortion was far 
lower in Honduras than in Guatemala or El Salvador with only 11.4% of people reporting that 
extortion was taking place in their community. However in subsequent years, while the 
incidence of extortion was reduced dramatically elsewhere, in Honduras it remained stubbornly 
high. In 2018 Honduras was the country that reported the highest incidence of extortion and in 
2022, according to our national survey, 9% of respondents reported that they or a family 
member had been a victim of extortion in the past year. 

21 Not all those punished for extortion appear as in ‘conviction’ statistics. Some will have alternative resolutions to the case such as abbreviated 

100%.
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FIGURE 1: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION IN HONDURAS, EL SALVADOR AND GUATEMALA 

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

In addition to the data provided by LAPOP and our survey, other organizations in Honduras 

Public Opinion Survey to collect data about the incidence of extortion. Their data shows a lower 
incidence of extortion: in 2016, 3.5% of its respondents reported being victims of extortion 
(ERIC, 2016). This fell to 2% in 2017 before increasing to 3% in 2020 (ERIC, 2017 and ERIC 
2020). In its 2022 report, the percentage of respondents who reported extortion victimization 
was back to 3.5%. As with the LAPOP surveys, these results were somewhat complicated by 
small changes in the wording of the question (ERIC, 2022). 

Another statistic we found interesting was from The University Institute for Democracy, Peace, 
and Security (IUDPAS) of the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH). They 

which suggests that extortion motivated homicides could be in the region of 80 to 90 a year22.  

Measuring extortion is notoriously tricky and these extortion surveys are perhaps the best 

there are multiple institutions that may be contacted by victims wishing to report an extortion 
case, but no single record of complaints. This leads to a messy system where cases may be 
double counted. If, for example, one institution refers a victim to another institution to advance 

ever end up reporting extortion to the authorities. 

22 In 2019 there were 4,041 homicides in Honduras. 2.19% * 4041 = 88.5 homicides motivated by extortion.
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repercussions if the gang found out that they had reported them to the police. Victims may also 
believe that law enforcement will do little to solve the problem or worse, that law enforcement is 
colluding with gangs and organized crime. In many marginalized communities in Honduras, 

parallel justice system. For many extortion victims, it may simply be hard to believe that the 
police are capable of doing anything to challenge the status quo in gang-controlled 
communities. 

The data from our survey for extortion in Honduras in 2022 shows that the incidence of 
extortion in Honduras has slightly increased from 8.5% to 9%. Combining our data with 
population statistics from the National Institute of Statistics (INE)23, we estimate that 206,623 
households in Honduras have been affected by extortion in the last year which translates to 
about 847,154 people living in households that have been extorted. 

ILLUSTRATION 4: PERCENTAGE OF EXTORTION VICTIMIZATION

Source: Own elaboration based on the results of the national survey applied by ASJ and data from the National Institute of Statistics. 

Of the 206,623 households that are victims of extortion, our survey suggests that 66.2% of 
victims live in urban areas and 33.8% live in rural areas. This suggests that while extortion is 
mainly an urban phenomenon, rural areas are by no means immune: tens of thousands of rural 
households in Honduras are victims of extortion. 

23 According to the National Institute of Statistics (INE), there were 2,295,812 households in Honduras 2022. The institute estimates that the average 

household size in Honduras is 4.1 people (INE, 2021).

Extortion victims

Non-victims

91%

9%

206,623 households were 
victims of extortion in Honduras 
in 2022.

847,154 children, youth and adults 
were impacted by extortion in 
Honduras in 2022. 



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  47

Then we come to extortion complaints. In 2021, the National Anti-Maras and Gang Force 
(FNAMP) recorded 1,908 extortion complaints. For the same year, the Public Prosecution 
Service (MP) recorded 186 extortion complaints and the Honduran National Police (PNH) 
recorded 151 complaints. Even if we assume there is no double counting and add all the 
complaints received by the institutions together, the sum of extortion complaints received is just 
1.1%. This indicates that at least 98.9% of extortion goes unreported24.  

1.1%: The percentage of extortion cases reported to the authorities

The situation is bleaker when observing the convictions for the crime of extortion. In 2021, the 
Public Prosecution Service recorded 162 convictions for extortion which amounts to 7% of the 
extortion complaints received over the same period. While some sentences for extortion are not 
registered as a ‘conviction’, for example if the extortionist confesses and takes an abbreviated 
sentence, the implied impunity rate for extortion is high: between 99% and 100% of extortion 
goes unpunished25.  

EXTORTION COMPLAINTS

The graph below shows the registered number of complaints received by the FNAMP, the Public 
Prosecution Service (MP), and the Honduran National Police. Before presenting these data, it is 

• 

institutions, some complaints may have been double-counted. For example, if a 

FNAMP as a specialized agency (we will discuss the role of this entity later) and 
then to the Public Prosecution Service (MP), the complaint has likely been 
registered in more than one institution. As a result, the numbers below are likely 
to overstate the number of complaints.

• Second, we have not had access to data on complaints to the FNAMP 
disaggregated by crime. The FNAMP handles complaints for crimes related to 
maras, gangs, and organized crime other than extortion. This again means that 

24 (1908 / 206,623 * 100).

25 It is important to consider that the same defendant may be extorting money from more than one person, so a conviction may be the answer to 

more than one case. On the other hand, it is possible that in some cases there is more than one person involved in perpetrating the extortion. Further, 

some cases get resolved before a ‘conviction’. Not all those punished for extortion will be recorded in conviction statistics.
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Before 2012, the National Police registered around 700 complaints each year. In 2013, 

2013 and 2021, the FNAMP received an average of 1,480 complaints each year. The National 
Police still receive extortion complaints, however. One of the reasons the police handle 

Honduras’s major cities: Tegucigalpa, San Pedro Sula, Lea Ceiba, Comayagua, and Choluteca. 
On the other hand, the National Police has a post in almost every municipality in the country. 
This is important because most extortion complaints are reported in person. 

We collected data on complaints from 2010 to 2021. The National Police provided data for all 
these years, the FNAMP provided it since its opening in 2013, and the Public Prosecution 
Service (MP) only provided data from 2016.

FIGURE 2: EXTORTION COMPLAINTS PER YEAR 

Source: Own elaboration based on data provided by FNAMP, MP and SEDS in response to requests for public information in 2021

The following graph shows the rate of extortion complaints per 100,000 inhabitants in each 
department of Honduras based on the number of complaints registered between 2010 and 
2021. The departments with the highest complaint rates are Cortés and Francisco Morazán 
which have rates of 84 and 68 complaints per 100,000 people respectively. These are also the 
departments of the two largest cities: San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa. We did not obtain 
disaggregated information at the municipal level.
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FIGURE 3: RATE OF EXTORTION COMPLAINTS BY DEPARTMENT

Source: Own elaboration based on data provided by SEDS in response to requests for public information in 2021
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CASE 2: A BUS DRIVER WHO FACED MULTIPLE FORMS OF EXTORTION

“The gang members are evolving so that they don’t get hit,” said Pedrito26, a transportista in his 
thirties who has driven buses and taxis in the capital since 2014. We ask Pedrito about extortion 
in his community and what his experiences with the gangs are. His story illustrates how 
extortion in Honduras is changing. 

quickly if it rang because “Barrio 18 rules here”. A few moments later, it started vibrating. Pedrito 
picked up. The man on the other end of the line wanted L1,000 (USD 41.60) a week. Pedrito 
despaired, he didn’t have that kind of cash, but he managed to negotiate the weekly extortion 
sum to L300 (USD 12.50). 

To be sure, that still amounted to a lot of money for Pedrito. The average daily income in 
Honduras in 2021 was $6.9527 and the company Pedrito worked for had between 30 and 40 
buses zipping around the city. The gang wanted L300 from each of those buses too28. Not only 
this but Barrio 18 was not the only gang to extort Pedrito. Over the years, Pedrito was extorted 
by several criminal groups. One of these groups29 demanded a one-off L100,000 (USD 4,166) 
cash sum. Another demanded a L600 weekly payment for a short time, though they were 
reported to the FNAMP and quickly captured. 

The company that Pedrito worked with also reported Barrio 18 to the FNAMP,  but it didn’t work. 
While the FNAMP did manage to catch the woman who collected money on behalf of the gang, 
she was quickly replaced and the extortion just continued. The same thing happened when 
MS-13 turned up in 2018 and started demanding payments. Each time the FNAMP arrested the 
money collectors but it did nothing to stop the extortion demands. 

The MS-13 also adapted their extortion methods, demanding bank transfers instead of cash 

extortion. First, a group of supporters of the MS-13 known as the “Carwasheros” demanded 
L600 a week to wash the company’s vehicles, but it was an obligation and not an offer. “They 
couldn’t say no or they could kill us,” Pedrito tells us.

26 Pseudonym

27 According to the World Bank, 2021. 

28 The exact number is not included to protect the identity of the interviewee.
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heard that once a driver refused to pay and they hit him hard,” recounts Pedrito. The ticket cost 

there was a prize of L50,000 ($2,083) that is awarded every month, but I never heard of 
someone winning it nor do I know how one would know if they did win it,” Pedrito says 
doubtfully.

ILLUSTRATION 5: RECONSTRUCTION OF A RAFFLE TICKET USED BY EXTORTIONISTS

When the pandemic began in 2020, Honduras enacted strict lockdown policies. Bus operations 
closed. The extortion temporarily stopped for Pedrito. “We had no income so how were we 
going to pay? The gangs, thank God, recognized that.” But as soon as the bus routes opened 
once more, it restarted. 

The number of groups extorting in the area seemed to have gone down since the relaxation of 
covid-19 restrictions. “When we started operating again, [Barrio 18] started extorting us, but we 
haven’t paid MS-13 since the pandemic started.” Pedrito says that the drivers believe that the 
MS-13 now are making more money from drug sales and are no longer interested in extortion.

Code: XXXXXXX

win  50,000 lempiras
Ticket price: 100 lempiras

Prizes drawn on the last day of  each month
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EXTORTION PAYMENTS

We estimate that Hondurans pay USD 737 million each year to extortionists30. For comparison, 
this represents about 14.7% of Honduras’ tax take in 202231  and 2.6% of its annual GDP. We 
developed this extortion estimate based on a detailed analysis of court records32.

USD 737 million: The amount of money paid to 
extortionists each year in Honduras.

The vast majority of the cases entered into the court system are from the departments that 
contain Honduras’ two largest cities: Of the 146 cases we analyzed, 75 cases were from 
Francisco Morazán and 53 cases were from Cortés. This skew of cases from departments with 
the largest cities is concerning because it suggests that extortion taking place in rural areas is 
far less likely to be prosecuted. Extortion is not just an urban phenomenon: our research 
suggests that 33.8% of extortion cases occur in rural areas and 66.2% in urban areas33. 

FIGURE 4: CASES OF EXTORTION JUDICIALIZED BY LOCATION OF CRIME

Source: ASJ. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected between November 2021 and March 2022.

fortnightly payments of around L5,300 (USD 220.80). 18% make monthly payments of around L9,111 (USD 379.60). 38% make weekly payments of 

around L2,493 (USD 103.90). The 1% make payments every two months for around L5,000 (USD 208.30). 17% of victims report having made a single 

payment of around L14,396 (USD 600.00).

31 Data based on own calculations and FOSDEH report.

32 The FNAMP do not collect information regarding the extortion amounts

33 Refer to Chapter II for more detail.
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In this section, we explore what extortion looks like in Honduras today by reviewing information 

that made it to court and therefore may not be representative of extortion in the country as a 
whole. Knowing the types of cases that make it to court is useful, however, in that it does show 
us the types of cases that the state can successfully investigate and prosecute. Vice versa, we 

weaknesses in the state’s ability to investigate and prosecute certain types of extortion. 

Extortion varies by the frequency of payments demanded by the extortionists. Based on the 
information available in the court records, the most common frequency of payment was weekly. 

the cases, and in 26 of the cases, the payment was a one-off sum. In 23 cases, the recurrence of 
the payment was not established, this could either be because the extortion relationship had 

discussion of the recurrence of payments. Some victims of recurring payments also reported 

and then a series of lower recurring payments. 

      FIGURE 5: RECURRENCE OF EXTORTION PAYMENT

we found that the average amount 
extorted from a victim over a year was 
L87,427 ($3,568). This was paid 
through weekly, fortnightly, monthly, 
bimonthly payments, or one-off 
payments. For recurring extortion, 
each payment generally does not 
exceed L11,000 ($458). 

L87,368 ($3,568): The amount the average victim pays to 
extortionists each year

Source: Own elaboration based on court records.
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FIGURE 6: AVERAGE EXTORTION PAYMENT BY FREQUENCY OF RECURRENCE

We also found some variance 
between the charges of the various 
gangs. Barrio 18 tends to charge more 
than MS-13 for weekly, biweekly, and 
monthly payments. For other cases, 

the extortion was a one-time payment, 
MS-13 demanded larger payments 
than Barrio 18, though other gangs 
charged the most. 

FIGURE 7: AVERAGE EXTORTION PAYMENT BY RECURRENCE AND BY GANG

Source: ASJ. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected between November 2021 and March 2022.

threat was made to the victim in person. In 11% of the cases, the threat was made over the 
phone, through a text message, or by letter. The extortion payment was made in cash in all 
cases. The absence of other types of extortion in the prosecutions does not indicate that all 
extortion in Honduras is cash-based, but rather that the FNAMP’s method of operating is not 

forms of extortion which often use online banking payments, and the adoption of extortion 
methods such as the forced purchase or sale of goods and services.  
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The gap between the type of cases that occur in Honduras and the type of cases that come to 
court may be due to a lack of capacity, tools, or interest in the FNAMP to investigate certain 
types of extortion. In Chapter 4 we will explore the state’s response to extortion in more detail 
and explain why this gap occurs.

ILLUSTRATION 6: EXTORTION PAYMENT IN JUDICIALIZED CASES

Extorotion threats were made in 
person 89% of the time.

The extortion was monetary in 
100% of the cases.

The money was payed in cash in 
100% of the cases.

$
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Panorama

New Extortion Trends

In the following table, we provide an overview of new trends in the form of extortion. These 

list has been created based on the interviews we conducted and our literature review. As noted, 
ortion. In this report, we 

describe these trends as “new” because they differ from the traditional framework, but it is 

TABLE 3: NEW EXTORTION TRENDS

PAYMENT VIA BANK DEPOSITS AND DIGITAL PAYMENTS
Traditionally, extortion money was delivered in cash. 
However, the deputy director of the FNAMP, Ubaldo 
Rodriguez, tells us that extortionists have started to 
demand payments through bank deposits and digital 
payment services, particularly mobile payment methods. 
Three of the victims we interviewed have paid extortion via 
bank deposit. Extortionists can use accounts belonging to 
other people who may willingly collaborate or be forced to 
collaborate with the extortionist. According to one of the 

victims interviewed, collection via online payment methods was done mainly by 
small gangs or individuals who were afraid that the FNAMP would grab them with 
the cash.
Using the bank accounts of other people blurs the line between extortion victims 

risk that investigative agencies will arrest people who are forced collaborators and 
not the masterminds behind the crime. 
See Case 2 and Case 6 for further details

CLANDESTINE RAFFLES

extortion or to increase extortion revenues. This type of 

lottery or an unauthorized game according to Article 387 
of the Penal Code. However, this law does not 
contemplate the situation that is occurring: some of 

to purchase tickets. This is extortion. Five of the victims 
we interviewed said that they have been forced to buy 

See Case 2 and Case 5 for further details.

Code: XXXXXXX

win  50,000 lempiras
Ticket price: 100 lempiras

Prizes drawn on the last day of  each month
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FORCED PURCHASE OF GOODS AND SERVICES

(CARWASH,FOOD, ETC.)
Another form of extortion is through the forced purchase of 
goods and services. Criminal groups can force a victim to 
buy a certain product. We have traced this form of extortion 
back to 2014. The three victims who mentioned this form of 
extortion in interviews with us said that they had been forced 

been forced to buy food.
See Case 2 and Case 5 for further details.

FORCED RENDERING OF SERVICES (SALE OF DRUGS)
The obligation to provide certain services is also a form of 
extortion. The example we documented is of sex workers 
who were forced to sell drugs provided by MS-13 to their 
clients. The sex workers had to pay for the drugs upfront. 
This practice was witnessed by three different sex workers 
we interviewed. 
See Case 5 for further details. 

CLANDESTINE LOANS

Our interviewees also frequently mentioned the existence 
of clandestine loan networks, themes that have been 
widely documented in other reports (InSight Crime and 
Global Initiative, 2019). Some report that their experience 
with loan sharks was voluntary. However many also 
reported to us that extortionists have forced them to take 
out loans. The methods used to collect debts are abusive 
and violent. The forced sale of loans at high-interest rates 

There seems to be a consensus that a group called “The Colombians” started this 
type of lending on a large scale (La Tribuna, 2021). An expert source on security 
issues in Honduras in addition to one of the victims of extortion we interviewed 
said that gang members, in particular the MS-13, have gradually killed off “the 
Colombians” and that the gangs now continue the business of making clandestine 
loans. However, newscasts continue to refer to “the Colombians” as a group that 
continues to make clandestine loans in Honduras (Tunota, 2022).

$
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To summarize, extortion is a large problem in Honduras that has huge social and economic 
effects. 9% of Honduran households are victims of extortion, corresponding to 847,154 people. 
According to our estimate, USD 737 million is paid in extortion every year, equivalent to 3% of 

businesses, and pushes Hondurans into poverty. It’s also a drain on state coffers: multi-million 
dollar subsidies for the transport sector are in part being spent on making extortion payments. 

Extortion is also mutating and becoming harder to prosecute. Extortionists are moving away 
from the traditional extortion model to reduce the risks of being caught. They are increasingly 
using online banking services, payment applications, and even online couriers to move money. 

and services, forced drug sales, and loan shark operations. These new trends can sometimes 
blur the line between the victims and perpetrators of extortion.

In the next chapter, we focus on the victims of extortion. We review statistics from court cases 

We also present four case studies including the story of a taxi driver, an online seller, and a 
transvestite sex worker who stands on a corner controlled by MS-13. We also explore how 
covid-19 affected extortion in Honduras and summarize the different categories of extortion 
victims we encountered during this study. 

USE OF COURIERS TO DELIVER EXTORTION MONEY 
The use of couriers was mentioned by a staff member at 
the courthouse in San Pedro Sula. According to the 
interviewee, a gang asked the victim to send the extortion 
money in an envelope through a courier company. The 
FNAMP stopped the courier driver with the money. The 
courier did not know what was in the envelope. The 
agents followed the courier to the address where he left 
the money. They arrested the alleged extortionist, but the 
FNAMP also arrested the courier and formally charged 
him with the crime of extortion. 
In a later interview with a former FNAMP agent, it was 

extortion was being carried out with the use of couriers but it was not common for 
the courier to be detained. We have only documented one case where this scheme 
was used in this study. However, the use of couriers could become an increasingly 
popular way to reduce risks faced by extortionists and complicate extortion 
investigations. 



CHAPTER 2: THE VICTIMS

In this chapter, we explore who the victims of extortion are using quantitative data and case 
studies. It answers questions about the gender and age of the victims, where they live, and how 
they are victimized. In Honduras, very little information about the victims of extortion is recorded 

studies to tell the stories of victims and explore the phenomenon of extortion from their 
perspective. 
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GENDER AND AGE

allow us to identify in more detail who is affected by extortion. The information available is 
limited: in most cases, data regarding the victim is not recorded to protect their identity. Also, as 
referenced previously, only 1.1% of extortion cases in Honduras are reported to the authorities.

FIGURE 8: GENDER OF EXTORTION VICTIMS 

Of the 1,910 complaints recorded by 
the Public Prosecution Service (MP) 
between 2016 and 2021,  the gender of 
the victim was recorded 1,072 times. 
65% of the victims were men and 35% 
were women. The data shows that the 
trends for both genders are similar by 
year.

FIGURE 9: EXTORTION COMPLAINTS BY GENDER OF VICTIM AND BY YEAR

Source: Own elaboration based on data provided by the MP
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The age of the victims was collected in 754 cases. Of those cases, 51% of the victims were 
between the ages of 30 and 50, 38% of the victims were between the ages of 18 and 30 and 11% 
of the victims were over 50. 

FIGURE 10: VICTIMS OF EXTORTION BY AGE GROUP (2016 - 2021) 

Source: Own elaboration based on data provided by the MP

relating to where the extortion acts were committed. Of the 149 cases we reviewed from the 
Extortion Courts, we collected geographic data for 146 cases. We also reviewed geographic 
data from the historical LAPOP surveys. 

FIGURE 11: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION: CASES PROSECUTED AND LAPOP SURVEY DATA

Source: Own elaboration based on LAPOP survey in 2018 and court records. Noted that the records do not cover the departments (States) of Atlántida, 
Colón, Gracias a Dios, Roatán and Yoro because the Tegucigalpa and SPS courts have no jurisdiction over them. Note also that the size of the circle is 

directly related to the incidence of extortion cases in each location.
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The LAPOP survey conducted in 2018 shows that while Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula are the 
two cities that report the most extortion cases, extortion is not just limited to Honduras’ major 
conurbations. The cases reported have a wide geographic dispersion and many victims are 
from Honduras’ rural departments. 

Prosecutions, however, seem to disproportionately favor extortion cases from the big cities. The 

to extortion in Tegucigalpa and Comayaguela, 14% were for extortion cases from San Pedro 
Sula and a further 14% were related to extortion in La Lima and Choluma, cities close to San 
Pedro Sula. The rest of the cases were from the rest of the country. The implication is that 
justice seems to be geographically unequal: those in big cities have greater access to the 
judicial system, those in more rural areas, or even in cities that are not Tegucigalpa or San Pedro 
Sula, are far less likely to have their cases of extortion prosecuted. 

The following map shows the neighborhoods in which extortion cases were registered in the 
capital city. Extortion affects a large number of barrios but seems to be particularly acute in El 
Pedregal and the West Zone. The east of Tegucigalpa seems to have a lower incidence of 
extortion. Security experts from ASJ identify that in the areas where extortion cases are higher, 
there tends to be a greater presence of Barrio 18. Extortion seems to be rarer in areas under the 
control of MS-13 (ASJ, 2022).

FIGURE 12: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION ACCORDING TO CASES PROSECUTED IN THE DISTRITO CENTRAL
 

Source: Prepared for ASJ based on court records

In the city of San Pedro Sula, a higher incidence of cases is observed in the neighborhoods of 
Rivera Hernández, Chamelecón, and Colonia Planeta. The highway corridor between San Pedro 
Sula and La Lima experiences elevated levels of extortion. Extortion levels seem lower in the city 

Incidence



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  63

center. Security experts in the northern part of the country also note that there seems to be a 
higher incidence of extortion in areas where Barrio 18 has a greater presence.

FIGURE 13: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION ACCORDING TO CASES PROSECUTED IN SAN PEDRO SULA AND LA 

LIMA, CORTÉS

Source: Prepared for ASJ based on court records

While most data on extortion comes from cases recorded in the big cities, rates of extortion in 
Honduras are also high in rural areas. According to our national survey, 10.6% of urban residents 
are victims of extortion as are 7% of rural residents. Extortion is not just a city problem, it has a 
national impact. 

FIGURE 14: INCIDENCE OF EXTORTION IN URBAN AND RURAL AREAS 

Source: Own elaboration based on information compiled by LAPOP in 2018 and ASJ in 2022.
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CASE 3: THE EXTORTION THAT EVOLVED UNTIL IT CEASED

José34, a mototaxi owner from a neighborhood on the outskirts of Tegucigalpa. 

L350 ($14.60) a week in cash per vehicle. Extortionists would keep in close touch over the 
phone and WhatsApp. José reckons some of these calls were coming from the prisons. 

“They put signal blockers in the prisons,” José tells us, “but that didn’t work because the gangs 
quickly put in WiFi modems and continued extorting money via WhatsApp.”

The gang that extorted José the most was MS-13. But José also ended up paying Barrio 18 
along with three other gangs that we did not mention by name for security reasons. José’s most 
recent extortion experience was with MS-13, who were then charging a weekly fee of L1,050 
($43.75) per vehicle. 

“In the beginning, they sent ‘the guys’ to collect the money from each owner, but there came a 
time when we (the mototaxi owners) decided to assign a single person to be responsible for 
negotiating with the gangs and managing the money,” José told us. In exchange for dealing with 
the gangs, that person was given the privilege of not having to pay extortion for their own 
vehicles. A tempting offer, but José was not keen on the role. “To a certain extent, this person 
was linked to the gangs,” he explained, “He communicated with the gangs, collected money, and 
gave it to the gang members. At any moment, the authorities could catch him for extortion. Also, 
he owes a debt to the gang. I’d rather be free of that.”

One day, FNAMP agents arrived at the mototaxi point. They put hoods over the heads of all the 

but then the other owners told me,” José recounted. “None of them disagreed, rather [the 

compared to the National Police and they are more reliable for several reasons: First, they 
exclusively investigate gangs and therefore understand them much better. Second, they use 

reveal information to the extortionist groups, according to José35. 

“The gang members are very afraid of the FNAMP and the ATIC because they run well prepared 
operations” said José. According to him, the effectiveness of the FNAMP made the gangs more 

34 Pseudonym

35 We explore the role of the FNAMP in more detail in chapter IV. José’s trust is not universally shared.
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careful. They also started adapting their extortion methods.  “They changed how we made 
payments.’ José tells us. “Before, they used to come to the mototaxi point, but after FNAMP 
began to operate and they caught several of their money collectors, they decided that we had to 
come to them to deliver the money. This way they don’t risk being stopped by the FNAMP along 
their route as they collect the money.”

Then one day, something strange happened. José recounts that at the beginning of the 
pandemic, members of MS-13 arrived at the motorcycle taxi point. At this time, MS-13 had full 
control of the neighborhood. “They assembled all the [mototaxi] owners and told us that from 
this day on we were not going to pay anything in extortion and that if someone tried to extort us, 
we should tell them and they would kill them.” The gang seemed serious. José told us that a 
short time after, a young man did try to extort money in the neighborhood. The next day, he was 
found dead.

We asked José why he thought MS-13 stopped extorting in the community. He explained to us 
his theory. “First of all, it’s because they have an agreement with the government. They stopped 

themselves have told us. Second, the gang is already becoming more advanced. They own 
polleras36, restaurants, and car lots throughout the city. They don’t need extortion anymore to 
have income.”37 

“In my neighborhood, if someone steals something, the victim never goes to the police station,” 
José explains, “They go to the gang. They know what is happening in the neighborhood and they 
know how to solve it … They manage everything like this because if there are no robberies and if 

handle their businesses and drugs in peace.”

36 Fast food chicken joints.

37 Refer to Chapter III for more information on the role of maras and gangs in extortion.
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CASE 4: PAYMENT FOR FORCED SURVEILLANCE

“Help us with a little money so that we can be more calm.” Doña Carla38, a woman over 60 years 

“About 10 years ago a group came to our neighborhood. In the beginning, we had to pay them 
100 Lempiras every month, supposedly for ‘surveillance’, but we had no choice. Then things 
escalated. They began to put up fences and gates around the entire neighborhood and they 
went around heavily armed. They controlled when we came in and out. They went from house to 
house with a board noting who had paid. Once, a neighbor told them that she couldn’t pay. They 
then entered her home and seized something of value as payment. Some neighbors even had 
their houses taken away. These houses are still empty to this day,” said Doña Carla.

“They had us in a state of terror. The young women were raped and, once, they killed a neighbor 
who tried to get out [of the barrio] by jumping over the fence. Not once for at least three years 
did we see the police inside the neighborhood,” Doña Carla continued. 

Then, one day, things changed. “I heard a helicopter circling in the air. From inside [our] houses, 
we began to wonder what was happening,” Doña Carla said. Heavily armed members of the 
army had arrived. According to Doña Carla, either the army had warned the gang members in 
advance or the gang quickly saw the writing on the wall because very quickly, the gang 

“Since then I have lived in peace and I thank the military. But I still don’t understand why they 
waited three years to do something. To this day there is still one of the booths that [the gang] 
built to watch over us. No one dares to remove it”, said Doña Carla. According to Doña Carla, the 
gang disbanded and never returned to the neighborhood.

38 Pseudonym
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CASE 5: A TRANSVESTITE SEX WORKER

Leticia39 goes out to a well-trodden corner each night. During the day she dresses in jeans and a 

She began her work in 2014. She was studying at school and looking for cash. A friend 
mentioned that they had been working on the streets for a while and said the money was good. 
One day, Leticia decided to join her. Now she uses sex work as a side hustle. She used to work 
in an area controlled by MS-13. In order to offer her services on that corner, she had to buy a 

her many years of buying it, had she heard of anyone winning the r

Back then, the one who charged Leticia the extortion fee was a young woman. “Once she was 
bothering me because of her attitude and because the ticket prices were going up. So I asked 

said.

Leticia was upset and decided to complain to the gang about the way she was being treated. “I 
knew where the gang leaders lived so I decided to go to them to complain because I couldn’t 
stand it anymore,” Leticia recounts. It was a four-story building, which looked abandoned from 

were several armed guards. They asked what she was coming for.

Three men came out and sat in the chairs on the other side of the table. “T
Well, you came to a bad place” said one of the men as he took out a pistol and put it on the 
table. 

her about what had happened and called the woman who had hit Leticia so that she could speak 
as well. Leticia referred to these men as a ‘committee’. “They kept me there for several hours. I 
was very scared, but my salvation was that another trans person who worked very closely with 
them spoke up for me. She managed [to get them to] let me go,” Leticia said.

After this experience, Leticia decided to go to another place to work. She found another corner, 
this time in the territory of Barrio 18. “Look, the form of extortion of Barrio 18 was that they 

39 Pseudonym
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came every night with a baleada40 that you were forced to buy for 150 lempiras,” she said. In 
addition to that, a percentage of the earnings from sex work had to be paid to the gang. “While 

more abusive. They kept an eye on us and came after each customer to collect their share. For 
example, oral sex cost L300 ($12.50) and they took 100 ($4.20) from me. They even checked my 
wallet to make sure they hadn’t been paid more,” she told us.

Leticia was not only a victim of extortion by the gangs. From 2015 to 2018 there was also a 

approached us asking if we knew that sex work was prohibited. But we understood that what 
they really wanted was for us to give them money. They asked us [for a payment] in the range of 
L250 ($10.40) per night per worker. If someone couldn’t pay them, then they asked for oral sex 
as payment,” Leticia said.

Once, the policemen took one of the girls in their patrol car and left her badly beaten on the 

Prosecution Service (MP) and honestly it was the right thing to do because later the policemen 
olved] to another city,” said 

Leticia.

Currently, Leticia is once again working in an area controlled by MS-13 where they have adopted 
a new extortion scheme: Forced sale of drugs. Leticia tells us, “Every night a girl from the mara 
arrives. She brings us little bags of drugs that we have to sell before the end of the night. If we 
don’t sell them, we have to buy them.” The number of bags depends on the night. “On weekdays 
they give us about six or seven bags, but on weekends they give us ten or twelve each. We have 
to sell each bag for 100 lempiras”.

“What we do is that among the other girls we gather the bags and give them to a person who 
takes them to a bar to sell them. He brings us the money and we let him keep a cut. Then we 
pay what we owe to the girl from the gang.” 

40 A typical Honduran food of tortilla, beans and other ingredients.
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CASE 6: EXTORTION OF ONLINE SELLERS

We interviewed Carlos41. He was in a parked car with the air conditioning on full blast. He was 
sweating heavily and answering as if he was in a hurry to leave. While we were talking, 
messages pinged from WhatsApp onto his screen. “Gotta be serious, man! You gotta catch up!” 

“My wife’s father was killed years ago because he couldn’t pay extortion,” Carlos begins. “I 
thought that by selling online and not having a physical location, I could avoid being extorted. It 
was not like that.” Carlos supports himself by selling spare parts for trucks and heavy 
construction equipment online via WhatsApp and Facebook Marketplace.

“It started in February 2022 when I received a WhatsApp call from a number that starts with +34, 
which is the country code for Spain. They told me that I owed them money and that I had to pay 
as soon as possible. But I didn’t even know who they were. They told me the name of the soccer 
club where my daughter played and the dates and times when she played. They said they didn’t 
want anything to happen to her,” Carlos said.

They asked for L3,000, “I deposited it to the bank number they sent me, thinking that it was for 
one time and that they would leave me alone. But later they wrote to me again and I realized that 

used for evil.” Carlos said.

“I don’t know in the end if they were from a gang or not. I think that it may be a neighbor or 
someone who has noticed that my business is doing well. What I know is that the only thing left 
for me is to go to the United States. Here you can’t go to the police because [the gangs] have 

41 Pseudonym
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EXTORTION DURING THE PANDEMIC

later, strict lockdown measures were introduced nationwide. The lockdowns in Honduras were 

and then a system was created where your ability to enter and exit your house on a given day 
was determined by the last digit of your identity number. This resulted in each citizen only being 
able to leave their home once every 14 days. Transport companies closed, and most non-
essential businesses also stopped. The police and military were used to implement the 

The lockdowns coincided with a reduction in the demand for extortion payments. The pandemic 
proved disruptive for extortionists and seems to have had some lingering effects. A bus owner 
stated: “When the country was closed due to the pandemic, we stopped paying extortion. Before 

group. Neither the MS-13 nor Barrio 18 have extorted us, although we know that Barrio 18 
extorts on other routes”42.

including all the people we interviewed from the transport sector. Sex workers we interviewed 
continued to be victims during the pandemic. The rest of the victims we consulted either started 
their businesses after the pandemic or the subject was not discussed during the interview.

This does not necessarily mean that victims were off the hook during the pandemic. Extortion 
demands likely continued in isolated neighborhoods and in neighborhoods where lockdowns 
were less enforced. For example, according to José, the mototaxi owner interviewed for Case 
Study 3, the markets and the motortaxi service continued to operate within his neighborhood 
during the lockdown continuing the streams of revenue that extortionists tend to target. 
However, in José’s community, extortion stopped because MS-13, the gang in control, stopped 
extorting at the beginning of 2020 and punished other extortionists with death. The slowdown 
of extortion demands during the pandemic coincides with MS-13’s apparent decision to stop 
charging extortion43.

former Barrio 18 gang member we wrote about in Case Study 1. He stated that extortion 
demands stop when a business closes. The temporary closures resulting from the lockdowns 
seem to have led some extortionists to temporarily forgive payments. 

42 Refer to Case Study 7 for more detail

43 Refer to Case 3 for more detail on the case and MS-13 in Chapter III.
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might expect: The number of complaints reported to the FNAMP fell 33% from 2,217 in 2019 to 
1,484 in 2020. The number of extortion cases entering the courts fell by 14% from 569 in 2019 
to 487 in 2020. These dampened effects may be partly attributable to the fact that the lockdown 
began in March of 2020, and in the second half of the year the lockdowns were relaxed allowing 
more businesses to reopen and extortion to resume.  

While gang revenues from extortion were restricted, there is evidence that they tried to make up 
for the shortfalls elsewhere in their criminal portfolios. A Global Initiative report that also 
explored the impact of the pandemic on extortion reports that “The shortfall in extortion revenue 

fentanyl, as well as other crimes such as armed robbery and smuggling” (Vázquez del Mercado, 
Félix, & Gerardo, 2021, p.11). Global Initiative also suggested that some extortion victims could 
be subject to back pay. (Vazquez & Félix, 2020). According to the interviews carried out for this 
investigation, we did not encounter a case where extortionists demanded retroactive payments. 

In short, the pandemic appears to have disrupted extortion operations. As lockdowns were 
implemented in Honduras, extortion demands fell and criminal groups may have looked toward 

things: it could be that most criminal groups followed previous norms of ceasing extortion 
demands from closed businesses, even if that closure was temporary. It could be that gangs 
used the pandemic as an opportunity to gain more popular support within the communities they 

was going to incur more cost in terms of time and lost community support than revenues. 

Extortion trends also seem to have adapted to changes taking in the genuine economy in 
response to the pandemic. As in-person footfall fell, more vendors opened online stores. We 
know from Case Study 6 that extortionists can and do target online sellers. The pandemic also 
reduced reliance on cash-based transactions. We know that while historically, most extortion 
has been cash-based, extortionists are increasingly using electronic payments, bank deposits 
and, even using online couriers to move money and make their activities harder to spot and 
prosecute. 
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Panorama: 

Types of Extortion Victims

overview is based on our literature review and the interviews we conducted. Owing to 
restrictions on public data that protect the identities of extortion victims, it is not possible to 
disaggregate data and statistically determine the vulnerability to extortion and the impact of 
extortion for each victim group. 

Extortion impacts a wide variety of victims. Those who have historically been most affected 
have been small businesses in areas under gang control. The transport sector is particularly 
vulnerable as transport routes tend to cross several areas and the transportistas can end up 
being the victim of several gangs at the same time. Sex workers may be victims of extortion in 
non-traditional ways such as forced drug dealing or the forced purchase of goods and services. 
In addition, online vendors seem to be an emerging group that is at high risk of extortion.

TABLE 4: TYPES OF EXTORTION VICTIMS

 

MARKETS, GROCERY STORES AND SMALL BUSINESSES
Small entrepreneurs continue to be the type of victims who are most 
affected by extortion. They are often in areas under the territorial 
control of a gang that demands recurring extortion payments. 

 MERCADITO

MOTOTAXIS, TAXIS AND BUSES 
The transport sector is particularly vulnerable because transport 
routes may pass through multiple gang-controlled areas. A bus 
route may start in a neighborhood controlled by one gang, end in 
a neighborhood controlled by another, and pass through the 
territories of three other gangs along the way. In this case, bus 

It is also worth noting the high levels of violence against 
transportistas. Between 2010 and 2019, 1,781 transportistas have been killed (IUDPAS, 
2020).

SUPPLY COMPANIES
Supply companies are often overlooked as victims of extortion. 
These companies transport goods such as sweets and soft drinks 
to grocery stores and markets. This exposes them to extortion by 
gangs in a similar way to buses and taxis.
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ONLINE SELLERS
Online sellers account for a growing part of the Honduran 
economy.  Platforms such as Facebook Marketplace are 
particularly popular. While online sellers don’t have a physical 
location, they are not immune from being the target of 
extortionists.
Please refer to Case Study 6 for further details.

SEX WORKERS
Sex workers are also victims of extortion, but from our study, we 

three workers. They had been forced to engage in drug dealing to 
offer their services from corners controlled by gangs. One of them 
has been the victim of various forms of extortion by different 

groups, including the police. Refer to Case Study 5.

LARGE COMPANIES
Extortion is sometimes described as the “poor eating the 
poor” in the sense that there’s a perception that both the 
victims of extortion and the extortionists come from precious 
economic situations. This is not always the case. Large 
companies can be victims of extortion. During the study, we 
spoke with a security consultant who stated that they have 
come across large businesses like high-class hotels that 
sometimes become the victims of extortion. However, in this 
study, we did not document cases of large businesses being extorted.
However, we did speak to the owner of a large chain company with hundreds of 
stores across the country who told us about the methods used by the company to 
avoid becoming extortion victims. The company uses private security guards and 
has in place infrastructure that allows them to respond to extortion threats. They 
have received extortion threats on several occasions, but their strategy has been to 
intensify security and report threats to the FNAMP

RESIDENTS OF GANG CONTROLLED NEIGHBORHOODS
There does not seem to be a systematic practice of charging 
extortion from residents in neighborhoods under the territorial 
control of the gangs. We did document a case that occurred 10 
years ago in San Pedro Sula, but it seems to be isolated. Except for 
one testimony, the extortion of residents of neighborhoods was 

extortion. Please refer to Case Study 4 for more detail.



  

CHAPTER 3: THE 
EXTORTIONISTS

come from and how those arrested for extortion participate in the crime. We include case 
studies including a story of how an accused extortionist was forced to join a gang in a Honduran 
penitentiary center and also the story of an employee of the Extortion Court who became an 
extortionist themself. We also discuss the evidence that shows MS-13 taking a step back from 
extortion activities and discuss the reasons why the gang seems to be shifting away from 
extortion.
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GENDER AND AGE

ILLUSTRATION 7: NUMBER OF DEFENDANTS PER EXTORTION CASE

The defendants who tend to show up 
in the extortion prosecution statistics 
tend to be young, male, and linked to 
organized crime mainly through 
connections to gangs. Each extortion 

between one and three defendants. 
The most common age category for 
the defendant was between 18 and 28, 
though it is important to highlight the 

people under the age of 18 in extortion 
crimes. 

Extortion Courts in San Pedro Sula, 
Cortés, and Tegucigalpa, Francisco 

people accused of extortion. In 63% of 
the cases there was one defendant, in 
23% there were two defendants, and in 
14% there were three defendants 
involved.

AGE OF DEFENDANTS
Data from extortion complaints provided by the Public Prosecution Service (MP) show the age 

and San Pedro Sula show that 72% of the accused persons were of legal age and 28% were 
minors. For those of legal age, 75% of the defendants were between 18 and 28 years old, while 
19% were between 28 and 38 years old. 5% of defendants are between 38 and 48 years old, and 
the remaining 3% are over 48 years old.

63%

14%

23%
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FIGURE 15: AGE GROUP OF DEFENDANTS

Source: Association for a More Just Society. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected between November 2021 and March 2022.

A worrying aspect is the frequent participation of minors in this crime. In 2021, 37% of 

using minors to commit extortion activities that incur the highest risk of being caught, for 
example collecting money from the victim. It is also an indication that higher up gang-members 
and those who plan the crime of extortion are not being brought to justice. 

FIGURE 16: EXTORTION DEFENDANTS UNDER THE AGE OF 18 (2016 - 2021)

Source: Association for a More Just Society. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected between November 2021 and March 2022.)
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GENDER OF DEFENDANTS

FIGURE 17: EXTORTION COMPLAINTS BY GENDER OF ACCUSED (2016 - 2020) 

While most extortionists are men, 
some studies report that women are 
increasingly becoming involved in 
perpetrating extortion activities. Of 
the 655 extortion complaints 
received by the Public Prosecution 
Service (MP) between 2016 and 

being the perpetrators, and 160 (24%) 

Looking at prosecutions, of the cases 
analyzed by ASJ from the Extortion 
Court in Tegucigalpa between 2016 

and 2021, 86% of the defendants were men and 14% were women. These numbers are also 

convictions in which the defendant was categorized as being “both sexes”. It is unclear whether 
this refers to two different people with different genders or one person with a gender identity 
other than male or female.

FIGURE 18: CONVICTIONS BY GENDER OF DEFENDANT (2016 - 2021)

Source 1: Public Prosecution Service (MP). Response to Request for Access to Public Information. November 17, 2021 and May 4, 2022. 
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FIGURE 19: PROSECUTIONS OPENED FOR EXTORTION BY GENDER OF DEFENDANT 2017 - 2021 

Source: National Penitentiary Institute. Response to Request for Access to Public Information. December 20, 2021.

FIGURE 20: PROSECUTORIAL REQUESTS BY GENDER OF THE DEFENDANT (2016 - 2021)

 
Source: Public Prosecution Service (MP). Response to Request for Access to Public Information. November 17, 2021 and May 4, 2022.
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FIGURE 21: AGE GROUP OF EXTORTION DEFENDANTS IN EXTORTION PROSECUTIONS (2016 - 2021) 

Source: Public Prosecution Service (MP). Response to Request for Access to Public Information. November 17, 2021 and May 4, 2022.
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CASE 7: COLLUSION, IMITATION AND BETRAYAL - THE CASE OF A 
CORRUPT EXTORTION MEDIATOR

The transportistas44 who operate buses in Honduras have adapted the ways in which they pay 
extortion. Many started to form neighborhood groups. From each group, a leader was elected to 
communicate with the gangs and negotiate payments on behalf of the group, a mediator. These 
neighborhood groups provide some security for the transportistas: extortion negotiations are 
simpler, fewer have to face the risk of dealing with the gangs directly and there is a support 
network for transportistas who might be struggling to make a payment. 

But the role of mediator opened up a new opportunity for corruption. Such was the case 
explained by Martín45, the owner of 15 to 20 buses46 in a barrio of Tegucigalpa. He and his group 
discovered, with the support of the FNAMP, that their mediator was using the power of his 
position to take a chunk of the lucrative extortion revenues for himself. 

The crooked mediator was called Vásquez47, a retired bus operator. Transportistas in Martín’s 

police told Martín that the neighborhood gang that had been extorting the transportistas had 
been captured. But despite this, Vásquez had turned up the following week, as usual, asking to 
collect the gang’s war tax from the transportistas. When the group confronted Vásquez, he 
explained that an ex-cop who had been purged from the force had taken over the neighborhood 
gang’s extortion operation. The group remained skeptical but decided not to continue pushing 
the issue. At the time, no one was keen to replace Vásquez as the gang mediator. 

Extortion changed drastically in March 2020 when the Honduran government imposed a strict 
lockdown to contain the spread of covid-19. Buses stopped running. Extortionists in Martín’s 
barrio also stopped demanding payment. 

Since the lockdowns, some gangs, most notably MS-13 seem to have stopped their extortion 
activity. Martín’s monthly extortion payment fell from more than L250,000 (USD 10,417) to just 
L16,000 (USD 667) a month48

44 Transport workers.

45 Pseudonym

46 The exact numbers are not included for the protection of the interviewee.

47 Pseudonym

48 The exact numbers are not included for the protection of the interviewees.
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claimed to be from Barrio 18. Martín doubted the man’s claims. Every so often, he would reveal 
pieces of information that suggested he knew a bit too much about Martín and the other 
transportistas than would be expected for a typical bandero or paisa from a street gang. Martín 
denounced him to the FNAMP. 

The next time Martín met the extortionist, agents from the FNAMP were watching carefully. 
They saw the extortionist boarding a bus. The FNAMP followed. The extortionists got off at a 
shopping center and hopped into a car that had pulled up on the curbside. The FNAMP agents 

as the agents were going to give up and return to the base, a stroke of luck: one of the agents 
spotted the car in a supermarket parking lot.

The FNAMP agents found two men in the car: the extortionist who claimed to be from Barrio 18 

numbers that matched the phones of the transportistas in Martín’s group. They detained the two 
men immediately.

Vásquez had betrayed the bus operators. After being elected as gang mediator for Martín’s 
group, he gradually jacked up the extortion demands from the gang and kept the difference. For 
example, Barrio 18 had originally wanted L20,000 (USD 833) each month from the 
transportistas. Vásquez had returned to the group and demanded L26,000 (USD 1,083)49. As the 
extortion demands on the transportistas in Martín’s group fell post-pandemic, so did Vásquez’s 
opportunity to skim the payments. His solution was to impersonate Barrio 18 in an attempt to 
seize entire extortion payments. It’s a risky strategy, and it didn’t pay off for Vásquez. 

by Barrio 18 or Vásquez. With his money, power, and connections to the various gangs, Vásquez 
represented a large problem for the bus operators, but even with Vásquez incarcerated, the bus 
operators treat the matter very carefully so as not to be associated with his capture. 

still charging fees, and despite reporting him to the authorities, at the time of writing this study 
no action had been taken. That aside, Martín says that the successful investigation of Vásquez 

49 The exact numbers are not included for the protection of the interviewees.
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ORIGIN AND OCCUPATION

LEVEL OF SCHOOLING OF THE ACCUSED
The degree of schooling of the accused is not easily found in the databases of the Public 
Prosecution Service (MP) or the Security Secretariat. Of 188 defendants, data were available for 
14. Three had only primary school education, nine had completed secondary school and two 
had completed university. 

PROFESSION OF THE ACCUSED

defendants. From different occupational categories, the ‘technical sector’ was one of the most 
cited, applying to 15% of those charged with extortion. This sector included trades like 
mechanics, carpentry, electrical work, and welding. Another 15% said they had an occupation in 

“merchant at a supply center,” “fruit merchant in the Comayagua market,” “Claro50 sales 
promoter,” “scrap metal collector and vendor” and “baleada salesperson.”

13% of the defendants said they had an occupation in the transportation sector. This includes 
people who identify their occupation as bus drivers, fare collectors, mototaxi drivers, and bus 
terminal cleaners.

FIGURE 22: PROFESSION OF ACCUSED EXTORTIONISTS 

50 A phone network retailer.
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PLACE OF ORIGIN OF THE ACCUSED BY DEPARTMENT

FIGURE 23: PLACE OF ORIGIN OF THE ACCUSED BY DEPARTMENT

Information regarding where the 
accused came from was available for 

52% of the defendants came from the 
department of Francisco Morazán, 
36% from Cortés, and the remaining 
defendants came from Choluteca, El 
Paraíso, Comayagua, Copán, and 
Gracias a Dios.

Within these departments, the 
majority of defendants came from the 
largest cities. Of the defendants from 

Francisco Morazán, 97% came from the Distrito Central area which includes Comayagüela and 
Tegucigalpa. From the department of Cortes, 36% came from San Pedro Sula, 18% from La 
Lima, 15% from Choloma, and 10% from Villanueva.

FIGURE 24: PLACE OF ORIGIN OF THE ACCUSED BY MUNICIPALITY
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barrios which are frequently referenced 
as being home to accused 
extortionists. In Tegucigalpa, six 
accused extortionists came from 
Colonia El Pedregal. In San Pedro Sula, 
three extortionists were from Colonia 
El Planeta. We continue to map areas 
within cities to identify areas where 
extortionists come from and the areas 
that are subject to high levels of 
extortion. 

Source: Prepared based on information from court records.
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CASE 8: A WOMAN TURNED GANG MEMBER BY THE STATE?

Maria51 grew up in a neighborhood controlled by MS-13. Like all members of the community, she followed 
the rules imposed by the gang. This included never calling the police and never inviting people who live in 
territories controlled by other gangs to her home. She knew the gang members in the sector and her son 
was on the fringes of MS-13, doing small favors for gang members. 

María owned a beauty salon that was used by gang members as a delivery point for extortion money. One 
day, the police arrested María. She was charged and at the time of writing was still awaiting trial for the 
crime of extortion. Maria denies the charges. She tells us that she never participated in any extortion 
scheme.

María was taken to the women’s prison in Támara where things became complicated: According to her, 

members. When Barrio 18 found out that María was being accused of being part of MS-13, a series of 
threats were made against her. María was scared. Intergang violence within prisons is a common 
occurrence in Honduras. On May 24th, 2020, Barrio 18 gang members murdered six women in the Támara 

be next.

was the smart thing to do in terms of survival: she was already at risk from Barrio 18, and joining MS-13 
would give her some degree of protection. It’s also risky to be incarcerated with gang members and opt not 
to join. Over time, María, who did not belong to any gang previously, started to rise up the ranks. She 
became a so-called “sector coordinator”, an administrative position given by MS-13 within the prison, a title 

member. 

María’s story is part of a broader phenomenon where administrative weaknesses and the high level of 
control exercised by gangs within detention centers mean that some people are forced to become gang 
members. These people are often judged to be part of gang structures even before they’re sentenced. 
Authorities regularly make these types of judgments based solely on where a prisoner comes from or if 
they have a family relationship with a gang member. 

of the prison, gang member or not, automatically becomes a target for the other gangs. This remains true 
even when they leave the prison. Being considered to be part of a gang can put a target on your back for 
life.

The result is that the criminal justice system feeds the growth of gangs in Honduras. Honduran authorities 

forcing them into prisons to spend extended sentences with long-term gang members. We will address this 
problem in greater detail in the section on the Penitentiary Center in Chapter IV of this report. 

51 Pseudonym
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GANG RELATIONSHIP

CRIMINAL AFFILIATIONS OF THE ACCUSED

FIGURE 25: CRIMINAL AFFILIATIONS OF THE DEFENDANT

Data from records from victims’ 
complaints show that 96% of the 

gang is an aggravating circumstance, 
judges only applied extended 
sentences for this particular 
aggravating circumstance in 3.7% of 
the cases.

DEFENDANT’S GANG AFFILIATION

     FIGURE 26: GANG AFFILIATIONS OF THE DEFENDANT
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only a minority of extortion being caught, there are many possible explanations for this data. It 
could be that Barrio 18 is much more involved in extortion activities than MS-13. But it could 
also be that MS-13 is better at not being caught, or that state security forces are targeting 
members of Barrio 18 more than MS-13. 

provided by the National Penitentiary Institute (INP) which shows a higher number of prisoners 
from Barrio 18 in prison for extortion when compared to MS-13. In addition, the data from this 
institute show some worrying aspects of the prison system. For example, a large number of 
individuals seem to be in prison, sharing sections of the prison with convicted criminals but are 
still awaiting trial. This increases the risk that innocent people end up being recruited into gang 
structures inside the prison system itself. 

FIGURE 27: PROSECUTED AND CONVICTED EXTORTIONISTS 

FROM MS-13 AND BARRIO 18 BETWEEN (2017 - 2021)

Source: Prepared based on INP data

Data from the National Police shows a continuous increase from 2013 to 2018 in the arrests of 
veled off, the arrests of 

arrests are not exclusive to the crime of extortion, but they do provide a snapshot of gang 

MS-13 seems to be less involved in extortion, it is more involved in other gang-related crimes.  

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

4000

Prosecuted Convicted

Q
ua

nt
ity

Barrio-18 MS-13



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  87

FIGURE 28: ARRESTS BY GANG AFFILIATION OF DETAINEE (2013 - 2021)

 Source: Prepared with data obtained from the National Police and the Secretary of Security)
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CASE 9: THE BARRIO 18 GANG ASKS TO NEGOTIATE WITH THE NEW 
GOVERNMENT 

Barrio 18 arrived in Honduras in the 1990s. The gang formed in Los Angeles and spread to 
Honduras through the massive deportations that took place in the 1990s and early 2000s. Most 
of the deportees came back to a country they didn’t recognize. Uprooted from their lives in the 
United States, members of the gang developed cliques in marginalized neighborhoods of 
Honduras. Places like Ciudad Planeta, Cerrito Lindo, and Chamelecón, in San Pedro Sula. They 
later spread to dozens of neighborhoods in Tegucigalpa and La Ceiba. The gangs today have an 
almost national presence. 

In 2021, ASJ conducted a collective interview with representatives of Barrio 18 in the maximum 
security prison known as “El Pozo” (The Well). In this interview, the leaders expressed a desire to 
sit down to talk with the new government of Xiomara Castro, although they have not yet 
achieved this. The interviewees from Barrio 18 claim that the MS-13 has experienced years of 
rapprochement from the State, through the previous administration. The interviewees suggest 
that in exchange for cordial relations, MS-13 did the last government’s dirty work. They mention 

ledgers implicated both former president Juan Orlando Hernández and his brother Tony 

Barrio 18 seemed to have many gripes they wanted to discuss with the government when we 
visited El Pozo. They emphasized the need to improve living conditions inside the prison. They 
also felt as if they were being ‘unjustly persecuted. They complained that the Honduran state 
had made them out to be a ‘monster’ and that they had been repeatedly blamed for crimes that 
they did not commit. They felt that MS-13 was enjoying favorable treatment by state authorities 

We asked Barrio 18 members about the systematic and massive extortion for which their gang 
is responsible and we asked them if they would be willing to suspend extortion if they got their 
hypothetical dialogue with the new government. All the representatives said that it would be a 

tunities for their gang 
members. They emphasized that many people who are members and collaborators of the gang 
depend on the gang to survive because of the lack of economic opportunities in the barrios 
where they operate. 

We also asked them why MS-13 seemed to be moving away from extortion while Barrio 18 
maintained a reliance on extortion revenues. According to them, the favorable treatment that 
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MS-13 enjoyed from the Honduran State meant MS-13 could explore alternative criminal 

much about state interference. They pointed out that the MS-13 began extorting several years 
before the Barrio 18 which gave them funds to get a head start in starting other businesses and 
diversifying their revenue streams. This information coincides with what was said by Honduran 

52.

On the recruitment of young people, the Barrio 18 leaders we interviewed were quite forceful in 
saying that they would not be willing to stop incorporating recruits into their gang. They were 
also emphatic in saying that they would not be willing to allow society reintegration programs 
whose fundamental approach is getting their gang members to disassociate themselves from 
the gang. “You can be a worker, and have your business or your job, but that’s not a reason to 
leave the gang. It is as if (the government) tells you that because you have a job you will no 
longer belong to your family. We are that. A family.” one interviewee told us53. 

53  Group interview with representatives of the Barrio 18 gang. Called Santa Bárbara. El Pozo Penitentiary Center. 2022.
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ROLE OF THE ACCUSED IN EXTORTION 
AND IN THE GANG

THE ROLE OF THE ACCUSED IN EXTORTION

Pedro Sula and collected data on the roles that the defendants had in the extortion process. We 
olved in receiving the money, 

goods, or services; or if they also were carrying out other activities such as making the threat, 
transporting the money or goods, or planning the crime.

According to the documents, of the 222 defendants, 199 (90%) of the defendants were involved 

defendants were involved in both receiving money or goods and making threats. 97% of the 
defendants were involved in receiving the money or goods, 90% in making the threat, 16% in 
transporting the money, and less than 1% were involved in planning the crime. This shows that 

who collect the cash but is less effective at catching the bringing to prosecution those who plan 
the crime. 

FIGURE 29: ROLE OF DEFENDANT IN EXTORTION OPERATION

Note: the sum of the involvement is greater than 222, since some defendants were involved in more than one activity.
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THE ROLE OF THE DEFENDANT IN THE GANG

the Public Prosecution Service (MP) or the Security Secretariat and we were also unable to 
viewed, the information was 

that the role of “paisa” was cited 6 times. Then various gang roles such as “Jaina”, “In charge of 
drug distribution and money collection”, “Gatillero”, and “Traca” were repeated twice each.

TABLE 5: ROLE OF DEFENDANT IN EXTORTION AND NUMBER OF DEFENDANTS

HIERARCHICAL LEVEL WITHIN THE GANG NUMBER OF DEFENDANTS

Information not collected 202

Paisa 6

Jaina 2

In charge of drug distribution and money collection 2

Gatillero 2

Traca 2

Colaborador 1

Compa 1

Homie 1

Honga 1

Leader of a hitman squad 1

Coordinator of the extortion operation 1
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CASE 11: THE ROLE OF MS-13 IN PROTECTING THE NEIGHBORHOOD

“There are many areas of the country where citizens prefer to call the gang instead of the police 
when they have a problem,” said Fernando54, a homicide investigator for more than 20 years. 
Fernando has had a long career investigating violent crime. He’s an expert in extortion 
prevention and has taken training courses in Colombia, Puerto Rico, and the United States. 
Fernando has also had a lot of experience with gangs. 

they don’t do anything to me. It is not convenient for them to have confrontations with the 
police. They are more interested in the neighborhood being quiet. That is why they stopped 
extorting grocery stores and businesses. People now trust them more than us (the police). I’ll 
give you an example of why:

This happened in an area where I live, a person approached me wanting to sell me a battery. The 
guy was half bolo (a drunk) and I suspected he had stolen it so I told him to go away. The next 
day we found the bolo with broken hands. It turns out that the person whose battery he had 
stolen had reported him to the gang. 

The gang investigated the case as if they were the police. They went to talk to witnesses and 
found the person who had stolen the battery and the person who had later bought the battery. 
They interviewed the purchaser and he told them that he had bought the battery for 100 
lempiras. The gang resolved the case by returning the 100 lempiras and taking the battery back 
to the original owner. And the thief received his punishment. 

How long would it have taken the police to resolve a case like this? Most likely it would never 
have been solved. This is why it is better for people to go to the gang than to the police. They 
solved the case the same day. Then the gang told the entire neighborhood that if someone stole 
they were going to kill them. In the following days, they killed three people.”

54 Pseudonym
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MS-13: THE GANG THAT STOPPED EXTORTING?

Perhaps one of the most surprising things we found in our study is that many of our 
interviewees allege that MS-13 has stopped extorting. This raises several questions:

• Why would a criminal group that has a brutal reputation and has previously raised 
tens if not hundreds of millions of dollars each year from extortion activities stop 
extorting?

• What replaces the lost income from extortion considering that they have a 
criminal structure of thousands of members to support?

• What factors might make it possible for MS-13 to stop extorting while other 
gangs, including Barrio 18, appear to continue?

present four hypotheses that may explain what is happening.

Of the interviewees consulted for this study who have their business in areas controlled by 
MS-13, all stated that they have not been paying extortion to this gang since 2020. An owner of 
a mototaxi, whose story we narrate in Case Study 3, stated that at the beginning of 2020, 
members of the MS-13 arrived at the mototaxis point, met the owners, and explained to them 
that they were no longer needed to pay extortion. They also added that if anyone tried to extort 
them, they would kill the extortionist. Other interviewees, whose stories we narrate in Case 
studies 2 and 7, stated that they stopped paying extortion at the beginning of the pandemic and 
that when they started their operations again, they simply did not receive any new threats or 
demands from MS-13.

These accounts are consistent with newspaper articles from 2020. In an article from Tiempo, a 
transport leader stated: “We have received a message from the group, that God has touched 
their hearts and we are grateful because it was something that tortured us enormously. Let’s 

delivered telephone numbers and lists of the names of the people from whom they asked for the 
war tax and they have apologized.” (Tiempo, 2020).

The exception to this trend that we do document is the case of sex workers who are still being 
extorted by MS-13, albeit in a non-traditional way. According to the three people from the group 
that we interviewed, MS-13 is forcing them to sell small bags of drugs and hand over the money 
to the gang. However, MS-13’s treatment of people in the community is very different from that 
of the Barrio 18 gang. According to one of sex workers we interviewed: 
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“Barrio 18 does not accept trans people in the areas they control. They are sexist and 
homophobic. In return, MS-13 doesn’t mess with us. They force us to serve as banderas55 and 
sell drugs, but compared to Barrio 18 they are soft with us and do not bother us if we do what 
they say.” 

It’s not only the victims of extortion that claim that MS-13 stopped extorting. The deputy director 
of the FNAMP, Ubaldo Rodriguez, stated emphatically that the MS-13 has stopped its extortion 
activities. The investigative policeman who lives in an area controlled by the MS-13, whose story 
we narrate in Case Study 11, agrees with him: 

“MS-13 no longer extorts grocery stores and small markets in the territories they control 
because they are more interested in keeping the neighborhood quiet. It is better to have the 
citizen as a friend than as an enemy”.

According to the policeman, MS-13 wants to keep the areas they control ordered. If barrios 
under MS-13 control are relatively quiet in terms of robberies, homicides, and extortion, the 
MS-13 can conduct their other criminal activities unmolested by unexpected incursions by the 
police. This allows them to consolidate their power and control in the neighborhood. 

including the national police.”

It is also interesting to listen to the perspectives of MS-13 members. In 2019, the consultant for 
this study, Juán Martinez D’Aubuisson, conducted an interview with the top leader of MS-13 in 
Honduras, Alexander Mendoza alias Porky, in El Pozo. In the interview, he spoke about the 
importance that extortion had for that gang when they began the organization, but he also said 
that it is also a very risky activity. El Porky suggested that other businesses were more lucrative 

does not live by drugs alone.” 

In an interview we carried out in 2022 with a leader of MS-13 in the Támara women’s prison, the 
leader stated that extortion ceased to be important as of 2015, when the “family” as she called 
the structure, decided to focus on less punishable and less “scandalous” crimes and 

Even the members of Barrio 18 interviewed for this study did not refute that MS-13 had stopped 
extorting. This lends more credibility to the theory because if MS-13 was actually continuing its 

55 ‘Banderas’ is a term used to describe people used by gangs to police neighborhoods or neighborhoods under their control.
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out. As we highlighted in Case Study 9, the members of Barrio 18 believe that the state of 
Honduras has been on the side of MS-13 for more than a decade, which has allowed them to 
create a criminal structure much less reliant on extortion revenues than Barrio 18.

of a gang (Thrasher, 1927). It seems to have evolved from being a group focused on creating an 

to being a structure more similar to an organized crime group. Although it is true that MS-13 

create fear but to protect its economic assets. 

The development of MS-13 into a more ‘sophisticated’ criminal organization is evidenced by 
court documents from Operation Avalanche, the largest police operation against MS-13 in 

members of MS-13 as part of Operation Avalanche. This included the highest level leaders such 
as Alexander Mendoza, alias “Porky”, the leader of MS-13 in Honduras. As part of this 
investigation, we obtained access to the asset Forfeiture of Ownership document that includes 
the following list of properties and businesses belonging to MS-13:

• 82 real estate properties including houses and land, most of them located in San 
Pedro Sula, some in areas known to be highly-priced neighborhoods

• 23 companies including companies selling plastic, paint, restaurants, car lots, a 
hotel, and a sports center.

     ILLUSTRATION 8: 

LOCATION OF REAL ESTATE BELONGING TO MEMBERS OF MS-13 

The following illustration shows the 
location of the property alleged to have 
belonged to MS-13 seized in Operation 
Avalanche. Based on the information 
available, we georeference the location 
of the real estate. The yellow pins 
indicate that in these two cases there 
was uncertainty as to the exact location 
of the asset.

Source: Own elaboration based on the Forfeiture of Ownership document for Operation 

Avalanche in 2016
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The following image is a screenshot directly from Operation Avalanche’s  Forfeiture of 

dealerships, a restaurant, a sports center, and a company “Sistema Integrado de Gestión 
Aduanera”56.  The range of legitimate businesses that MS-13 was actively controlling indicates 
that the gang has a high level of sophistication in its operations. 

ILLUSTRATION 9: EXAMPLE OF THE DESCRIPTION OF COMPANIES ALLEGEDLY BELONGING TO MEMBERS 

OF MS-13

While the interviews we conducted suggested that MS-13 had stopped extorting since the 
pandemic, this was not entirely consistent with the other data we collected. For example, the 
2022 survey we commissioned for this study suggested that if anything, the percentage of the 
population who were or had a family member affected by extortion has increased since 2018, 
not what one would expect if one of Honduras’ biggest gangs had stopped extorting. And while 

market, MS-13 members are still being caught and convicted of extortion-related crimes. 

56 Translates roughly to ‘Integrated Customs Management System’
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of MS-13. Data from the National Penitentiary Institute showed that in 2021, prosecutions for 
MS-13 members for extortion reached record highs: 748 MS-13 members were prosecuted and 
366 members were convicted. If it is true that MS-13 has abandoned extortion, why are 
hundreds of its members still listed as accused and convicted of this crime?

FIGURE 30: PROSECUTIONS AND CONVICTIONS OF MS-13 MEMBERS FOR EXTORTION (2017 - 2021)

Source: Prepared based on data from court records

Given this, we propose four possibilities as to why members of the MS-13 continue to appear in 
prosecution and conviction statistics. 

The cases of 
accused and convicted MS-13 members could relate to extortion from years ago and that is why 
members of the structure are still being listed as extortionists in 2021 even though they have 
not recently carried out the act of extortion. However, as we will show in Chapter IV, prosecuted 
extortion cases are almost exclusively red-handed and tend to be processed very quickly which 
makes this explanation unlikely.

The second scenario is that there are extortionists impersonating MS-13: Individuals 
registered as MS-13 may be impersonators who pose as members of MS-13 while working 
independently or as members of a smaller group. However, impersonating a criminal group like 
MS-13 involves enormous risk as these groups tend to react very severely against those who try 
to imitate them. If the imitator is arrested, there’s a high risk they will end up in the prison 
module of the gang they tried to imitate which puts them at particular risk of retribution. It is 
unlikely that the record number of MS-13 prosecutions can be explained by imitators. 
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The third scenario is that MS-13 has not completely stopped extorting: By its nature, MS-13 is 
a criminal structure that is very large and not very transparent. While the gang often gets credit 
for being highly organized with a sophisticated centralized decision-making structure, perhaps 

ve 
decided to stop charging extortion, it is possible that some local “cliques”, or cells, may 
continue. It could be a form of rebellion against an internal disagreement. It could also be that 

The fourth scenario is that there are irregularities on the part of the authorities in the phase of 
investigation and registration of extortionists. We know that the authorities sometimes 
misidentify defendants: we have the case of the woman in Case Study 8, who was locked up 

acts of extortion but was prosecuted for extortion and in prison records, she appears as a 
member of MS-13 from the very beginning. According to her, 150 people are held in the MS-13 
module of the El Pozo prison but only three are members of the gang. The rest are there simply 
because they happened to live in areas controlled by the gang or they were suspected of being 
members even though they were not. 

Given this, the claim that MS-13 stopped extorting is inconclusive. The testimonies we 

Collected and the extortion data tell contradictory stories which throw into question whether 
extortion has been stopped by MS-13 in all areas and at all levels within the gang’s hierarchy. 

extortion in the areas where our interviewees live. We can also say that MS-13 members are 
accused of extortion much less than the members of the Barrio 18 gang.

Here are four factors that may explain why MS-13 decided to stop, or at least reduce, their 
extortion operations:

Factor 1: 

informal businesses. This is evidenced by the seized assets that show the dominance of high 
command MS-13 over a diverse array of businesses including restaurants, car dealerships, sales 
of spare parts (known as Yonkers in Honduras), and others. These businesses can serve as a 
new source of income for the gang and also allows them to launder money from other revenue 

In addition to owning businesses, the gang has become increasingly sophisticated. Interviewees 
from high-ranking levels in the police told us that MS-13 members are pursuing higher education 
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including the national police. This evolution has allowed the gang to become less dependent on 
extortion to support themselves.

Factor 2: For MS-13, having a quiet neighborhood free from interference from the police and the 
FNAMP is valued more than the potential income from extortion. To exert control over 
communities, MS-13 wants to avoid confrontation with the police. This allows them to conduct 

businesses unmolested by the authorities.  

The classic concept of gangs maintains that they acquire and maintain control through acts of 
fear and terror. However, the testimonies of individuals who live in areas controlled by MS-13 tell 
of another reality. As recounted in Case Study 11, the gang takes on the roles of a parallel state: 
they act as police, judges, and legislators in neighborhoods under their control. According to the 
mototaxi owner interviewed for Case Study 3, the population of his neighborhood looks to the 
gang to solve their problems and the gang makes sure that no crimes are committed. This is an 
advantage for the gang since members of the community have less reason to go to the police.

Factor 3: The gang has been pushed away from extortion due to enhanced scrutiny and 
intervention by security forces. The gang has stopped extorting to protect its members. While 
only 1% of extortion cases result in a complaint and severe barriers to combating the crime 

ces dedicated to 
combating acts of extortion. The Anti-Extortion Force (FNA) was created in 2013, which later 
became the National Anti-Maras and Gangs Force (FNAMP) in 2018, and this is now the Police 
Directorate against Anti-Maras and Gangs and Organized Crime (DIPAMPCO). The creation of 
Extortion Courts has also expedited the prosecution of extortionists.  

According to data from the Secretary of Security (SEDS), 2,482 members of MS-13 have been 
detained in the last four years (2018-2021). In contrast, during the three years before, between 
2015 and 2017, only 957 MS-13 members were arrested. The same trend is shown in data from 
the National Penitentiary Institute (INP). So it could be that the state response is somewhat 
working in pushing MS-13 away from extortion: MS-13 members are being caught more often 
and this is causing gang leadership to think twice. 

However, it’s unlikely that the state can take much credit because as referenced previously, the 
impunity rates faced by extortionists are still in excess of 99%. And while MS-13 has reduced 
extortion activities, other gangs seem to continue extortion activities as usual in spite of the 
authorities. Further, few high-level gang members seem to end up in jail, and most of those 
caught seem to be young money collectors. It’s not clear whether MS-13 would forfeit hundreds 
of millions of dollars to protect these young gang aspirants from prosecution, even if they do 
consider them part of their ‘family.’
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Factor 4: The MS-13 made an agreement with the previous government that implied that they 

scope of this study to undertake the necessary investigative steps to discover whether any deal 
has in fact taken place, but we can present the circumstantial evidence that our interviewees 

colluding with high-ranking security forces but whether there was a formal negotiation is still in 
question. Three cases support the idea that some form of collusion is taking place:

• First: In October 2019, four members of the MS-13 held in the maximum security 

notebook” was used as key evidence in the prosecution of former president Juan 
Orlando Hernández’s brother and implicated Juan Orlando himself in narco 

assassinated (InSight Crime, 2020). There are questions raised as to what the 
motive was for MS-13 to commit these acts. Some speculate that Juan Orlando 
Hernández would have a bigger motive to kill Magdaleno Meza than the gang.

• Second: On February 13, eight people dressed in the uniforms of the National 
Anti-Maras and Gang Force assaulted the poorly protected courthouse in El 
Progreso, Yoro. They freed the alleged national leader of the MS-13 Alexander 
Mendoza alias “Porky” (El Heraldo, 2020). 

• Third: More recently, members of MS-13, again dressed in FNAMP uniforms, 

other youths. It is worth noting that another son of former President Lobo was 

These cases demonstrate the high capacity of MS-13 to commit criminal acts. They have 
managed to freely obtain and use weapons in high-security prisons, impersonate national 
security forces and free their leader from state custody. In addition to this, several of the people 
killed by MS-13 have connections with the previous government. 

An agreement between the MS-13 and a Central American government would not be a unique 
case. It has been widely reported that the government of President Bukele in El Salvador 
negotiated with MS-13 to reduce the number of homicides. A similar agreement to reduce 
extortion in Honduras would not be out of the realm of possibility.
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extortion in Honduras. Testimonies from victims57, gang members58 59 

that hundreds of members of this structure are still convicted of extortion every year. Given this, 
we offered reasons why this discrepancy might exist and suggested four factors that could 
explain why MS-13 might want to move away from extortion including 1) the increasing 
sophistication of the gang, 2) the value MS-13 would have from ensuring peace in the 
neighborhoods where they operate 3) the desire to reduce the risks for its members in the 

previous government. The subject of MS-13, its criminal activities, and reliance on extortion 
warrants further study.

57 Please refer to Case Study 3. In the interview, the mototaxi owner stated that members of MS-13 had told him that they had an agreement with the 

government.

58 Refer to Case Study 8 where Barrio 18 members recount what they consider to be a historic collaboration between MS-13 and the government.

59 Refer to Case Study 10.
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CASE 10: THE EXTORTION COURT DRIVER WHO EXTORTED 

On the morning of September 30, 2019, a call was received on the 911 emergency line. Four 
armed men in a white Toyota Prado with no license plates were seen making extortion threats 
over the phone. Minutes later, 911 received another call. And then another. In total, they received 
four calls that morning reporting similar events.

ILLUSTRATION 10: ABOUT THIS COURT FILE

chase the car. The Toyota swerved out of the community of Nueva Suyapa and sped onto the 
Tegucigalpa ring road and out of sight from the patrol car. It seemed as if the extortionists had 
got away.

The white Toyota was picked up again by security cameras close to Toncontín airport. Two 

found one person in the vehicle. He was armed. The police detained the man and asked for his 

the weapon and the vehicle belonged to the Judiciary.

While working for the Extortion Courts, Luis seems to have gotten into the habit of extortion 
himself. A protected witness stated that: he (the witness) was driving in his car when suddenly a 
white Toyota Prado with no license plates cut him off leaving him unable to pass. Two armed 

Case number: #0801-2020-144-02 TSCNME

Date: September 14th, 2020

Reason for arrest:  continued extortion and illegal 
carrying of weapons

ABOUT THE DEFENDANT:

• Luis Enrique Archaga Nuñez
• 28 years old
• Single
• From Francisco Morazán
• Profession: Driver for the Extortion Court
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people got out of the back. One of them approached him and handed him a phone while lifting 
his shirt slightly to reveal his gun and a tattoo on his abdomen. Within 10 minutes the witness 

The voice was that of a man who introduced himself as a member of the Los Benjamin gang. 
They demanded L100,000 ($4,166). The victim pleaded and said that he did not have that kind 
of money. The extortionists eventually set the extortion amount at L60,000 (2,500) in two 

would pay the gang L600 ($25) weekly.

This case should be a warning light for all extortion control institutions: there is a risk that their 
members will be coerced or encouraged to join criminal structures where they can take 

the criminal structure they may work for.

in the extortion scheme or if he was of his own free will. It is also unclear how long Luis had 

involved in the scheme. Luis himself was sentenced to 17 years and 6 months in prison.
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Panorama:

Actors Involved in Extortion

In the current view of extortion in Honduras, the extortionists are the two largest gangs in the 
country: MS-13 and Barrio 18. While 96% of extortion cases were committed by someone 

ortion needs nuance. 

suggest that they have actually stopped extortion, or at least have substantially reduced their 
reliance on extortion activities. At the same time, a variety of other actors need to be considered 
including other gangs, imitators, (former) public employees, and colleagues or acquaintances of 
the victims. These actors largely take advantage of the context of fear that the gangs have 
created.

In the following table, we summarize the different actors involved in extortion activity that we 

TABLE 6: OVERVIEW OF ACTORS INVOLVED IN EXTORTION

Barrio 18 is one of the two large gangs that has been associated with 
extortion activity. According to our analysis of judicial records, 137 of the 
223 accused who were registered as members of a gang were registered 
as members of Barrio 18. This corresponds to 61% of the total of accused 
gang members. The same trend is shown in the data on those convicted 
and prosecuted for the crime of extortion from the National Penitentiary 

Institute (INP). Barrio 18 has historically been more represented in these statistics. In 
2021, 769 members of Barrio 18 were convicted on extortion charges and 1,391 were 
detained and awaiting trial. 

18th St.

MS-13
MS-13 is the other large gang that has traditionally been associated with 

are from MS-13. According to several victims, authorities, and members of 
the structure, this group has stopped extorting. This can be explained by 
different reasons, among them, the increased criminal sophistication of the gang’s 
operations that allow them to tap other sources of income, their desire to build community 

prosecution for extortion activities. In the section “MS-13: The Gang that Stopped 
Extorting?” We explore this in more detail.
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IMITATORS
Several studies have documented gang imitators in extortion operations. 

make money from private extortion operations. It is beyond the scope of this 
study to evaluate the proportion of defendants who may be imitators but this 
occurs with relative frequency. 

FORMER PUBLIC EMPLOYEES
Public employees and former employees can take advantage of their 

olving an 
employee of the judicial system.

INDIVIDUALS WHO ARE COLLUDING (FORCED OR FREE WILL)
We have also documented that some people collude with extortionists either 
because they want to help gang members or are forced to participate in 
extortion schemes. See Case Studies 3 and 7 for examples of individuals 
who collude with gangs including the case of couriers who may be unwittingly aiding 
extortion activities.  

OTHER GANGS
Other gangs involved in extortion activities correspond to about 18% of the 
cases reviewed. These gangs include: 
• El Combo que no se deja
• Los Vatos Locos

• Los Benjamin
• Los Berrios
• Los Puchos

• Los Chirizos
• Los Olanchanos
• Los Guaricayan
• La Rumba 
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ACQUAINTANCES TO THE VICTIM
Some extortionists might not belong to part of a gang but may simply be an 
acquaintance of a victim. These individuals can take advantage of their 
knowledge of the victim to extort. These extortionists often are imitators in 
the sense they may claim to be part of a gang. We came across two cases 
during our investigation involving a gas station and a transportation 

company. These companies found that by rotating the roles and routes of employees, 
extortion demands seemed to stop. This suggests that the extortion demands may have 
been coming from the employees of the company themselves: ordinarily, job rotation 
would not stop a gang from extorting a company. The fact that extortion stopped after 
roles were switched suggests that select employees were taking advantage of the context 
of fear created by the gangs to extort money from their employers.

In the next chapter, we look at the state’s response to extortion in Honduras. We look at how 
extortion complaints are made and to whom extortion is reported. We look in detail at the 

also analyze the judicial system and the Extortion Courts tracking their effectiveness in terms of 
how quickly and how successfully they’re able to resolve cases. We end the chapter with an 
analysis of El Pozo Prison in Ilama to see how detained gang members are effectively allowed 
to control whole sections of the prison and are able to continue extortion operations with 
impunity. 



CHAPTER 4: THE STATE 
RESPONSE

In the previous chapters, we have explored different aspects of extortion including how it is 
carried out, who the victims are and who the extortionists are. In this chapter, we try to answer 

analyze three public institutions that are key to the state’s response to extortion: the National 
Anti-Mara and Gang Force, the Extortion Courts of First Instance, and the El Pozo Maximum 
Security Penitentiary Center in Ilama, Santa Bárbara which houses many of those convicted of 
extortion. 

this data may not be representative of extortion in the country as a whole because only a 
minority of extortion cases get prosecuted. Observing what is missing from the data can also 
give us insight. For example, we see that in 100% of the cases prosecuted, the accused 
extortionist operated from freedom. That is, the extortionist was not running the extortion 
scheme from prison. This does not necessarily mean that acts of extortion are not committed 
from prisons, but rather that the state is unable to identify or prosecute them.

one type of extortion scheme: those which are cash-based where the extortionist is caught 
red-handed. 97% of prosecutions involved a defendant who was operating from freedom 

ortion scheme from prison 
or from other remote locations.
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RECEPTION OF COMPLAINTS AND CAPTURE 

In this section, we explore how complaints are received for the crime of extortion, how 
investigations are started, and how arrests are made. These statistics are based on the data 
collected from court records.

FIGURE 31: ORGANIZATION TO WHOM THE EXTORTION COMPLAINT WAS MADE

First, it is worth mentioning that 
practically all the cases that entered 
the court came from investigations by 

145 of the complaints were made 
directly to the FNAMP, in one case the 
complaint was made through the 911 
emergency services line, and in two 
cases the agency to which the 
complaint was made was not 
recorded. Almost no cases of 
extortion were referred by the 
National Police or the Public 
Prosecution Service (MP) itself. Of 

the extortion complaints we analyzed, 96% of the time extortion was reported in person, in 1% of 
cases it was reported by phone and for 3% of the cases, the method of reporting was not 
recorded.

     FIGURE 32: METHOD OF COMPLAINT  
Of the cases prosecuted, 99% were 
initiated after an extortion complaint 
was made. Only 1% of cases were 
started without a complaint being made. 
In addition, it is important to highlight 
that the person who made the complaint 

100% of the cases for the FNAMP and 
that the accused operated from 
freedom in 100% of the cases. Again, 

145

3 1

FNAMP

Information Not Collected

National Emegency Phone System: 911 and 143

Source: Association for a More Just Society. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected 

between November 2021 and March 2022.

96%

3% 1%

In Person By Phone Not Known

Source: Association for a More Just Society. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected 

between November 2021 and March 2022.



WAR TAX: EXTORTION IN HONDURAS  109

methodology used by the FNAMP to investigate and catch extortion rather than being 
representative of extortion in the country. We will discuss this in more detail below in the 
section on FNAMP.

FIGURE 33: TRIGGERS FOR EXTORTION INVESTIGATIONS OPENED

The complainant 

in 100% of the cases.

100% of the defendants were operating from freedom 
(they were not running the extortion scheme from prison).

     FIGURE 34: MODE OF CAPTURE

how extortionists were captured with 
the data that we collected from court 

Penitentiary Institute. Both data sets 
show that the vast majority of 
extortion actors are arrested red-
handed as opposed to arrests by 
means of an arrest warrant.

99%

1%

Complaint Other

Source: ASJ. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected between November 2021 and 

March 2022.

95%

5%

Caught Red Handed Caught After Arrest Warrant

Source: Association for a More Just Society. File Analysis Tool – Extortion. Data collected 

between November 2021 and March 2022
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FIGURE 35: MODE OF CAPTURE FOR DETAINEES (2013 - 2021)

Source: National Penitentiary Institute. Response to Request for Access to Public Information. December 20, 2021.

ILLUSTRATION 11: IMAGE OF THE FORM USED BY THE FNAMP TO RECORD EXTORTION COMPLAINTS
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THE NATIONAL ANTI-MARA AND GANG FORCE 

In 2013, the National Anti-extortion Force (FNA) was created. This was part of a trend of 
creating specialized security forces to tackle crime in Honduras (Olvera, 2020, pp. 1-2). In 2018, 
this force became the National Anti-Maras and Gang Force (FNAMP). In 2022, the force once 
again underwent reconstruction as it was fully transferred to the National Police. It’s now called 
the Anti-Maras and Gangs Against Organized Crime Police Directorate (DIPAMPCO) (Proceso 
Digital, 2022). Our analysis is based on data obtained during the time that the institution was 
called the FNAMP.

In an interview in 202160, the then-deputy director of the FNAMP told us that the FNA was 
created in response to the poor performance of the National Police in tackling extortion. They 
also reported that the low level of trust that Hondurans had in the police had led to few people 

the institution was tasked with investigating. While the FNA only considered the crime of 
extortion the FNAMP had an expanded scope to cover crimes related to gangs including 

institutional force, made up of personnel from four different institutions including the armed 
services. However, on May 16, 2022, the role of the Armed Forces was taken over by the 
National Police and the Armed Forces disassociated themselves from the FNAMP as part of the 
Xiomara Castro government’s plan to demilitarize society. The institution was renamed 
DIPAMPCO.

ILLUSTRATION 12: COMPOSITION OF THE FNAMP

The Armed Forces were removed from the composition of the FNAMP in 2022, therefore, we the square representing it is grey.

60 Carried out on October 5, 2021 as part of the initial investigation of this project.
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According to the deputy director of the FNAMP, the employees that make up the institution go 
through a special training program that lasts for three months. In addition to their training as 

The deputy director of the FNAMP stated that the institution is careful with the information it 
reveals about its personnel due to the security risks that exist for its employees but he did give 
us some details. He informed us that as of November 2021 there were approximately 450 
personnel nationwide under the command of FNAMP. The deputy director did not want to reveal 

belong to the Military Police of Public Order (PMOP) while the rest belong to the National Police. 

Intelligence and Investigations (DNII). There were seven or eight prosecutors from the Public 
Prosecution Service (MP) and the rest were mostly administrative personnel.

FIGURA 36: INSTANCES OF EXTORTION BY DEPARTMENT

Source: Summary of results FNAMP 2019 p. 2. Adapted for this report based on the map created by Global Initiative Against Transnational Crime in their 

report called FNAMP: Estudios de casos sobre la lucha antiextorsión en Honduras.
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• Comayagua, Comayagua

• Choluteca, Choluteca

adjoining departments, represented by the arrows (Olvera, 2020, pág. 2). For example, the 

of La Paz and Íntibuca. 

The number of complaints received by the FNA, the precursor institution to the FNAMP, began at 
a high in 2013 of 1,946 complaints. The number of complaints then fell and stayed at 
approximately 1,000 cases per year from 2014 to 2017. We do not know why there was this drop 
at the beginning of the FNA’s creation. An explanation may be that there was a backlog of 

complaints has since settled. 

In 2018, the number of complaints began to increase again. This is explained by the fact that the 
scope of the FNA increased to focus on all crimes related to gangs rather than just extortion. It 
then became the FNAMP. It is worth noting that since expanding its scope, FNAMP does not 
disaggregate the number of complaints received by type of crime and it is not possible to know 

The number of people detained each year by the FNAMP has been on the rise every year since it 
was founded, except in 2020, which coincides with the pandemic.

FIGURE 37: NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS RECEIVED BY THE FNAMP (2013 - 2021)

Source: The FNAMP
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FIGURE 38: NUMBER OF DETENTIONS MADE BY THE FNAMP (2013 - 2021)

Source: The FNAMP

ILLUSTRATION 13: THE DIRECT LINE FOR COMPLAINTS FOR THE FNAMP AND DIPAMPCO

these cases, the one that got the most media attention were the killings of Captain José 
Gregorio Ventura and Jary Fabián Hernández who were shot in Choloma, Cortés in November 
2021 in a confrontation with the Barrio 18 (Tiempo, 2021). 

We asked the deputy director of the FNAMP if they carried out undercover investigations to 

since it would expose the agents to too great a risk.

In the last three years, 13 FNAMP agents have died in 
clashes with gangs.
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In the table below we created a visualization of how the FNAMP handles an extortion case. By 

judges, we found that all cases followed a single methodology. This is worrying because this 
suggests that the FNAMP has only one way of working while extortion in Honduras is taking 
place in many different ways.

ILLUSTRATION 14: WORK METHODOLOGY USED BY THE FNAMP 

THE FNAMP METHODOLOGY IN DETAIL 

99% of the cases investigated by the FNAMP started with a complaint. This is worrying because 
few victims report extortion, just 1.1% of cases get reported, according to our estimates. When 
asking the FNAMP why they rely so heavily on complaints to open an investigation, they reply 

Complaint

In front of a prosecutor from the Public Prosecution Service (MP), a 
selection of bills is registered. Their serial numbers are written down and 
they’re put in an envelope for delivery to the extortionist.

Bank Note Serial 
Numbers Recorded

The victim goes to deliver the money to the extortionist. Agents from the 
FNAMP watch from a distance in plain clothes. 

Controlled 
Delivery 

The FNAMP agents arrest the extortionist. Sometimes this is done at the 
point of delivery and in that case, they would also arrest the victim so that it 
is not obvious that the operation was the result of a complaint. Sometimes 
they wait for the victim to leave and arrest the suspect afterward.

Detention

The FNAMP agents collect evidence including the bills with the registered 
serial numbers. They may also review messages and calls on the suspect’s 
phone, as well as photos and other relevant evidence.

Collection of 
Evidence

from among the images.
Photo Recognition
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The second step is to record the serial numbers of the bank notes. The agents take the victim 
to a prosecutor who records  the serial number of some of the bills that the victim will deliver to 

extortion payments in cash. In all these cases this methodology of recording the serial numbers 
of the bills was applied. 

The third step is the controlled delivery of the bank notes. In coordination with the FNAMP 
agents, the victim meets the extortionist to deliver the money. The bills with recorded serial 
numbers are often put in an envelope along with paper so that the envelope appears full and the 
extortionist is not suspicious.

The fourth step is the detention of the extortionist. The exact moment when agents detain the 
extortionist depends on the circumstance. Sometimes they make an arrest after the extortionist 
leaves the victim and in other cases, the agents arrive just at the time of delivery of the money. 
In the latter case, the agents would also take the victim into custody so that it is not obvious 
that the victim has collaborated with the agents.

This includes taking information from the detainee’s 
mobile phone such as messages, calls, and photos. This can evidence the threats and demands 
for payment. It can also show collaboration and whether the accused is part of criminal 
structures.

The sixth step is photo recognition. 

detained person as the same person who extorted him, then the investigation process is 
completed and the prosecutor’s request is prepared to present the case to the judiciary.

This case management model is highly effective at tackling cash-based extortion that has been 
reported by a victim. Large numbers of extortion complaints lead to successful arrests. In 2021 
FNAMP registered 1,908 complaints and made 1,726 arrests. 

The problem is, most extortion is not reported and the FNAMP’s methodology limits them to the 

trends we have documented in our study. It also is most effective at detaining the collectors of 
extortion money but does little to dent the impunity of those higher up who plan and orchestrate 
the crime. To reach extortionists higher up in the criminal structure, the FNAMP could consider 
using small electronic trackers in the bills and letting the collector walk away with the cash 
instead of stopping them on the spot. In this way, FNAMP could track the movement of 
extortion money via GPS and observe where and to whom it arrives.
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Only 1% of extortion incidents get reported

99% of investigations by the FNAMP start as a result of a 
complaint

100% of investigations by the FNAMP involve the method 
of recording banknote serial numbers

97% of detainees are money collectors

95% of detainees are caught ‘red-handed’

As extortion methods continue to be adapted by criminal groups, the ability of the FNAMP to be 
an effective institution will decrease unless changes are made to its method of investigation. 
Several victims have expressed that they are now paying via bank transfers and electronic 
payment apps (see Case Studies 2 and 6). In fact, the deputy director of the FNAMP himself 

using Online payment services as a method of demanding payment and moving funds. It is not 
possible for this investigation to determine the extent of the use of online banking for extortion 
schemes, but as we have seen, the FNAMP’s investigation process does not allow these cases 
to be investigated or prosecuted.

Agents from the FNAMP tell us that prosecuting extortion cases that use digital payments is 
more complicated. Extortionists often use accounts or phone numbers (in the case of mobile 
banking services) belonging to other people. This implies a risk of arresting and prosecuting 
people who are actually being used by extortionists. This is similar to the dynamic when 
extortionists demand payment through courier companies (see Chapter I on different forms of 
extortion). To access bank account information and telephone records, FNAMP agents need 
permission from a judge. The procedure can take time and resources from cases which are 
easier to resolve. 

We consider it to be worrying that the FNAMP procedures limit them to the investigation of only 
cash-based extortion. We believe that if the FNAMP were to branch out to investigating more 

would better allow the FNAMP to “follow the money” and observe to a greater extent the ways 
o commit crimes, enrich 

themselves, and avoid detection. 
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The FNAMP should also make a greater effort to tackle extortion which is coordinated from 
within prisons. According to the commander of the National Interagency Security Force 
(FUSINA)  in 2016, up to 80% of extortion cases involve gang members operating from prison (El 
Tiempo, 2016). However, the FNAMP’s methodology focuses almost exclusively on the person 
collecting the extortion money. 97% of defendants are money collectors, 95% of the defendants 
are caught red-handed and only 1% have any involvement in planning the crime. The FNAMP 
seems to do little to investigate who is behind the crime or consider whether the heads of 
extortion structures are managing the operations from inside the prison system. 

According to the deputy director of the FNAMP, the greatest difference between the FNAMP and 
the other types of police is in its discretion. The agents are generally not in uniform and can 
dress according to the circumstances in a way that does not attract attention in the 

the interviewed victims who have had direct interaction with the FNAMP (see in particular Case 
Studies 2 and 3). Of the 13 victims interviewed for this study, four had reported extortion to the 
FNAMP. The sample is small, but these victims had a positive attitude toward the institution. 
One of them stated that they had gone to court to testify in extortion cases handled by the 
FNAMP between 10 and 15 times61 and every time the criminals had been convicted. 

our interviews with victims which are worth noting: 

• Victims tended to express the view that the FNAMP is very good at catching the 
money collectors, but not leaders of the extortion operations. This opinion is also 

• Victims who had not reported extortion to the FNAMP expressed the fear that 
there are elements of the FNAMP who seem to be in cahoots with the 
extortionists. A recent perception survey revealed that just 30.3% of Hondurans 
trust the FNAMP. The institution has been involved in a series of scandals that 
give victims of extortion cause for concern. 

• According to one of the victims interviewed, the FNAMP was very effective in 

claim that in this case, the FNAMP declined to act.

• Interviewees who were employed at the extortion courts reported a concern to us 

61 We know the exact amount, but we have decided not to specify it as a measure to protect the interviewee.
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that defendants sometimes arrive appearing to be severely beaten. It’s true that 
the FNAMP agents are often intervening to make arrests in highly dangerous 
circumstances with the potential for violent confrontations but the use of force 
must be proportional to the risks agents face during the detention. 

• A court employee told us that they suspected the FNAMP may have violated due 
process through the planting of evidence and the use of false witnesses. We 
cannot verify these criticisms, but if true they are incredibly serious and risk 
undermining the work of the FNAMP. They should be investigated

According to a 2019 perception survey by IUDPAS, just 30.3% of citizens trusted the FNAMP  
while 28.5% trusted the National Police (IUDPAS-UNAH, 2019). This shows the low level of 

surveys are applied to the general population, few Hondurans have had direct interaction with 
the FNAMP. We found that those who had directly interacted with the FNAMP tended to have 

The transition from command of the FNAMP to the hands of the National Police should be used 
as an occasion to assess the limitations and the criticisms levied on the institution. It is a time 
to strengthen processes, correct mistakes, and expand the institution’s capacities. The good 
practices of the FNAMP must be recognized and preserved including the speed, discretion, and 
effectiveness with which they operate. Bad practices of the FNAMP must be investigated and 
immediately corrected to ensure that the human rights of both the victims and detainees are 
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THE COURTS OF FIRST INSTANCE IN EXTORTION 
MATTERS

The Courts of First Instance Extortion Matters form part of what is called the “Anti-extortion 
Judicial Circuit” in Honduras together with the Sentencing Court and the Court of Appeal. They 

after a selection process for judges and other staff (Irías, 2020).

ILLUSTRATION 15: COURTS STAFF JUNE 2022 

Source: Data received from deputy clerks for each court.

The three institutions that are part of the circuit focus on different stages of the judicial process. 
The Court of First Instance receives cases by means of an indictment made by the Public 
Prosecution Service (MP). This court holds hearings for the statement of the accused, an initial 
hearing, and a preliminary hearing. After these processes, there are three possible outcomes: 

• 

• An abbreviated procedure in the event that the accused pleads guilty. This 
procedure reduces the sentence to 11 years and three months in prison and the 
case does not go to Sentencing Court.

• 

is initiated and the case is transferred to the Sentencing Court.

The process ends with either a conviction or acquittal. Under certain circumstances, the case 
may be appealed to the Court of Appeals.

Tegucigalpa:
• 2 Judges
• 2 Assistant Secretaries
• 1 General Secretary
• 3 Clerks
• 1 Receptionist
• 1 Janitor

Total: 10

San Pedro Sula:
• 1 Judge
• 1 Assitant Secretary
• 1 Receptionist
• 1 Janitor

Total: 4

JUNE 2022
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The following graph shows the number of extortion cases that have entered the Court of the 
First Instance, along with the respective resolutions. The cases before 2016 correspond to 
admissions and resolutions of the Court of First Instance in Criminal Matters, which previously 

number of extortion cases entering the court system and being resolved between 2012 and 
2018. Between 2012 and 2016, an average of 229 cases were admitted each year. Between 
2017 to 2021, an average of 461 cases were admitted each year, an increase of 104%. 

FIGURE 39: CASES ADMITTED TO THE COURTS OF THE FIRST INSTANCE FOR EXTORTION AND 

RESOLUTIONS (2012 - 2021)

Source: Judicial Branch. Response to Request for Access to Public Information. December 2021 

FIGURE 40: CASES ADMITTED TO THE SENTENCING COURT AND CASE RESOLUTIONS (2012 - 2021)

Source: Judicial Power. Response to Request for Access to Public Information. December 2021
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A similar pattern is present with the cases admitted and resolved in the Sentencing Courts. In 
the years from 2012 to 2016, 528 cases were admitted for extortion, while from 2017 to 2021, 
1,391 cases were admitted. This corresponds to an increase of 163%.

ts dedicated to 

creation of the “Anti-Extortion Circuit’’. In the following section, we will analyze the functioning of 
the courts beyond the total number of cases admitted and resolved. We also record how quickly 
the courts are operating and assess the extent to which they comply with the procedural times 
established by law.

ANALYSIS OF JUDICIAL DELAYS IN THE COURTS
This analysis studies in detail the speed at which cases are resolved compared to the legally 

cases in judicial delay for crimes generally that had entered Tegucigalpa’s general Criminal 

delay (ASJ, 2020). 

Here, we will focus on extortion cases and compare the Extortion Courts to the other criminal 
courts. We will see the number of cases in judicial delay for each stage of the criminal process. 

These stages are as shown below:

TABLE 7: STAGES OF THE CRIMINAL PROCESSING IN EXTORTION COURTS

Stage Description
Legal  t ime l imit  to 

progress to the next 
stage

Complaint  received by the 
FNAMP

Indictment made:  case entered 
into the judicial  system

Defendant statement

The FNAMP receives a complaint  and may 
complete an invest igat ion to col lect  evidence.  

The FNAMP and the Publ ic Prosecutor 's  Off ice 
present an indictment to the Extor t ion Cour t

The accused is  brought to cour t  to be not if ied 
of  what they’ve been accused of by a judge.

None

24-48 hours

6 days*

Init ial  hearing

Prel iminary hearing

The cour t  checks whether the prosecution has 
suff icient  evidence to advance the case.  

The cour t  confirms there is  suff icient  
evidence once more and gives an oppor tunity 

for  the prosecution and the defense to add 
any evidence.  

15 days**

N/A

*Article 292 of the Code of Criminal Procedure states a limit of six days if there is judicial detention or 15 days if substitute measures were decreed. In our analysis we use six 
days as the legal limit. 

**Article 300 of the Code of Criminal Procedure states that the time limit is 15 days for most crimes and 30 days for serious crimes with an additional 20 day extension for a 
serious crime of exceptional severity. 
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After the preliminary hearing, the case is either dismissed, resolved with an abbreviated 
sentence in the case of the accused pleading guilty, or referred to a sentencing court. 

TIME BETWEEN THE EXTORTION COMPLAINT TO CASE ENTRY
62 could 

extortion complaint to result in a case being admitted into the court system and, in San Pedro 
Sula, it takes an average of 31 days. The average for both cities combined is 22 days. This may 
indicate that the FNAMP works faster in Tegucigalpa compared to San Pedro Sula.

TABLE 8: TIME BETWEEN EXTORTION COMPLAINT AND CASE ENTRY IN THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM

TIME BETWEEN THE ENTRY OF THE CASE TO THE DEFENDANT STATEMENT 
Of the 149 cases, 13963 could be analyzed for delays between the entry of the case to the 
defendant’s statement. 

The Code of Criminal Procedure states in Article 176 that a person detained preventively must 
be brought to a competent judge without delay and that this must happen within 24 hours 
although in certain circumstances this can be extended to 48 hours. For this analysis, we will 
assume that the defendant is in preventive detention from the moment the case is admitted. 
This assumption is a fair one since the FNAMP’s work model is mostly based on making red-
handed arrests which suggests that the time between the FNAMP catching an extortionist and 
entering the defendant into the court system is very short. 

63 There were discrepancies in the data for ten of the cases which had an accused declaration date prior to the date of admission of the case, 

something that’s not possible, so we excluded these from our analysis.

Total

San Pedro Sula

Tegucigalpa

EXTORTION COURT NUMBER OF CASES PERCENTAGE OF 
CASES OF TOTAL

AVERAGE DAYS BETWEEN 
COMPLAINT AND ENTRY 

OF THE CASE

147

63

84

100%

43%

57%

22 days

31 days

15 days
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TABLE 9: TIME BETWEEN THE ENTRY OF THE CASE TO THE DEFENDANT STATEMENT 

TIME BETWEEN THE DEFENDANT STATEMENT TO THE INITIAL HEARING
Of the 149 cases, the time between the Defendant’s Statement to the Initial Hearing could be 
measured for 143 cases64. According to Article 292 of the Code of Criminal Procedure, the time 
between the Defendant’s Statement and the Initial Hearing must not exceed six days if the 
defendant is in detention. If the defendant is not in custody, the time limit is 15 days. Here we 
classify everything that takes longer than six days as being in judicial delay.

We can see that very few cases are in judicial delay at this stage. Of 80 cases in Tegucigalpa, 
only one was in judicial delay, and of the 63 cases in San Pedro Sula, only 4 were in judicial 
delay. The average number of days between the defendant statement and the initial hearing in 

owing to the extreme delays present in the 4 cases in judicial delay. 

TABLE 10: TIME BETWEEN THE DEFENDANT STATEMENT TO THE INITIAL HEARING

64 Five of these cases contained missing or erroneous information.

Total

San Pedro 
Sula

Tegucigalpa

139 100% 5 4 3%

5%

1%

3

1

10

1

45%

55%

62

77

PERCENTAGE 
OF CASES 
FROM THE 

TOTAL

EXTORTION 
COURT

AVERAGE 
NUMBER OF 

DAYS

NUMBER OF 
CASES

CASES WHERE THE 
DEFENDANT'S 

STATEMENT WAS 
MORE THAN 24 HOURS 

AFTER CASE ENTRY 
(CASES IN JUDICIAL DELAY)

PERCENTAGE OF 
CASES IN JUDICIAL 

DELAY AT THIS 
STAGE

Total

San Pedro 
Sula

Tegucigalpa

143 100% 11 5 3%

6%

1%

4

1

19

5

44%

56%

63

80

PERCENTAGE 
OF CASES 
FROM THE 

TOTAL

EXTORTION 
COURT

AVERAGE 
NUMBER OF 

DAYS

NUMBER OF 
CASES

CASES WHERE THE 
INITIAL HEARING WAS 
MORE THAN SIX DAYS 

AFTER THE 
DEFENDANT 
STATEMENT 

(CASES IN JUDICIAL DELAY)

PERCENTAGE OF 
CASES IN JUDICIAL 

DELAY AFTER 6 
DAYS
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TIME BETWEEN THE INITIAL HEARING AND THE PRELIMINARY HEARING
Of the 147 cases, only 3365 had the relevant dates recorded to measure the time between the 
Initial Hearing and the Preliminary Hearing. This is because many of the cases were still being 
processed at the time we collected the data. For this reason, our analysis is based on these 33 
cases. 

In accordance with Article 300 of the Criminal Procedure Code, the preliminary hearing must 
take place within 15 days of an indictment being signed for ‘less serious’ crimes, 30 days for 
‘more serious’ crimes, with a 20-day extension granted for crimes of ‘exceptional complexity’.

We measure cases where the time between the initial hearing to the preliminary hearing is more 
than 15 days to be in judicial delay. We can see that at this stage of the process, the majority of 
cases are delayed. The average number of days taken for this part of the process is 41 days in 

30-day limit stipulated by law for more serious crimes.  

TABLE 11: TIME BETWEEN THE INITIAL HEARING TO PRELIMINARY HEARING

TOTAL CASES IN JUDICIAL DELAY
Overall, 36 cases were in delay at some point in the process and three cases were delayed in 
multiple stages of the process. Out of the 147 cases we reviewed, this equates to 24% of cases 
in some form of delay and in breach of legal time frames. It is worth noting that the highest 
proportion of delays is found between the stages of the Initial Hearing and the Preliminary 
Hearing where 91% of the cases were delayed in the 33 case sample. 

65 Five had neither date, 110 had a date for the initial hearing, but not for the preliminary hearing, and one was erroneous because it had a preliminary 

hearing date that preceded the initial hearing.

Total

San Pedro 
Sula

Tegucigalpa

33 100% 49 30 91%

80%

93%

4

26

94

41

15%

85%

5

28

PERCENTAGE 
OF CASES 
FROM THE 

TOTAL

EXTORTION 
COURT

AVERAGE 
NUMBER OF 

DAYS
NUMBER OF 

CASES

CASES WHERE THE 
PRELIMINARY 

HEARING WAS MORE 
THAN 15 DAYS AFTER 
THE INITIAL HEARING

(CASES IN JUDICIAL DELAY)

PERCENTAGE OF 
CASES IN JUDICIAL 

DELAY AFTER 15 
DAYS
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TABLE 12: TOTAL CASES IN JUDICIAL DELAY

THE COURT CASE IN SPS
During our investigation, we observed that the Extortion Court in San Pedro Sula was facing 
serious challenges to its proper functioning. When our team of investigators arrived in April 
2022, the Extortion Court was actually lacking a judge. The judge who had been working there 
was taking time off work since January due to stress. According to the staff, the judge had been 
overworked for years and the court had a growing backlog of pending cases since it began 
operating in 2018. Having no judge, the court was depending on visiting judges from the 
Criminal Court to hold the different hearings and statements. However, these judges had their 
own workload and did not have the time to run the Extortion Court’s prosecutions full-time. 
There were only three staff members working in the court when we visited. 

Given this precarious situation at the Court, we organized a meeting with the President of the 
Supreme Court of Justice, Rolando Argueta to discuss the San Pedro Sula Extortion Court. We 

after our meeting with Justice Argueta, we received the news from the court in San Pedro Sula 
that the new judge had arrived. Justice Argueta also reported that the San Pedro Sula Court was 
going to start the process to appoint an additional judge in July so that the court would have 
two judges. 

In summary, we observe that the creation of Extortion Courts has coincided with a doubling of 
extortion cases prosecuted in the country. Cases seem to move through these courts faster 
than the ordinary judicial system. A previous investigation by ASJ documented that 24% of the 
cases of the Extortion Courts were in judicial delay, compared to 86% of the cases of the 
Criminal Court of First Instance of Tegucigalpa. While the Extortion Courts do appear to be 

improvements to reduce the number of cases in judicial delay in the future. 

EXTORTION COURT NUMBER OF CASES PERCENTAGE OF THE 
147 CASES ANALYZED

Total

San Pedro Sula

Tegucigalpa

36

9

27

24%

6%

18%
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It is particularly important to build the capacity of the extortion courts given that 99% of 
extortion is not reported: an estimated 206,623 households are affected by extortion in 2022 but 
on average, only 461 cases enter the courts each year. Even a marginal increase in reporting 
rates could quickly lead to a surge in cases being opened. It is clear that for the Honduran state 
to meaningfully tackle extortion, the capacity to investigate and prosecute extortionists needs to 

THE STATE OF THE PENITENTIARY SYSTEM: THE 
CASE OF THE “EL POZO” PRISON IN ILAMA

The prison system contains those convicted and prosecuted for the crime of extortion but 
historically, these centers seem to have offered gangs more protection than punishment. El 
Tiempo reported in 2016 that an estimated 80% of extortion calls came from prisons. In this 
section, we describe “El Pozo” in Ilama, Santa Bárbara, a penitential center that we visited to 
interview those convicted of extortion.

ILLUSTRATION 16: PRISON POPULATION STATISTICS

When construction of the Ilama Penitentiary Center began in 2014, it was meant to mark a shift 
in the way prisons had previously been built and managed. In 2014 the prison system of 
Honduras was broken: prisons were controlled by inmates, they were overcrowded, there were 
frequent riots and massacres and there were no controls to prevent the continuation of criminal 
acts from being committed from inside the prisons (El Tiempo, 2016). The Ilama prison was 
meant to be the start of a new era. According to the plan announced by the previous 
administration, Honduras would come to have an “orderly” prison system, with strict security 
measures […]” where the authorities were in control (La Prensa, 2017). In 2022, there still seems 
to be a long way to go to achieve this vision. 

Maximum Security: 77 

Minimum Security: 578

Still Processing: 874

Total: 1,529

Capacity: 1450

Over capacity level: 5%

Percentage of prisoners 
without convictions: 57%
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When we made a visit to the Ilama Prison in April 2022, there were a total of 1,529 prisoners. Of 
these, 874 were in the “prosecuted” category, which means that they had not yet received a 
conviction: the majority of prisoners, 57% of those detained in the prison, were awaiting trial. 
These people were locked up alongside gang members and other criminals.  

According to data from the National Penitentiary Institute, the Ilama Prison had a capacity of 
1,450 inmates in 2019 (OMCT, 2019). With 1,529 prisoners in 2022, this means that the center 
had a population 5% greater than its capacity. In terms of a Latin American and Honduran 
context, this is a relatively low overpopulation rate. For comparison, the El Progreso Penitentiary 
Center, Yoro has been known to have overpopulation rates in excess of 408%66 (OMCT, 2019).

ILLUSTRATION 17: PHOTO OF THE EL POZO PRISON IN ILAMA, SANTA BÁRBARA 

 Source: La Prensa 2021

From the outside, the security systems seem impressive. The center is surrounded by fences 
and watch towers. To enter you have to pass through several control gates, including the last 
checkpoint, where visitors and objects are screened. According to a report by the National 
Committee for the Prevention of Torture, Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment (CONAPREV), 

(CONAPREV, 2019). During our interview in 2022, the deputy director of the center told us that 

and collusion between prison security staff and criminals.

However, severe weaknesses persist in the management of the prison. This was evidenced in 
2019 with the murder of Magdaleno Meza. Meza was a convicted drug tr

66 It had 610 inmates for a capacity of 120.
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accounting books had been key to the conviction of Tony Hernández, brother of former 

United States, convicted, and given a life sentence and earlier this year, Juan Orlando Hernández 

to an InSight Crime article, the ledgers included in Meza’s account books included the letters 
J.O.H., the initials of Juan Orlando Hernández (InSight Crime, 2019). The murder of Magealeno 
Meza was recorded by security cameras and circulated massively on social networks. This 
event showed that despite the high levels of security, criminal groups still had the capacity and 
resources to commit planned homicides within the prison (El Heraldo, 2019).

During our visit, we observed several weaknesses in the management of the center:

prison. 
modules of the prison that contain the cells. This in effect creates a gang-managed jail within 
the jail. There are two main modules of the prison: a module for MS-13 members and a module 
for Barrio 18 members. The two modules are divided by a highly secured section keeping the 
two gang-run modules apart.

Second, rehabilitation initiatives have been abandoned. The carpentry workshop has become a 
cell for those who have wanted to escape the MS-13 and Barrio-18 modules. As a result, 
prisoners are not developing skills or preparing for life after release. This makes the risk of 

by a gang, and are not developing any practical skills.

Third, there is no separation between those who are in the process of being prosecuted (but 
don’t have a conviction) and those who have received a conviction. This was also highlighted in 
CONAPREV’s 2019 report. As a result, people who may be innocent are being forced to live in 
areas under the control of gangs which can put their safety in danger. 

Fourth, each gang has a certain number of “coordinators’’ who have undue control over other 
prisoners. One of the forms of control they exercise was expressed by the deputy director of the 
center: “When a prisoner comes to the clinic for a medical appointment, he comes handcuffed 
with a gang coordinator to ensure that the prisoner does not talk to the authorities. This setup 
grants legitimacy to the criminal structure and makes it impossible for inmates to alert the 
authorities about the conditions they face in the prison including risks to their safety and any 

also makes it almost impossible to leave the gang while in jail. “What is inside the modules is 
theirs. “We lock the outside (of the module) … and they lock the inside with a padlock,” added 
the deputy director of the Penal Center.
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Fifth, the prison administration runs the risk of creating new gang members, due to the lack of 
separation. 
to place people who are not necessarily members of a gang in a module belonging to a gang. 
This puts the lives of these people at immense risk since the opposing gang will see them as 

” said 
the deputy director, referring to the fact that these people will often be forced to join a gang as a 

they had received several people in their module who were not gang members, but later had to 
become part of their “family.”

Sixth, corruption, collusion, or weak control of the prison administration has allowed the gangs 
to bring in weapons, telephones, and other objects inside the modules. Prisoners routinely 
show they are able to conduct criminal activity from within the prisons. We have not found 
evaluations of the scope of the phenomenon currently, but in 2016, the commander of the 
National Inter-institutional Security Force (FUSINA) said that “80 percent of the extortion calls 
being made to private companies, private vehicles, urban transport buses, and interurban as well 
as (multiple homicides) have been ordered from the penal centers” (El Heraldo, 2016). We do 
not know the methodology used to make this estimate, but there are reports on this 
phenomenon in Guatemala that show similar numbers: A 2019 investigation there found that 
half of the country’s extortion calls came from a single prison facility (Studdert-Kennedy, 2019).

ILLUSTRATION 18: INTERIOR OF A PENITENTIARY CENTER

Source: CESPAD, 2019

Although the telephone signals at the Ilama prison have been blocked, the prisoners have 
allegedly found ways to introduce devices to access the internet and communicate. When asked 
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have tried several times but that the prisoners are too good at hiding and smuggling contraband 
objects. The situation is perplexing and dangerous. Criminal groups within prisons seem 
perfectly able to smuggle in communications equipment and weapons. We believe that if there 

prisons. 

As part of a plan to demilitarize society put forward by the new government of Xiomara Castro, 
the administration of the penal center passed to the National Police control on June 6, 2022 
(HCH, 2022). This could be an opportunity to reassess the practices and conditions within the 
penal center to make prisons safer, reduce the control of the gangs inside the center and 
improve conditions for all prisoners. 
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Panorama:

Evolution of the State Response and Main 
Challenges

The following chart summarizes some of the main steps taken by the state to respond to 
extortion in the country. Tackling extortion seems to have been a priority area evidenced by the 
large amounts of money allocated to the creation of agencies, courts, and penal centers. 

ILLUSTRATION 19: EVOLUTION OF THE STATE RESPONSE

Despite all these initiatives, there are still great challenges that need to be tackled to increase 
the effectiveness of the state’s response to extortion. Although there has been an increase in 
the number of extortion cases prosecuted, reaching an average of 461 cases per year, these 
continue to represent only a small fraction of the extortion cases that occur in the country. The 
FNAMP has been key to this increase in prosecution and the interviewed victims who have 

single research methodology limits their effectiveness. 

Sentencing range 
increases up to 15-20 
years with added fines 
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(2017)
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FNAMP 
(2018)

Anti-extortion court 
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San Pedro Sula 
(2018)
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and the FNAMP passes 

from the Armed Services 
PNH

(2022)
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The Extortion Courts generally operate relatively well with only 24% of their cases in judicial 
delay, compared to 86% in the Criminal Court of First Instance of Tegucigalpa, but there is still 
room for improvements in the speed with which cases are prosecuted.  Another big challenge in 

center in Ilama, the gangs continue to exercise an immense level of control that allows criminal 
structures to consolidate, grow bigger and even run extortion operations from within the prison.

We summarize the most pressing challenges in the following table. The transfer of command 
from the FNAMP to the National Police and the development of DIPAMPCO present a good 
opportunity to review the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for the state’s response to 
combat extortion. 

ILLUSTRATION 20: CHALLENGES BY INSTITUTION

• Excessive dependence on a single 
methodology limits their ability to 
prosecute cases of new extortion 
trends. This includes all cases 
where the payment is not made in 
cash

• Limited capacity to investigate 
extortion where no complaint is 
made

• Limited ability to ‘follow the money’ 
to capture those involved with plan-
ning extortion, not just collecting the 
payments

• Change of command to the National 
police - an opportunity, but also a 
challenge in that this looks likely to 
involve a reduction in personnel

• Lack of capacity to investigate 
cases of extortion planned and 
executed from prisons

• Weak control by the prison 
administration results in a high 
level of control by criminal 
structures within the prisons 

• Division of modules by gang and a 
lack of separation of defendants 
and people who do not belong to 
gangs pushes prisoners into 
criminal structures

• Rehabilitation initiatives have been 
abandoned and should be 
restarted

• Prisoners have shown a high ability 
to smuggle goods into the prison. 
They can still commit acts of 
extortion from prison through 
access to WiFi modems

• A number of cases are in judicial 
delay and are breaking legally 
defined deadlines. There is a 
pressing need to speed up the 
functioning of the court system to 
be able to deal with extortion 
cases more quickly and to comply 
with legally binding deadlines

• On average in San Pedro Sula, 10 
days pass between the arrest of a 
detainee and the declaration of the 
accused in the Extortion Court. The 
law establishes a maximum of 24 
hours and only in justified cases 
can the term be extended 

FNAMP

The Courts

The 
Penitenciary
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CONCLUSIONS

Extortion remains an extremely large social and economic problem. Extortion affects 9% of 
Honduran households and 99% of cases never get reported.

Extortion has also become more sophisticated. Victim and police testimonies reveal new trends 
in the form of extortion including the use of bank deposits and digital payment systems. There 

washes. These new schemes also blur the lines between who is a victim and who is an 
extortionist. Extortion is sometimes enabled by collaborators and third parties who are 
occasionally forced into taking part in extortion schemes or are participating without their 
knowledge either by moving cash or receiving funds. All these trends make extortion more 

The traditional view is that gangs, particularly the large gangs of MS-13 and Barrio 18 are the 
masterminds behind most of the extortion in the country. This idea appears to be mostly 
accurate, our review of court records showed that 97% of those charged were allegedly gang-

ver, we 
have also documented cases of impersonators and acquaintances of victims taking part in 

antage of their 
position to create their own extortion schemes. One of the most surprising elements we 
documented is how MS-13 appears to be stepping back from its extortion activities. 

The question that follows is how has the state responded to extortion and how should it tackle 
extortion in the future. In 2012, several tough-on-crime initiatives were introduced designed to 
combat extortion. These included longer sentences, specialized prosecution authorities, the 
introduction of the Anti-Extortion Circuit, and Maximum Security Prison Centers. Some of these 
efforts seem to be working. The state’s ability to take meaningful steps to counter gangs was 
demonstrated during Operation Avalanche, which led to the arrest of many high-ranking 

We have also found that the FNAMP is a trusted institution by people who have reported to 
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them and that they tend to be very effective in stopping the people who threaten and collect 
extortion money. However, there are weaknesses: the FNAMP relies on one research 
methodology which leaves them unable to tackle new extortion trends. They also tend to arrest 
money collectors rather than the intellectual leaders of extortion schemes. 

Another big challenge is the administration of prisons which are epicenters for gangs and 

by the gangs. Gangs seem to exert control over almost all areas of prison life from setting 
prison rules to having economic contracts with prisons including having the gang supply prisons 
with food and cleaning supplies. The lack of control of penal centers feeds the gangs and 
allows members to extort inside the prisons with impunity. Several victims and the deputy 

out extortion using internet-based messaging and calling services allowing them to bypass 
limitations by the use of telephone signal blockers within the prison walls. 

There are several lines of research that should continue to be explored: Access to and quality of 
public data remains a major challenge and other studies could continue to consolidate, 

topic of interest that also requires follow-up is the changing role of MS-13 in extortion. This 

studies could investigate the cases where MS-13 seems to have continued extortion to try and 
understand why there’s a disconnect between what is reported by our interviewees and what is 

Finally, there is scope for further study to understand the effects of the transition from the 
FNAMP to DIPAMPCO. The new government and the new institutional changes provide an 

reformed. In the next section, we will present six recommendations that can guide efforts to 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

TABLE 13: RECOMMENDATIONS

 

DIVERSIFY AND STRENGTHEN CAPABILITIES FOR THE INVESTIGATION 
OF EXTORTION

• Develop strategies for investigation and prosecution of extortion cases 
where payment is made by deposit, electronic bank transfer, or mobile wallet
• Apply the “follow the money” investigative approach, which may include 

activity.
• Design good data processes and data management systems. Make use of 
information collected from previous cases and investigations (including case 
notes, data from telephones seized, wiretapping, previous seizures, and 
interviews with extortionists).
• Consider the use of new technologies such as body cameras or GPS to 
increase evidence collection during the controlled money deliveries and the 

detention of suspected extortionists. It should be noted that these technologies may 

to review the extra evidence collected. 

LEARN FROM THE EXPERIENCES OF THE FNAMP IN THE CREATION OF DIPAMPCO 
MAINTAINING WHAT IS GOOD AND REFORMING WHAT IS LACKING

• Maintain the ability to perform controlled deliveries of cash bills with 
recorded serial numbers. This only works against one type of extortion 
method but it’s highly effective at tackling this form of extortion.

• 
was generated in the FNAMP by victims because of their discreet 
methods of operation. 

• Consider changing the uniforms used by the FNAMP as the current 
uniforms have been tarnished by the association with several scandals: 
gangs seem to have access to FNAMP uniforms and have committed 
murders dressed as FNAMP agents. Investigate how gangs are obtaining the uniforms.
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ANALYZE AND ADDRESS WEAKNESSES IN THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK
• Reconsider the penalties for extortion. Make sure penalties in terms of 

• Ensure that the burden of proof for the crime of extortion allows 
prosecution of cases with new extortion trends, including use of 

services.

INCREASE AND FORMALIZE INTELLIGENCE SHARING SYSTEM WITH OTHER STATE 
INSTITUTIONS TO IMPROVE INVESTIGATIVE CAPABILITIES

• Make shared databases that are accessible by DIPAMCO, ATIC, 
and the National Police.

• Consider creating communication links and routine meetings 
between institutions to identify criminal trends and discuss 
methods for how to tackle them.

• Consider streamlining procedures for accessing information 
related to bank accounts of suspected extortionists. This will 
reduce the barriers in terms of time and resources that the police 
must expend to access relevant information related to suspicious 
transactions and accounts. 

 ADDRESS SECURITY GAPS AND DEVELOP STRATEGIES TO REFORM PRISONS TO 
REDUCE STRENGTH OF GANG STRUCTURES

• 
modems, and other prohibited objects being used by prisoners. 
• Abandon the practice of allowing gang “coordinators” to have control 
over other inmates. 
• 
avoid them having to become gang members while in prison.  
• In the long term, develop a strategic plan to move away from 
assigning cells based on gang membership. 

STRENGTHEN THE QUALITY AND LEVEL OF DETAIL IN THE DATA AND STATISTICS ON 
EXTORTION TO ALLOW FURTHER ANALYSIS

• Design a system that allows more data on extortion victims to 
be recorded in a manner consistent with the best witness protection 
practices. This may include information on gender and age, but also 
statistics on extortion perpetrators, the amounts demanded, and the 
forms and places of payment. 
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