
  
  
13 March 2018 
  
Dear Mr. Manning, 
  
This letter is in response to your request for my opinion on the MS13 and its impact in Honduras 
on civic and social life. You asked me to answer the following questions: 
  
(1)  As it relates to the MS13’s use of violence, what is the purpose behind MS13’s recruitment 
and extortion activities, and how do those activities impact the areas where they are undertaken?   
  
(2)  How does the Honduran government view and interact with the MS13 at a local and national 
level? 
  
The following analysis expresses my opinion on these matters. 
  
I am a social scientist currently conducting in-depth field research in Honduras and El Salvador 
on the gang phenomena, its origins, its impacts, and adaptations. Through May 2018, I am also a 
consultant to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center of the Norwegian Refugee Council on 
their internal displacement project in the Northern Triangle of El Salvador, Guatemala and 
Honduras, funded by the United States Department of State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, 
and Migration (PRM). Since 2013, I have worked on the ground in Central America using 
complex empirical analytics, direct observation and qualitative interviewing to map patterns of 
gang activity and its social, cultural and security implications. I created the first of its kind 
dataset for El Salvador of: (1) rape and homicide incidents by sex and municipality, (2) 
systematic searches of the Salvadoran press by neighborhood and municipality, (3) layered with 
qualitative in-country interviews of hundreds of civilians and officials, occurring and measurable 
at the street level that provides, for the first time, clarity on how and why gang violence occurs 
across the country. With 2016 to 2017 US Fulbright recipient to Honduras, Marna Shorack (who 
assisted in the preparation of this report), I am replicating this study design in Honduras on the 
project now under way. 
 
I hold a Master of Science from the University of Oxford in Oxford, England in Refugee and 
Forced Migration Studies (2011) and a Bachelor of Arts from the University of Texas (2007) in 
government and humanities. I am the author of and contributor to numerous publications 
respecting Central America and the gang phenomena. I conducted field interviews for the United 
Nation’s path-breaking report, Women on the Run (2015) and InSight Crime, a collaboration of 
American University studying security and crime in Central America and Mexico.  
  



1.     Violence & Social Control   
  
My research and studies clearly demonstrate that a person, such as a youth who has displayed 
disloyalty to the MS13 by refusing to join the gang, a person who has refused to make renta 
payments, or a person who used public authorities such as the police (by filing a police report or 
seeking State intervention) are, in the ordinary course of MS13 clique operations, subjected to a 
brutally violent response. Among the three most common rules that MS13 establishes for its 
neighborhood residents thus far recorded in interviews are to: respect them [the mara], not cause 
problems [relajo], and report only to them. 
 
In Honduras, the MS13 is widely-considered to be a social organization centered around political 
and criminal objectives. It operates throughout the country with a particularly strong and 
organized presence in low-income, urban areas – which is where the vast majority of the 
Honduran population lives. Since it was founded in Los Angeles, California in the 1980s, the 
MS13 has expanded its organizational clique structure and power base throughout Central 
America. Adapted in a violent setting with historically and ongoing, repressive State actions, to 
the extent the State had or has any presence at all, the MS13 also uses rule by violence principles 
to manage its members, enforce cohesion, and its external relations. Central to its emphasis on 
cohesion and rule by violence, the MS13 requires clean demarcations between supporters and 
enemies. 
  
In Honduras, like elsewhere in Central America, the MS13 uses rule by violence principles to 
enforce its cohesion. A major reason for this is that the State, to the extent it has been present in 
their communities historically and currently, has used rule by violence principles, so that gang 
members have only seen this model of governance. Similar in concept to the rule of law – 
whereby the law is the guiding principle and all persons are subject to the law – the MS13 
operates through a rule by violence system such that all persons are subject to violence and often 
extreme violence. The type and scope of violence is measured against the person’s role in 
relation to the MS13. Violence can range in type and scope from initiatory beatings and assaults 
to extended torture or death. 
 
In Honduras, each municipality is unevenly divided into neighborhoods. Covering the most area 
are aldeas, which are subdivided into barrios, cantones and colonias, then further split into 
caserios, lotificaciones and urbanizaciones. Just as certain municipalities within particular 
departments are consistently and especially deadly, while others may register few murders, so 
too are neighborhoods within municipalities varying in their violence levels. Homicides are the 
easiest to document, but disappearances and rapes could occur as often or even more frequently. 
Problematically, these latter two crimes are particularly difficult to fully document. 
  



The MS13 controls its territory at neighborhood levels. It particularly prioritizes public spaces, 
like markets, public transport, schools, and prisons. The MS13 asserts its control by marking the 
areas with graffiti, levying “taxes” against residents who live within and travel through their 
territory called renta or impuesto de guerra, and enforcing their rules against those who do not 
respect their control. It also recruits members, both to perform daily operations and to invest 
families in their survival. If a resident refuses to join the gang after being ordered to do so, the 
MS13 views the refusal as repudiation of their power and authority. The refusal to join can also 
be viewed by the gang as a determination of both the individual’s and family’s and friends’ 
affiliation with a rival gang.  
  
Geographically-controlled territory is necessary for the MS13’s survival. In territory it controls, 
the MS13 can find haven, commit crimes with impunity, and store illicit goods obtained from 
crimes to either use or sell. They seek to ensure that residents who live in a controlled territory 
are working with them or afraid of them. 
  
To maintain and expand its power, the MS13 uses acts of violence and expressions of social 
control. The MS13 often uses a categorical lens to demarcate people as loyal or disloyal. All 
Barrio 18 members, for example, and its supporters are defined as enemies. In fact, MS13’s 
hatred of the Barrio 18 is one of the defining elements of the MS13. Any person who 
affirmatively self identifies as a Barrio 18 supporter is considered to be an enemy.  
 
Persons who do not explicitly identify themselves as disloyal to the MS13 are still subject to 
loyalty categorization. The extraction of renta is a form of social control, because it is a rule that 
is enforced by violence. The MS13 sees itself as a family in the neighborhood it controls, and 
while its members are the leaders of the family, it – in its own way, often contextualized by 
abuse endured in the home and by State authorities throughout the life course – seeks to protect 
all its members (i.e., those living in “the family’s” neighborhood). The MS13 believes that in 
return for renta, it is benevolently providing protection to family or neighborhood members. At 
the same time, the MS13 uses renta to control the populace in two ways. Principally, renta 
extraction demarcates loyalty and obedience to the “family” or neighborhood. A person’s 
cooperation (or resistance) in renta payments indicates whether the person is loyal to the MS13 
(and as perceived by the MS13, the broader “family” and neighborhood). It is a simple social 
control mechanism that quickly surfaces resistance. A person who resists by slow paying, down 
paying, or not paying, is plainly (in the view of the MS13 clique) disloyal to them, the family 
and the neighborhood the MS13 seeks to protect. Thus, that person has not only offended the 
MS13 but also the entire neighborhood and is thus additionally seen as a danger against which 
others need to be protected. Secondarily, renta extraction economically supports the MS13, 
including its ability to levy and collect renta and continue protecting its family and 
neighborhood. The MS13’s cliques have a close understanding of earnings and income of the 



population that live within its geographically-controlled spaces. Renta is roughly calibrated to 
cause economic pain, but not collapse, to the controlled populace.  
 
Rape is another example of MS13’s social control that disproportionately impact girls and 
women but is also levied against boys and men. International courts have found that rape 
constitutes torture, and it is known that rape was used as a torture method by the State during the 
1980s, when despite no declaration of civil war (like in neighboring El Salvador, Guatemala and 
Nicaragua), more than 10,000 individuals were disappeared or murdered in Honduras. Rape 
continues to be used in this way today. Then by the State, and now by gangs, through rape, gangs 
seek to assert their control over territory through the systematic rape of those in non-dominant 
gender roles: females and males they perceive to be attracted to males. In showing their control 
of the individual’s body, they implicitly seek to show their control of everything else dear to the 
individual and her or his household and to break their resistance to them.  
 
Recruitment is another example of a MS13 social control mechanism. In real terms, forcible 
recruitment is not operationally required in order for the MS13 to fill and replenish its ranks. The 
MS13 has little trouble in keeping its ranks filled and expanding because of its ability at the 
street-level to enforce its rules by extreme violence, making it incredibly powerful. The 
predominant amount of recruitment though takes place under duress. Some believe “willing” 
recruits exist, saying these children are eager to join the gang because of their perception of what 
the MS13 can provide. In my research, these so-called “willing recruits” have often been subject 
to extreme and ongoing abuse or neglect in their homes and communities, often by both private 
actors, such as their adoptive or biological relatives, and public actors, like police or soldiers. 
Thus, they see the gang as an avenue to obtaining basic human dignity and respect for the first 
time in their lives but also perceive in the gang a sense of belonging and family; a sense of 
protection and security from violent homes and communities, State authorities and rival gang 
members; and a paying job in areas that offer few, particularly for young people from these 
stigmatized neighborhoods.  
 
Recruitment under duress, like renta, takes place in the geographically-controlled area of the 
MS13 clique and is directed at unaffiliated youth as means to demonstrate its own power over 
the populace and to identify loyalty to the MS13. The MS13 prefers that each household in its 
neighborhood has at least one member affiliated to the gang, because it increases the likelihood 
that all household members will be loyal to the gang. This is so, because rather than just 
betraying the gang, household members going against gang demands from that point would also 
be betraying their own biological family. The MS13 essentially presents unaffiliated youth with 
an option: admit loyalty by joining under duress or admit disloyalty by refusing. The act of 
refusing in the face of the MS13 threat of violence is extremely difficult for Honduran youth and 
has implications for their entire household. Once an unaffiliated youth is tagged by an MS13 
clique, the youth and her or his household have few alternatives to avoid becoming an initiate. A 



youth can attempt to slow the process or flee the country. A youth can attempt to slow the 
initiation process by agreeing to join and staying in a low level, loose affiliation with the clique 
for as long as possible. A youth can remain mute during the recruitment encounters to delay the 
beginning of the initiation process. None of these alternatives represent any meaningful manner 
of avoiding declaring oneself – and through association, one’s household –  loyal or disloyal, 
because the delay is only temporary. Eventually, the youth will need to declare himself or 
herself. It is rare that a youth would affirmatively deny joining, because doing so is understood to 
be a declaration of disloyalty to the MS13. This is part of why the recruitment mechanism 
functions so well as a means of social control. It leaves no realistic options for the youth.            
 
The MS13 in Honduras is brutal in its response to those who disrespect it and their relatives. 
Someone who refuses to join or rejoin the gang, who reports the gang, who does not submit to 
the gang’s demands, who harms the gang, who leaves the gang, or who continually fails to pay 
the gang (even if it is because s/he cannot do so) might be offered the option of leaving the 
neighborhood in a certain period of time, being tortured or being killed. Or, s/he may just be 
killed. Within this context, the National Autonomous University’s Violence Observatory 
(UNAH-IUDPAS) found that from 2011 to 2015, between 69 and 85 percent of homicides with a 
motive documented were targeted killings. 
 
Internal flight within Honduras into another clique-controlled area is dangerous, because it 
demonstrates disloyalty. Internal flight into an area controlled by a rival gang is equally 
dangerous, because the controlling gang will perceive the youth as an MS13-affiliated enemy. 
 
Suppressing State-intervention by controlling the populace through its lens of loyalty, the MS13 
(and its rivals, among them the Barrio 18) employ effective public messaging campaigns to 
communicate. A common graffiti message placed in highly visible and trafficked places in gang-
controlled neighborhoods is: “ver, oir y callar [see, hear and shut up].” Gangs employ 
“collaborating” community members, including children, at “posts” throughout the 
neighborhood to watch who comes and goes from offices of the authorities, crime scenes, 
neighborhood entrances, neighborhood exits and other key parts of the neighborhood. Through 
their own or collaborators’ observation and information, gangs follow up to obtain the name, 
address and phone numbers of those who witness or report crimes, are visiting or have visitors, 
and which residents associate or are related to others. Gangs additionally attend the funerals of 
their victims and communicate with relatives that they will be the next victims, if they report the 
crime. As a social control mechanism, the gangs’ approach is highly effective. For example, in 
the municipality of San Pedro Sula, the police received 188 reports of “bodily harm” in 2011, 
145 in 2012, 40 in 2013, 36 in 2014 and 181 in 2015, but the forensic body there did exams for 
1,870 bodily harm cases in 2011, 1,957 in 2012, 1,967 in 2013, 1,433 in 2014 and 1,932 in 2015, 
meaning that even among the limited number of cases that made it to the authorities, only 
between two and 10 percent made it to the police reporting stage. Similarly, police in San Pedro 



Sula registered two rapes in 2013, two rapes in 2014, none in 2015, and one in 2016 for the 
municipality, while also registering three abortions in 2013, six abortions in 2014, five in 2015, 
and six in 2016. UNAH-IUDPAS, however, found that 435 persons presented themselves for 
medical exams required of sexual crimes in 2011, 329 in 2012, 450 in 2013, 270 in 2014, and 
433 in 2015. If all persons who presented themselves for the sexual crimes forensic exam had 
been raped, less than 0.35 percent of the victims went to the police. 
 
2.     Government Response to the MS13 
 
The Honduran government is aware of the problem of the MS13, but has not taken the necessary, 
accompanying institutional, social or cultural changes to address it. The State has largely been 
unable to effectively control the MS13, and in many instances, has been complicit or even active 
in its spread around the country. My findings plainly indicate that the MS13 as part of the gang 
phenomena is largely uncontrolled in Honduras, because the government, first and foremost, 
lacks willingness because of endemic and widespread corruption at every level of government, 
including the highest levels of government. 
 
Police collaborate with organized crime and engage in criminal activity. In July 2011, then-Vice 
President of Honduras’ Congress, Marvin Ponce, speculated that 40 percent of the police force 
had ties to organized crime, a claim which Honduras’ Human Rights Commissioner echoed in 
November 2011. In 2013, a commission tasked with cleaning up the police wrote that as much as 
70 percent of Honduras’ police force is “beyond saving.” In 2012, police were accused of 
extortion, drug trafficking and murder for hire on numerous occasions. Fox writes that “police 
are deeply embedded in the very criminal structures they are tasked with dismantling.” On 5 June 
2013, Honduras’ entire investigative police unit of 1,400 (just over 10 percent of the nation’s 
force) was suspended because of alleged corruption and ties to organized crime. The article 
continues that investigators leaked investigation information to organized crime groups and 
planned crimes from their police offices. Honduras’ Congress has passed numerous pieces of 
legislation to combat corruption, by requiring extensive vetting of current and new security 
forces by a new organization, the Directorate for Police Career Investigation and Evaluation 
(DIECP). However, the program’s director, Eduardo Villanueva, admitted in 2013 that only 
1,200 of the nation’s roughly 11,000 members had been vetted; the 230 who failed the test were 
still employed; and high-level officials did not have to take the confidence tests. In 2012, the 
United States refused to release any money to the Chief of Honduras’ National Police, Juan 
Carlos Bonilla or anyone under him, and still continues to withhold 20 percent of the nation’s 
funding because of rampant human rights abuses among the police and military. For example, 
several news sources have reported that some police have death squads that execute suspected 
cartel or gang members without trial or jury. These abuses have especially increased in the 
period following 2017’s departmental and presidential elections. 
 



Soldiers also collaborate with gangs and engage in criminal activity. Associate Director of the 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars’ Latin America Program, Eric Olson, 
traveled to Honduras in June 2013 and met with the national Minister of Security. The Minister 
told him that 400 people were on his payroll that do not exist, and 162 of the ministry’s vehicles 
had disappeared. While in Honduras in December 2014, I met with two representatives of the 
Latin American Working Group investigating human rights abuses in Honduras, one who has 
been investigating such abuses for over two decades now. They resoundingly found a 
deterioration – not improvement – among the nation’s security forces. The nation’s Attorney 
General was suspended because of suspected ties to organized crime. The Security Minister has 
changed three times in the past four years, each time because of corruption and human rights 
concerns. 
 
The Honduran government additionally lacks capacity, given its limited resources and in spite of 
persistent international support – including support from the United States and Europe. The 
police force has around 14,000 agents, and the military has approximately 12,000 agents. The 
police and military combined are outnumbered by private security guards, which number 
approximately 29,000. Police, military and private security combined is outnumbered by 
organized crime in manpower and network. Thus, security forces are limited in what they can do 
to help, when willingness is present. Those I interviewed while in Honduras and for the UNHCR 
report indicated that the most they could expect is for the police to guard their door while they 
packed their things to flee their homes. More often, authorities would not even take their reports. 
 
Likewise, reform efforts that manage to pass into law repeatedly fail within a short period of 
time or do not manage to receive funding allocations in the budget over the long term. In this 
way, Honduras’ de jure and de facto realities are distinct. Everyone I met in Honduras in October 
2013, again in July 2014, and again in December 2014, stated that the current legislation and 
initiatives to fight crime and poverty are “más hojas que tamales,” – essentially, more fluff than 
substance. For example, in November 2011, Honduras’ Congress created DIECP to replace the 
ineffective and underfunded Internal Affairs unit of the National Police. DIECP was assigned 
with investigating crimes and misconduct among police, evaluating personnel, and weeding out 
corruption. In the public, Congress and the Lobo Administration promoted the importance of 
DIECP, but then they did not allocate the resources needed to perform the work, resulting in the 
aforementioned lack of performance. In April 2013, Attorney General Luis Alberto Rubi 
announced that the police investigative unit (DNIC), which had all of its members suspended in 
June 2013, did not have the capacity to investigate more than 20 percent of the homicide cases 
they received. This is typical of the legislative realities in other realms.  For example, Honduras’ 
child protection laws and LGBTQI laws are progressive, but neither are funded or operational 
based upon what I have seen and heard from government officials themselves working in these 
areas. This was equally the case with access to public information laws. 
 



For these reasons, few residents feel that they can report crimes committed against them or their 
loved ones or, that if they report crimes, any justice would result. The reasons for not reporting 
crime are multifold, including: (a) known cases like those referenced previously in which corrupt 
police or military officers are working with the gangs, leading citizens to think “police and gangs 
are the same;” (b) the police or military are at times the perpetrators of abuse, as previously 
described; (c) known cases of calling the police, and the police not arriving because of inability, 
unwillingness or fear; (d) known cases of calling the police, making the report, and nothing 
resulting, as indicated by the 96 to 98 percent impunity rates for homicide and rape, or the 
perpetrator being released within 48 hours; (e) knowledge that gangs employ children and other 
community members to watch who comes and goes from the police station, the criminal 
prosecutor’s offices and attorney general’s offices to report crimes; and (f) known cases of 
making the report and then receiving increased threats that sometimes escalate to rape, 
disappearance and murder and nearly always results in having to flee. Their reasoning is valid, as 
it documented that authorities in Honduras rarely take reports, do investigations, and or get 
convictions in the most serious crimes of homicide and rape. This dynamic is an additional 
strong indicator that the State is either unable through limited resources or unwilling because of 
corruption and threats to protect its citizens. As such, the State has de facto relinquished its role 
as protector and enforcer of law, instead letting those who commit crimes enforce their own 
rules. 
 
I appreciate the opportunity to share these findings with you.  Please feel free to contact me for 
any further consultation. 
 
 
 
Dated: 13 March 2018     ______________________________ 

        Elizabeth G. Kennedy, MSc 

        Social Scientist  

        Tegucigalpa, Francisco Morazan 

        Egailk56@gmail.com 

 


