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International development agencies have increased their involvement in Latin America 

under national level policies of decentralization, but municipal effectiveness is 

circumscribed because of a lack of understanding on how to coordinate efforts. In this 

report, six international development agencies’ efforts in Honduras are examined to test 

the idea that projects without municipal oversight can prove to be too simple to capture 

the actual complexity shown in the case studies. A more complex pattern is emerging 

between international development organizations and the municipal traditions that 

currently guide community development. At the nexus of this relationship are housing 

projects that are culturally inappropriate, water systems that fail, and a development 

process that is not inclusive of all the important actors, including the communities. New 

levels of coordination are needed that stress capacity building at the municipal level and 

begin with information sharing and municipal oversight.
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Chapter 1
Introduction and Problem Overview

1.1 Introduction

In developing countries, international development agencies, local non-governmental 

organizations, and local municipalities have often worked independently of each other to 

accomplish positive change for the citizenry. Vested interests, cultural barriers and 

inadequate communication results in each entity defining the problems and solutions to 

municipal development according to varied agendas. The process to address these 

problems becomes highly confused, duplicated, and often based on unrealistic objectives. 

When international agencies enter and leave communities with assistance disjointed from 

the input of local authorities, municipalities are left with a poor understanding of the 

conditions in their jurisdictions and a limited capacity to address common problems. As a 

consequence, the prospects for sustainability are weak and participation from beneficiary 

groups is insufficient,

A prime example is Honduras, where the lack of communication and common goals 

between international agencies and local officials complicates municipal efforts. The 

municipal objectives to address lack of infrastructure, housing needs and water projects 

in the municipality of La Libertad, Comayagua in central Honduras are examined in this 

report to demonstrate that international agency activities can not be sustained when 

governing bodies are left out of the process.
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1.2 Pmpose of this Study

This study analyzes the problems of disjointed efforts to reach the Honduran citizenry. 

From the analysis, gaps in the processes will be identified and policies will be 

recommended that allow municipal development to emerge in Comayagua. This is not a 

study of urban development, nor is it a list of problems with international development 

agencies, nor is it a study about decentralization, although all three issues are addressed 

indirectly. Instead, its focus is on the operation of local government itself, a topic that 

seems all too often neglected in wider discussions about decentralization and 

development in Latin America.

1.3 The Goals of This Master’s Report

The goals of this Master’s Report are to; a) identify and investigate the nature of the 

international development agencies working in Comayagua; b) identify the planning 

problems due to a lack of a municipal role and coordination between agencies; and c) 

develop a structure for implementing municipal planning that is inclusive of outside 

assistance. A chief aim of this report is to contribute useful information and solution- 

oriented strategies for effective municipal planning to both the international agencies and 

the local public authorities involved in the region’s development.

T h is report consists of five chapters. Chapter one includes the introduction, statement of 

purpose, goals of the study, method of research, and a brief review of development
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planning under decentralized governments in Latin America. Chapter 2 discusses the 

changing definition of development, identifies the international agencies working in the 

State of Comayagua, and introduces the basic problem of development in Honduras. 

Chapter three is a case study of the municipality of La Libertad, Comayagua that presents 

the current development situation and practice, as well as the consequences of these 

practices. Topics include examples of current development projects, government roles 

and administration, data collection/sharing, and levels of interaction between 

development entities. Chapter 4 discusses the framework and possible strategies for 

creating municipal plans and provides principles and guidelines for implementing 

municipal planning in Comayagua. Chapter 5 summarizes and offers suggestions for 

further studies.

1.5 Research Methodology

This study focuses on those problems that most seriously impede progress at the local 

municipal level to manage community development. Early research made it clear that the 

problems were inter-related and that there was no documentation to rank them in order of 

their seriousness. As a result, this study addresses one area of Honduras, the 

municipalities in Comayagua, in considerable detail.

The information for this project is based on a series of interviews and observations made 

during the summer of 1999 in Comayagua, Honduras. In particular, information gathered 

was from key staff at six international development agencies working with more than 100



5

communities in Comayagua. These agencies are assessed in terms of their involvement 

with the municipalities and other international agencies serving the region. Questions and 

observations focus on how often the international agencies interact with municipalities, 

how they coordinate and plan for project development, and under whose jurisdiction or 

authority they are guided.

Finally, this is a qualitative study that uses literature and comments from municipal 

leaders, community members and development workers to better understand the 

limitations to current development practices. A number of conclusions are drawn from 

the observations and interviews that serve as the basis for making policy 

recommendations.

1.6 Decentralization in Latin America: A Brief Overview

There is an emerging dimension to Latin American democracies that have led discussions 

on planning to focus on national processes of decentralization from central governments 

to local authorities (Nickson, 1995). Decentralization is commonly defined as the 

creation or strengthening, legally or financially, of sub-national units of government, the 

activities of which are substantially outside the direct control of the central government 

(Rodinelli, 1984). While some municipalities have a long-standing tradition of providing 

basic services such as public markets, slaughterhouses, cemeteries, rudimentary waste 

collection and water systems, the processes of decentralization have encouraged 

municipal involvement for the first time (Nickson, 1995).
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Decentralization can increase the breadth of local service provision and impact the local 

economy of the Latin American municipality. This can be significantly important in areas 

typically untouched by many centralized government programs that suddenly have new 

financing and discretion to initiate development projects. This follows several decades 

where the major functions and financial base of municipalities were stripped by the 

removal of the tax base by agencies of centralized governments (Nickson, 1995).

Decentralization has also had impacts on the political dimensions of Latin American 

municipalities. After countries emerged from military rule in the 1970’s and 1980’s the 

silence rift between civil society and the central government became known as the 

“dialogue of the deaf’, where inattention to municipal concerns continued centuries old 

practice of exclusionary decision making (Nickson, 1995).

Despite its growing political and economic significance, local government planning in the 

newly decentralized environment remains a highly neglected area of study (Nickson, 

1995). In the discussions of divesting responsibility to local authorities the focus has been 

on the role of the state in the process. The focus on planning in particular is generally a 

discussion of the attributes of decentralization compared to planning by central 

governments. The discourse does this, however, without getting into the detail of how to 

implement the process into local municipal building.
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Essentially, there has been a growing critique of urban planning by central governments. 

Planning under centralized environments was almost entirely sectoral in nature, allowing 

little crossover into varied disciplines (Choquil, 1994). As such, there has been little 

coordination between state agencies responsible for service delivery of different public 

services. In fact this absence of comprehensive cross-sectoral planning is probably the 

single most important reason for the rapid decline in the quality of life (Choquil, 1994). It 

led to environmental pollution, traffic chaos, poor water provision, lack of green space, 

and a severe housing shortage (Noble, 1998).

Moreover, decentralization is viewed as a panacea, but is not talked about in terms of 

specific strategy that can be easily understood at the local level. Instead, it takes 

numerous forms that have relevance to state level policy making, such as decentralization 

of functions within the central bureaucracy, delegation to semi-autonomous state 

corporations, and devolution to local government (Rodinelli, Nellis, and Cheema, 1984, 

Choquil, 1994, Nickson, 1995). The idea is that local government rather than central 

government is capable of providing planning that can be both comprehensive and 

democratically accountable (Nobel, Costa, Dutt, and Kent, 1998). However, the 

assertions that public participation and accountability can be improved are based on 

examples of central governments’ passed failures, rather than on examples of effective 

implementation of new municipal authority.
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Presenting decentralization as a solution to a rather large number of problems 

oversimplifies the problems that face developing countries of Latin America, and may 

even occlude new planning techniques from emerging. For example, decentralization is 

talked about as promoting greater geographic equity (Landau and Eagle, 1985). This 

concept is based on the greater assurances that central cities have had in terms of 

acquiring roads, sanitary sewer, solid waste removal, potable water systems, and parks 

than areas outside the central cities (Wood, 1975). It is argued that since power has 

typically been retained in central cities, equity could be improved by focusing on local 

service provision. The reasoning is that local government has a more detailed knowledge 

of their area to enable more effective targeting to identify, implement, and monitor 

programs that benefit the population (Nickson, 1995).

Thus, exploration of the combinations of public-private initiatives to solve these 

problems includes organizational and administrative arrangements for integrating, 

coordinating, delivering and financing services (Rodinelli, and Cheema, 1988). What is 

happening however, is that service responsibilities are being divided up not only among 

the conventional layers and agencies of government, but also among groups and 

associations that have no governmental or official status at all (Montgomery, 1988). After 

more than a generation of operating in an environment without official control or 

oversight, this is an increasingly important reality that is having both positive and 

negative impacts at both the national and local levels.
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To fully understand these consequences it is necessary to better understand the conditions 

of Latin American countries. Since this study focuses on municipalities in Honduras, a 

brief overview of Honduras will help set the stage for later discussions on implementing 

the processes of decentralization.

1.7 Brief Introduction to Honduras

Honduras is the second largest Central American country with an area of 112,088 square 

kilometers (Rudolph, 1983). In geographical location Honduras occupies a pivotal 

position: it is located between El Salvador (south), Guatemala (northwest), and Nicaragua 

(southwest) (See Map 1). The topography is extremely rugged and mountainous with 

numerous intermountain valleys, and coastal planes. The climate varies due to the 

mountainous terrain: the flatter north coast is generally hotter and more humid than the 

rest of the country, with distinct wet and dry seasons (May to November are wettest) 

(Rudolph, 1983).

The major natural resources are timber, gold, silver, copper and lead. Woodland and 

forests cover 54% of the landscape, permanent pastures cover 14%, 15% is arable land, 

and 3% is dedicated to permanent crops, mostly along the north coast. The remaining 

14% is unclassified land use (USAID, 1999).



Map 1. Honduras in a Regional Context

Honduras

Nicaragua

(c) 1999 ESRI Inc., NEP -1200 .0  mi /1930.8 km across

Source: ESRI, Inc., 1999.

Honduras has a population of approximately 5, 997,327 people (1998 figures), with a life 

expectancy of 64 years (USAID, 1999). It is the poorest and least developed nation in 

Central America, and the third poorest in Latin America after Haiti and Bolivia (USAID, 

1999). It faces daunting development challenges. Over 65% of the population lives in 

severe poverty (USAID, 1999), with an average per capita Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) of $2,400 as of December 1997 (expressed in 1990 US dollars) (USAID, 1999). 

Approximately 36% of the population suffers from chronic malnutrition, and 40 out of
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every 1000 babies die at birth (USAID, 1999). Education in Honduras is among the 

lowest in Latin America; adults averaged 4.6 years of school as of 1996 (USAID, 1999).

1.8: Implications for Decentralization in Honduras

As mentioned earlier, new public-private partnerships are providing services in Latin 

America, many of which are operating under little oversight. Given the description of 

Honduras it is only natural to understand that numerous agencies have placed growing 

attention on this country. In the open environment of decentralization and municipal 

autonomy, new groups of smaller, locally operating international development agencies 

have been arriving to engage in development projects that range from water systems, and 

housing projects, to agricultural practices, often only on the individual or community 

level, and outside of government supervision1. While global aid groups such as the 

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), and the Inter American 

Development Bank (IDB), continue to provide development assistance and direction, the 

increase in these locally operating groups is significant.

One relevant point is that there is a lack of research that demonstrates how involved 

international development agencies are in community development at the local level. 

Several contributions have been made that outline operational principles to achieve 

decentralization (United Nations, 1973; Hansen, 1975), but these mention global

1 Based on interview on July 22, 1999 with Herb Caudil, Director o f USAID’s Water Resource 
Development Sector for the country o f Honduras.



international groups, and do not elaborate on the role of the international agency at the 

local level. More common is cursory attention to the issue. For example, a 1983 a World 

Bank study on decentralization summarized that financial and personnel resources of 

donors will contribute to better planned and more easily launched decentralization 

programs than those not involving international agencies (Rodinelli, Nellis, and Cheema, 

1984).

Also, decentralization is talked about in terms of implementation, but the discussion is 

again broadly based, rather than focused on a platform of new tangible principles and 

tools. For example, successful implementation of decentralization has been defined 

according to six operational procedures: organizational issues, lack of resources, cultural 

understanding, inappropriate technology, inadequate participation, and political 

environment (Choquil, 1994). These factors form a list, but do not articulate strategy.

While a detailed account of all the problems that face Honduras is beyond the scope of 

this study, some of the more pressing issues include provision of water, housing, basic 

sanitation, education, and health. The administrative problem lies in that there is little 

evidence that new partnerships exist between international groups and local authorities to 

forge capable institutions.

Part of the reason why few partnerships have emerged is related to development 

financing in Honduras. Despite moves to decentralize authority to the municipal level,
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contributions to these movements from international agencies usually emerge from large, 

global lending institutions, such as the IDB and USAID, rather than coming from locally 

operating international development organizations. Generally, the financing is 

centralized, coming from revolving soft loans for municipal projects from global sources, 

such as USAID (Nickson, 1995). However, these loans represent monetary contributions 

that have little effect on daily decision making.

Moreover, the loans have been criticized because they often emphasize non-self 

liquidating projects, such as recreation centers, that sap municipal resources once they are 

built (Nickson, 1995)2 (Figure 1). Similarly, the loans come in on an ad-hoc basis, and on 

a small scale (Nickson, 1995).

Figure 1: Dilapidated community center in La Libertad. Source: William Dean, 1999.

2 Interview with the ex-mayor of La Libertad, Comayagua, Honduras, Emilio (last name omitted per 
personal petition) confirmed this with an example of a USAID recreation center built in the late 1980’s to a 
standardized design that now sits locked up with broken windows, in disuse.
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In summary, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed in Honduras in the 

new environment of decentralization. The following chapters will examine these 

aforementioned problems within the more specific context of development in La 

Libertad, Comayagua. Given that poverty rates are high, and there is a lack of basic 

services, numerous development agencies are working in the area. To better coordinate 

their efforts with the municipality, it is first necessary to understand the dynamics of how 

they operate. Chapter two provides an overview of the various actors.
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Chapter 2
Characterization of International Agencies and Local Government in Honduras- 

2.1 The Changing Definition of Development

The numerous reasons for the international development community to join the Honduran 

citizenry reflect a common outreach and central objective to alleviate poverty. However, 

the ability of the Hondurans to graduate from international assistance and take ownership 

of the majority of these development efforts has not always been a part of development 

practice and theory. Changing theories and practices of development have left the 

Hondurans somewhere in a borderland between old and new development paradigms.

For example, in the 1960’s the focus of development was on macro levels and short 

cycles of direct assistance. Macro development focused on models designed to address 

the problems of inadequate resources and limited technical knowledge. Money was spent 

by international agencies to build infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, and dams. The 

role of foreign aid role was to provide these resources and this knowledge (Morss and 

Gow, 1985). Little intervention or inclusion from local authorities was common. Since 

development assistance was new, little thought had been given to questions of detail -  

exactly what was needed and how it should be provided. As a result, most development 

assistance offered through the 1960’s was of a general program nature (Morss and Gow, 

1985). 3

3 Characterizations of the municipalities in Comayagua are based on general information about what is 
known about municipalities in Honduras. Specific data to characterize Comayagua was unavailable.
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In the 1970’s and 1980’s discussion of the aid debate often turned to the question of 

volume and how this might be increased (Kijine, 1995). In the 1990’s, however, the focus 

of the aid debate falls squarely on the issue of quality in times of demanding budgetary 

convergence criteria, high unemployment levels and social exclusion, combined with new 

foreign policy demands (Kijine, 1995). For international aid agencies, words such as 

effectiveness and sustainability have entered everyday vocabulary.

Now, current development efforts are centered on building partnerships that involve 

changing mind-sets and take time (Kijine, 1995). Focus has shifted toward 

decentralization, and more authority at the local level. Both the public and private sectors 

manifest these changes through the passage of national legislation, with new models of 

development and management techniques (Schmidt, 1995). Development planning now 

applies sophisticated project identification and formulation phases, improved 

information-gathering techniques, and improved participation of stakeholders and 

implementing agencies (Kijine 1995, Nickson, 1995). Many of these phases are geared 

toward decreasing the “donor-decentralization gap” where organizational imperatives of 

donor agencies tend to reinforce greater centralization (Schmidt, 1995). In this sense, the 

definition of development has evolved to consider more qualitative implementation 

elements that, in practice, should signify a more important role for local authorities.
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2.2 Development Practice in Comayagua: Characterization of the International 
Development Agencies.

A number of international aid organizations are working in Comayagua Honduras. Table 

1 summarizes these agencies according to their scope and type of assistance. Major 

similarities include the types of work, such as basic infrastructure development. Major 

dissimilarities include the methodologies and scope of work. For example, some base 

their assistance on specific families, while others work with entire communities across 

Comayagua.

Table 1: Summary of International Groups in Comayagua

Agency
Type of Work and Scope of Outreach

Water & 
Sanitation

Housing Agriculture Health Work
Skills

Scope o f Work

U.S. Peace Corps • . e • Community
Ayuda en Accion • e e Community

GOAL • • # Community
Aldea Global • » • # • Family/Community/

Region
Evangelical

Network
• Family/Community

CENEX • e Community
PLAN • • • • Family/Community

One of the major international agencies is the United States Peace Corps (Peace Corps). 

The Peace Corps is an international development organization founded in 1961 and 

funded by the U.S. Congress to share technical assistance with developing countries 

through a professional volunteer corps. The goal of the Peace Corps in Honduras (PCH)



18

is to alleviate poverty in selected regions by extending technical assistance both directly 

to communities and in conjunction with host country national entities (such as the 

Ministries of Health, Natural Resources, and Education). A corps of approximately 200 

volunteers comprises the technical workforce of the PCH, which is channeled into six 

development sectors: water and sanitation, natural resources, hillside agriculture, small 

business development, education, and health. Five-year project plans delineate the scope 

of work for each of the six sectors; are based on current demands for technical expertise 

in each project area; and milestone goals are set by the guiding national ministry4.

Work sites are chosen based on work levels of host country agencies, their ability to host 

a volunteer, and volunteer safety. Within each project plan of each development sector, 

progress is measured according to numbers of individual teachers trained, numbers of 

water projects completed, and other quantitative measures (1990 Water and Sanitation 

Project Plan, Peace Corps). These measures are compared to baseline information that 

PCH collects upon sending a volunteer to his or her site. After a project cycle of 5 years 

the PCH often relocates to other communities.

Currently, the PCH is unsure of how to incorporate new municipal legislation across its 

six project sectors5. The prevailing proposal is the formation of a new sector that would 

specialize specifically on municipal development6

4 Based on information obtained from Orlando Betancourt during an interview on July 2,1999.
5 Based on information obtained from Martin Rivera, the Associate Director of the Water and Sanitation
sector of Peace Corps Honduras, during a July 2 ,1999  interview.
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The Ayuda en Aceion (Help in Action) is a private, sponsor-driven Spanish development 

organization founded in 1981 that focuses on “the causes of poverty” by organizing 

community development projects aimed at child survival and health6 7. Instead of direct 

cash contributions to individuals, Ayuda en Accion channels assistance into infrastructure 

projects, such as water projects, health centers and school construction. Ayuda en Accion 

hires host country professionals as engineers and project coordinators, usually from the 

capital city where there is a greater supply of qualified professionals. The geographic 

scope and location of their work is directed by their set of poverty indicators to determine 

areas of greatest need8. Small, three person development teams administer and supervise 

the work of locals contracted to complete development projects. Once a region has been 

identified for development activities and an administrative office is secured, local 

individuals from villages solicit their support, often through word of mouth9. Their 

project plans run ten-year cycles.

Another major international development agency that works at the local level in 

Comayagua is GOAL, a private Irish relief and development organization who’s mission 

is to help the “poorest of the poor across the developing world”(GOAL, 1999). Funding 

for its development efforts comes from a number of sources, including the Irish, Dutch, 

Spanish, Swedish, Canadian and U.S. governments, as well as private donations and 

United Nations grants (GOAL, 1999). Since 1977 GOAL has worked in developing

6 Based on information from interview on M y  2 ,1999 with Martin Rivera, Associate Director o f the Water 
and Sanitation sector for Peace Corps Honduras
7 Base on information from interview on June 18,1999 with Reina Sudia of Ayuda en Accion, Comayagua, 
Honduras.
8 Based on information obtained from interview with Reina Sudia, Ayuda en Accion, June 18,1999.
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countries worldwide that have been affected by famine and natural disasters or have been 

plagued by severe and chronic poverty (GOAL, 1999). Since 1998 they have been 

working in Honduras to provide emergency relief and manage infrastructure and housing 

projects. Following a direct appeal from the Rotary Club of Comayagua, GOAL'S initial 

involvement in Honduras followed Hurricane Mitch. Their first phase of providing 

essential food and emergency supplies to hundreds of families living in the region 

quickly expanded because of the severity of the hurricane. GOAL’S second phase 

response to the effects of Hurricane Mitch focused around their commitment to the build 

600 low-cost houses and latrines throughout the most affected areas in Honduras. 

Working in association with the Rotary Club of Comayagua, three Irish staff-members 

direct GOAL’S team of 11 people in Honduras. Currently, there is no exit strategy or time 

line guiding their development efforts9 10.

Aldea Global is a member organization of Mercy Corps International, the Portland, 

Oregon headquarters for a family of development organizations. The goal of Aldea 

Global is to, “alleviate poverty and suffering by helping people build safe and productive 

communities’’ (Mercy Corps, 1999). In Honduras they are a major development agency in 

the Department of Comayagua, providing approximately 10,000 people in 110 

communities with soil and water conservation techniques, primary health care, grain 

production methods, literacy campaigns, housing, community infrastructure, and micro

9 Based on June 18,1999 interview with Humberto Sanchez, Director o f Ayuda en Accion in Comayagua,
10 This was mentioned by Edwardo, the Director o f GOAL in honduras. By personal petition, his real name 
is not used.
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enterprise development11. These projects are designed and implemented by Aldea 

Global's more than twenty trained extentionists and staff. Funding for Aldea Global’s 

projects comes through Mercy Corps International, a private, not-for-profit, humanitarian 

organization that acts as a major grant writer to fund, staff and support international 

development organizations (Mercy Corps, 1999). Their development focus is long term 

and is not guided by strict time restrictions.

Numerous religious affiliations are also becoming involved with a growing number of 

development projects in Honduras. The Evangelical Network is a small organization of 

missionaries from numerous countries that receives funding from Evangelical parishes 

primarily from Germany and the United States. Their efforts include constructing housing 

projects and community centers. The mission of this group in the development of 

Comayagua is to provide direct assistance through donations of money, labor, and 

building supplies for construction. The projects are generally implemented through a 

locally hired contractor who coordinates with the regional Evangelical office. Private 

individuals through donations to the church accomplish funding and management of 

these projects. Their project time lines are short (less than one year), and their geographic 

scope covers the entire country12.

11 Extrapolated from interview and project plan given to me by Hector Castro, the Director o f Aldea Global 
in Siqautepeque.
12 Based on interview with Christobal Cepeda, the project coordinator for the Evangelical Network, June 
16,1999.
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Initiated in 1990, the National Center for Education and Work (CENET) is a national 

level development agency with funding from Holland. The main focus of this 

organization is to collaborate with the Honduran National Center for Professional 

Development (INFOP) in administering programs of work training. Like other 

development agencies, the scope of this project is countrywide. The “work training” 

programs require the communities to organize into development committees in order to 

identify community needs and problems13. The second step involves formulating specific 

“grass roots” schemes to teach work skills and provide education as a means to increase 

opportunities to produce and succeed14. Their projects, however, focus on entire 

communities. Their goal is to help identify local resources and uncover local interests that 

can be translated into an action plan for economic development for the community. Their 

process begins by conducting a reconnaissance, called a monograph, which catalogs 

community information, such as infrastructure facilities, demographics, land uses, and 

business types. From this inventory, project ideas are formed, funded, and initiated. 

Because this agency is tied to other Honduran national institutions, their project time 

lines are defined by national level policies.

International Foster Parents Plan (PLAN) is an international private development 

organization working with community based development projects. PLAN has had an 

enormous presence in Honduras, with regional headquarters in central, northern, and 

western parts of the country. The goal of PLAN in Comayagua is similar to other

13 Based on interview with Edwin Moya, July 25,1999 o f  GENET.
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development agencies of seeking to alleviate poverty through community development 

programs that address water shortage, lack of schools, housing improvements, and other 

infrastructure construction. They typically administer projects with four to five member 

teams through local offices14 15. Their project timelines are based on availability of 

resources. They consistently cycle into and out of communities based on resource 

availability.

Together these agencies represent a cross section of the development agencies in 

Comayagua. The bulk of their work is focused on providing water and sanitation projects, 

and housing development to entire communities. To a lesser extent, they are engaged in 

agriculture, health, and work training programs that range from family assistance to work 

on community and regional levels.

2.3 Development Practice in Comayagua: Characterization and Criticism of the 
Municipal Structure

Honduras is a unitary nation divided for administrative purposes into 18 departments 

(Nickson, 1995). Each department is headed by a governor appointed by the president. 

Below the departmental level, the country is covered by 291 municipalities of varying 

sizes, including the one considered in this study. La Libertad. Local government, which is 

known as the corporacion municipal (municipal corporation), comprises a head, or 

alcalde (mayor), and a legislature consisting of between four and ten councillors

14 Based on interview with Edwin Moya, of GENET, July 25, 1999.
15 Information obtained from Arecelia Veasquez, the town dentist from San Jeronimo, where PLAN’S 
regional office is located.
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according to population and size of the municipality (Nickson, 1995). The mayor chairs 

council meetings; heads the local administration; and, is responsible for ensuring local 

compliance with all laws emanating from central government (Nickson, 1995).

The functional responsibilities of Honduran mayors have changed dramatically in the last 

75 years. The original municipal code, which Was passed in 1927, granted a wide range 

of functions to local government (Nickson, 1995). With a steady rise in population and 

the birth of state agencies from 1965 to 1975 local government operations were rapidly 

circumscribed (Nickson, 1995). The two main companies that assumed responsibility 

were the state water company (SANAA) and the state electricity company (ENEE). By 

the mid-1980’s, of the municipalities with between 10,000 and 80,000 inhabitants that 

had electricity, 61% were the responsibility of ENEE (Nickson, 1995). In the same time 

period for municipalities that had water systems, SANAA had assumed responsibility for 

the five largest water systems, and 19% of the total were under SANAA’S control 

(Nickson, 1995).

The creation of a national agrarian institute (INA) and the creation of a Honduran 

corporation for forest development (CODEFOR) removed ownership of communal land, 

and forest resources from the local government (Mejia, 1994). State telecommunications 

(Hondutel), public works and transport secretariat (SECOPT) has, since the 1980’s, 

assumed responsibility for road construction and maintenance (Mejia, 1994). 

Coordination between these entities and the local municipalities has been weak.
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As a result of the changes to municipalities, the provision of basic public works and other 

municipal services has been meager. A 1986 study by the Inter American Development 

Bank of the 86 municipalities with a population between 10,000 and 80,000 indicates that 

only 55 had slaughterhouses, 40 had public markets, 17 had roads, 7 had street cleaning, 

and one had a bus terminal (Nickson, 1995). Furthermore, those municipalities where 

services were more evident, the coverage was confined to the urban center or restricted to 

a few hours of operation a day (Mejia, 1994).

Since the 1990 Law of the Municipalities, local government once again has broad 

responsibilities for garbage collection, water provision, drainage, sewer, slaughterhouses, 

local street repair, provision of communal market, cemetery, basic sanitation, economic 

development, and firefighters (Godichet, Rafael del Cid, Trputec, 1997). However, the 

new municipal code, like its predecessor, continues to give local authorities 

responsibilities for an unrealistically wide range of services. This is especially true in 

light of limited personnel abilities and the strained financial capacity confronting the 

majority of Honduran municipalities.

Personnel are proposed by the mayor, and appointed by the municipal corporation. They 

generally include a secretary, treasurer, staffing for a cadastral service, a plumber, and 

security personnel. However, these posts change with every new election (every 4 years) 

having negative impacts on job professionalization. Larger municipalities have expanded 

personnel, which may include engineers, and community development officers. But, on a



countrywide basis the 5,600 municipal employees represented only 6.9% of the total 

public sector employment (Nickson, 1995). As a result of these deficiencies in human 

resources and a means to continue municipal administration through municipal careers, 

the intervention of outside companies and agencies (including international agencies) to 

provide services has risen.

In terms of financing local government, the Central Government of Honduras transfers 

has traditionally not been a significant source for local government income, and as such, 

has not helped with financial buoyancy. The share of local government in total 

government income averaged 7.9 percent between 1983 and 1985 (Guzman, 1990). 

Revenue sharing between national and local governments didn’t begin until 1987 when 

the larger port municipalities gained access to income generated port operations 

(Nickson, 1995). Even with revenue sharing, in 1987 the municipal income averaged 

only $8.66 per head, leaving 40% of the municipalities unable to cover operating costs 

(Nickson, 1995).

Instead, local municipalities have relied on locally raised sources of revenue. These 

include property taxes, betterment taxes, taxes on commercial, industrial and mining 

businesses, property sales tax, and user fees for municipal services such as water, street 

cleaning and public lighting (Nickson, 1995). The process of record keeping at the local 

level, however, is characterized as being confused, delayed and incomplete, making in 

depth financial analysis difficult.
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The 1990 municipal code introduced three major changes to local government finance. 

First, it provided municipalities an increase in the percentage of national budget, rising 

from 2 percent in 1990 to a maximum of 5 percent (Nickson, 1995). Second, percentage 

rates replaced the fixed fee rates on all major municipal taxes, and municipalities were 

granted the right to vary the rates (Nickson, 1995). Third, the new code also gave the 

municipalities the full responsibility for drawing up, approving and administering their 

own budgets (Nickson, 1995).

Two groups provide the bulk of the support on the national level to municipal reform: 

AHMON (Municipal Association of Honduras), and BANMA (Autonomous Municipal 

Bank of Honduras). The former provided political support to achieve the 1990 municipal 

reform; and, the later provides credit and technical assistance to local government 

(Nickson, 1995).

In summary, a number of international development organizations are operating in 

Comayagua to provide a large number of needed services. The development 

organizations, however, operate under varied agendas and time lines. Interaction between 

these agencies and local municipal government has traditionally been weak because local 

government didn’t have the authority to play a more active role in local government, and 

oversee projects. Mostly, state agencies such as SANAA and ENEE had control. With the 

1990 Law of the Municipalities and subsequent greater emphasis on development of the 

municipal arm of the Honduran government, some improvements in service provision
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may emerge. However, in order to suggest a strategy for better coordination between the 

growing number of international agencies in the area and the municipalities, it is first 

necessary to examine the specifics of how development with numerous actors occurs. 

The following is a case study of the municipality of La Libertad that highlights this

process.
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Chapter 3
Case Study of La Libertad, Comayagua, Honduras

3.1 Introduction

This chapter characterizes the process of development in La Libertad, Comayagua using 

information obtained in the summer of 1999. It begins with an explanation of decision- 

making, followed by the negative consequences of this process. Three examples of 

development projects are used to highlight the development process and the associated 

consequences of the current process.

There are two major reasons for limiting this study to La Libertad. First, the presence of 

international development agencies represents a normal state of operations; impacts on 

La Libertad from Hurricane Mitch were not as severe as damage in Tegucigalpa and the 

north coast, and as a consequence, is not complicated by the intrusion of additional 

international relief organizations. This allows recommendations to be made that apply to 

the process of municipal planning rather than specifically to disaster relief planning. 

Second, La Libertad is a typical Honduran municipality in the sense that its size, location, 

and economy all fall within average rankings16.

This case study is based largely on limited information collected from different agencies 

working in the area. Since some of the information was obtained from interviews and

16 According to SECPLAN the average size in population o f all Comayaguan municipalities is 
approximately 11,421 people; according to Rudolph’s country study (1983) most are rural and dedicated to 
coffee production as the primary economic generator.
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there is a lack of information on most regions of the country there is room for data cross- 

validation and improvement; as well as, further studies.

3.2 The Study Area

La Libertad is located in the central region of Honduras approximately 200 kilometers 

from Tegucigalpa and is one of 17 municipalities that form the state of Comayagua (Map 

2). It is situated in the north central part of the state, approximately 45 kilometers north of 

the state capital Comayagua. Comayagua has an area of 5,196.4 square kilometers, with 

approximately 240,731 people (Institute Nacional de Geografia, 1987). La Libertad is 

considerably smaller, with approximately 15,722 people within 315 .2 square kilometers 

(ING, 1987). Twenty-two aldeas (villages) fall under the jurisdiction of La Libertad. In 

all, 31% of the population is illiterate, 9% have running water, and 43% have latrines 

(SECPLAN, 1994). Information on land uses is not published17. Most of the mapping 

done by the National Geographic Institute (ING) is topography mapping. However, 

generalizations can be made based on national figures. Like most of Honduras, the terrain 

is mountainous (65%) and characterized by generally poor soils18. The agriculturally 

productive valley soils are located primarily along the north coast (Rudolph, 1983).

17 At the time o f this writing, information on specific land uses for La Libertad could not be located.
18 Because Honduras is mountainous, it is difficult to traverse and cultivate. Soils are relatively infertile 
because Honduras lie east o f the volcanic axis that has provided a covering of ash to enrich the verdant 
soils o f other Central American countries.
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The primary economic generator for most of the Libertenos19 is coffee production. Small, 

family owned coffee farms are the sole source of income for the majority of Libertenos20 

(Figure 2). Besides agriculture there is limited economic activity, most of which consists 

of small pulpehas (shops), a few mechanics, a gas station, a central market where 

vegetables and household goods are sold, and come dors (restaurants).

Figure 2: Coffee Farmer Avilio Velasques of Rio Negro Showing Off His Crop.

Source: William Dean, 1999.

19 Name pertaining to those who live in La Libertad or its surrounding aldeas.
20 Based on interview with ex-mayoral candidate Marco Madrid.
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The climate is mild and most of the economic activity is devoted to rain-fed agriculture 

from November through May. Some farmers also possess irrigated plots where summer 

crops consist of com and beans. It is worth mentioning that unsustainable changes in the 

agricultural sector have impacted the patterns of small farming, most notably in forest 

depletion that has effects on water source supply and quality. Traditionally, Hondurans 

have practiced slash-burn agriculture (Figures 3 and 4), moving from plot to plot with 

each season. After generations of this practice, the options to migrate crops to 

neighboring plots are expiring because of land shortages21. More importantly, the effects 

of this agricultural practice resulted in the shut down of the national hydroelectric dam 

(the El Cajon) in the early 1990s because the dam filled with silt that was washed down 

from the mountains. Daily power shortages constricted the pace of business in the entire 

country22. Since La Libertad is in the watershed for the El Cajon, the continued practice 

of slash and burn farming has become more closely watched. However, the practice still 

occurs and is evident every time it rains: the water supply for La Libertad turns to mud, 

and the entire system is shut down23.

21 Based on Peace Corp’s Agriculture Sector Project Plan, 1995.
22 Power outages still occur, but aren’t as prolonged as they were 5 years ago, when the author served as a 
Peace Corps Volunteer.
23 This is based on numerous complaints voiced at community meetings, and during personal interviews in 
the summer o f 1999.
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Figure 3: Deforestation in the Mountains Outside of La Libertad.

Source: Maria Dean, 1999.

Figure 4: Slash and Burn Farming in Mountains Outside of La Libertad.

Source: William Dean, 1999.
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3.3: Development Practice in Comayagua: The Current Decision Making Process in La 

Libertad

As a point of departure, it can be said that decision making in rural and semi-urban 

municipalities often occurs without adequate information for effective planning. 

Characterizing the lack of information is the Municipal Action Plan (Diagram 1), which 

amounts to little more than the mayor’s list of objectives. It clearly demonstrates a 

limited budget, limited “know-how”, limited recognition of planning and potential 

results, and limited knowledge of the conditions and problems and actors that are 

addressing those problems. Diagram 1 is an example of the action plans for the 

municipalities of La Libertad and Siguatepeque24. Instead of relying on a plan that is 

inclusive of geographical, social, economic, and cultural factors, and expressed 

communal needs, decisions are made according to tradition. La Libertad is not unique in 

this respect. Across Honduras and Latin America in general the municipality, as the 

lowest tier of public administration, hasn’t had the resources to provide all the heeded 

services (Nickson, 1995). Decisions have been made without such information.

24 The Mayors o f La Libertad and Siquatepeque had these plans in drawers in their desks, which took about 
15 minutes to find. In the ca&e of la Libertad, the mayor had to explain to the secretary what the plan was 
and sent her to retrieve a copy.
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Diagram 1. Municipal Action Plan25

Siguatepeque Action Plan Format

Objectives Activities Time Resources Observations

La Libertad Action Plan Format

Problem Objectives Goals Relevant Activities Execution Date Financing
Sources

Observations

In La Libertad, there is a tradition of caudillismo, where patron-chent relations is the 

currency of politics (Taylor, 1996). Generally, this patronage can be seen when problems 

are brought to the attention of the mayor of La Libertad, and he chooses either to address 

or dismiss the issue.

Initially, however, problems arise in either the town barrios or the outlying communities 

and are discussed before any formal requests are made. These barrios and communities 

represent La Libertad’s sociopolitical domain in which residents develop their functional

25 Translated from the Spanish by the author. Taken from Siguatepeque’s and La Libertad’s Action Plans.
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social responsibilities. It is in the day to day activities where information flows regarding 

communal events from administrative issues to party politics and concerns about 

community development26. Thus, it is in the barrios and communities where expressed 

needs and social and political issues are revealed and brought to the surface in an 

informal way though gossip and rumors (traditional information channels). Once an 

issue, such as the need for water system repairs, becomes discussed enough and has 

raised enough attention in a community, a member of the community will bring forth the 

problem in a more formal setting, the community meeting (Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 5: Typical Informal Meeting at Rio Negro.

26 Based on comments made by Don Santos Peres, president of the community of Rio Negro, Comayagua.
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Figure 6: Community Meeting at Rio Negro.

Source: Maria Dean, 1999.

To a large extent, attendance and participation at the community meetings represent the 

resident’s formal political involvement in community affairs. Community problems and 

disputes are often resolved at the meetings, and decisions regarding community activities 

are taken based on citizen input at these meetings. In this sense, the community meetings 

determine politics in Honduran towns by providing the platform for leaders (often the 

president of the patronato) to take actions on behalf of the community27.

27 Avilio Velasquez and Maximo Velasquez of Rio Negro, Comayagua have explained this to the author 
throughout numerous interviews. They are active members of the community. Avilio is the vocal (board 
member) and Maximo the former community president.



Once the problem is discussed in a traditional community meeting, the president of the 

patronato (community) responds by writing a request, called a solicitud, to the mayor.

The president carries the request to the cabildo abierto (mayor and council meeting) to 

present the case. While a complex explanation of the dynamics of these meetings is 

beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to mention that they represent the forum 

for democratic decision making (Nickon, 1995). They have become a major part of a 

process toward greater democratization28. Most of the time, these meetings are attended 

by the presidents of the constituent aldeas, and by other citizens that wish to raise 

concerns or express ideas and opinions. It is a ritual full of respect, even with contrasting 

political, economic and social actors. The combination of presence of authority and 

silence in these meetings only justifies the authority’s decisions, correct or not29.

Usually, these requests can not be met or addressed. The mayor will cite a lack of 

financial resources, skills, or channels to forward the request to another governmental 

organization as reasons for inaction. In many cases, no decision on how to address an 

issue is made at all; and, no action by the municipality is taken. One reason why this 

occurs is because the attendees are not informed beforehand of the meeting agenda 

because no legacy of informing the public beforehand exists. As a result, they are 

lengthy, rambling meetings without solid conclusions or decisions30. Most of the time the

28 An Inter American Development Bank Study done in 1996 concluded that on average between 20 and 96 
people attended these meetings. IDB has supported decentralization and has helped set goals to reach an 
average o f 135 participants (USAID, 1999).
29 The author’s participation in three such meetings during the research trip helped form this impression.
30 At one such meeting the mayor’s only action was to give away a wheel barrow as to appear to be 
resolving problems.
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request doesn’t get recorded or prioritized, which hinders the community’s ability to 

identify critical issues. Finally, when decisions are made, it has been characterized as 

being in the favor of the mayor31.

After not getting any assistance or indication that a project will be forwarded on to 

another governmental agency, the president of the patronato will then seek assistance 

directly from the local international development agencies32. In many cases, this is 

promulgated by rumors that one particular group or another is “giving away” money, 

construction materials, seeds, labor or some other type of assistance33. When the 

solicitations are successful, the international agency becomes the coordinator and 

manager for the term of the project; and, may or may not involve citizens in the decision 

making. Management of the project can last several months, and often terminates 

suddenly.

The decision-making process can clearly be seen as reactive, inefficient, and void of 

reliable information. Perhaps the most perplexing issue is to understand how the 

Libertenos have been able to confront communal concerns up to this day. Community 

issues pile up at the palacio municipal (municipal headquarters) while concerned

31 According to community members in both La Libertad; San Jeronimo and Comayagua who did not wish 
to be identified, the mayor is blown for selling “tractor time”. In fills practice he gives the municipal tractor 
to a friend, for a price, who subsequently charges the municipality a fortune to use it.
32 Marco Madrid stated this was a strategy he had tried numerous times which resulted in his acquiring 
assistance from PLAN for home construction in a new barrio and a water system through Peace Corps and 
SANAA.
33 Community members of Quebrada Amarilla explained this to me while waiting at the entrance to Aldea 
Global in Siquatepeque for cement and tubes for a water system.
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citizen’s search for responses, and responsible action. This is one reason why the 

international development agencies have been so heavily pursued by interested 

community leaders.

3.4 Development Practice in Comayagua: International Agency -  Municipal Interaction

The interaction between the international groups and the municipality can be 

characterized by mutual isolation. As stated earlier, the variety of organizations in La 

Libertad operate under different mind-sets. Most importantly, the programs designed to 

address water projects and housing, for example, conform to goals and objectives set by 

each individual organization. Similarly, the municipality organizes and prioritizes by 

responding to national level policies as well as traditions rooted in caudillismo (patron- 

client politics). Since there is no formal regulation or set of procedures to bring these 

entities together, interaction between the two groups rests today on the mayor. 

Enterprising mayors may seek to build relationships with international groups34. 

However, agencies are generally left responding to invitations and informal signals from 

the mayor that joint collaboration can occur35.

International agencies, however, aren’t required to collaborate with local officials. 

Generally, they admit that it is important to build relationships and liaisons to the town 

administration. More often than not, the connection is between individuals, rather than as

34 Due to mistrust or misunderstanding, they may not. According to Marco Madrid, in La Libertad after 
Hurricane Mitch the mayor initially told the agencies to leave, stating there was “no problem”.
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agency to agency35 36. As such, when a development worker with a particular tie to a mayor 

or community leader leaves, the nexus between the agencies is lost.

Incrementalism at the municipal level best describes the dynamics of collaboration in the 

management and administration of development projects. Under this paradigm, 

individual actors react to shortsighted definitions of problems. Mayors base their 

decisions not on formulated long-term plans, but on the obstacles directly in front of 

them, which are subject to individual whims and favoritism.

All in all, the isolation and lack of interaction between these groups and the municipality 

make it easy for international agencies to operate without oversight. This leads to 

negative consequences and impacts on the communities supposedly benefiting from the 

assistance.

3.4 Development Practice in Comayagua: The Negative Impacts

The reliance on international development organizations, however, has negative 

consequences that effect the ability of the municipality to emerge from its current state. 

The positive effects of their work justify their presence in La Libertad. Most of all, the 

international groups help provide needed infrastructure, schools, water systems, and 

housing. Generally, they represent international altruistic expressions of greater equality,

35 Based on interviews with Peace Corps Volunteers Jerry Sachs and Chad Anderson, the mistrust is 
difficult to surmount and represents both difficulty in admitting that there are few resources, and few ideas.
36 According to interview with Josh Murphy a Crisis Corps Volunteer with the Peace Corps, many Peace 
Corps Volunteers have stated that this essentially ends projects when they leave.
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standard of living and peace. As mentioned earlier, new themes in international 

development work suggest a call for greater effectiveness and sustainability. Currently 

these new objectives are inhibited due to a lack of greater coordination. After generations 

in La Libertad, the negative consequences of uncoordinated efforts have become 

apparent.

Table 2 is a summary of the negative consequences of international development work in 

an uncoordinated environment. These consequences are briefly described below and then 

illustrated in three project examples that follow.

Table 2. Possible Negative Consequences of the Current Development Process

Municipal Level
• No municipal role
• No entrance for municipality into projects
• No municipal leadership/ownership
• Absence of follow through in project
• Projects are temporary
• Inhibits multi-jurisdictional coordination
• Inhibits coordinated planning
• No training
• No information sharing/no new knowledge
• Needs aren’t met/addressed
Community Level
• Community involvement is viewed in terms of manual labor only
• Divides community
• Gives temporary infrastructure instead of permanent infrastructure
• Development viewed in terms of gifts (paternalism)
• Poor public participation
• Culturally inappropriate projects
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Most importantly, when the international development agencies assume responsibility, 

they effectively remove any municipal role. This is inconsistent with local, national and 

international objectives to increase municipal authority. Typically, international agencies 

enter and leave communities according to their own schedules, which are based on 

resource availability, and which leave little opportunity for the municipalities to enter 

into the management of the projects37. When this happens, development is misunderstood 

for gift giving (paternalism), as international groups are associated with giving supplies 

and making all the management decisions (explained in detail in next section).

A second consequence is that the activities of the international groups can not be 

sustained. When the municipality is absent from the process, there is little opportunity for 

project follow-through because the international groups eventually leave38. Development 

becomes based on short-term humanitarian objectives rather than long term problem 

solving. Moreover, communities are left with temporary infrastructure instead of more 

permanent means to address community problems. In this way, the communities begin to 

associate development as a series of requests, rather than as a process that needs 

continuity.

Another consequence is that development by international agencies can lead to 

misunderstandings about culture. For example, a prevalent misunderstanding is that

37 Based on interviews with GOAL, PLAN, and SANAA in the summer of 1999.
38 This may happen at the end o f the water project, or, like in Peace Corps at the end o f a five-year project 
plan.



Hondurans are “lazy”39. While this can lead to hard feelings, it can also lead to more 

serious outcomes, such as inappropriate projects or the unnecessary termination of a 

project. Also, the intentions of these agencies is not always explained or understood by 

the municipalities and community members in the context of their culture. This becomes 

especially important when religious groups enter the scene, often associating 

development with a religious message.

A fourth consequence is that municipal leaders are not accountable for the work of the 

international agencies in their communities, and as such, don’t take ownership of the 

projects. When an international agency arrives in a community in response to a 

solicitation it is often mentioned that municipal leaders “don’t care” or are “uninterested” 

in the community development40. The municipality is seen as impotent in comparison to 

the international agency. So often international assistance disrupts the political 

framework and authority. There is no incentive for the municipality to be involved and 

presently, great disincentive because of the disruptions.

A fifth consequence is related to training and knowledge. Development organizations 

often represent modernity and sophistication in comparison to the places they are 

working. As mentioned earlier, some of these agencies employ planning techniques to 

prioritize projects based on baseline data surveys and other indicators. Little knowledge 

sharing with the municipality occurs when these groups operate in isolation and

39 This was mentioned numerous times by the development workers in La Libertad. Their names have been
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avoidance of one another. Even simple practices and basic data are not conveyed when 

the groups are not communicating. Thus, the lack of sharing knowledge and information 

often makes it impossible for a municipality to continue the work once an international 

agency leaves.

Lastly, communities can be seen as little more than manual labor. When international 

groups begin projects, they often set up work crews to build water systems, and houses. 

The role of the common beneficiary isn’t taken into a larger context of offering ideas on 

how to enhance or streamline the project, or keep costs down. By not engaging the local 

government on a greater level, these international agencies often create greater problems 

for municipalities.

3.6: Development Practice in Comayagua: Household Water Provision Example

Many needs fall under the umbrella of uncertainty in La Libertad. Housing, water, 

sewage removal, streets, transportation, and electricity forma partial list of the communal 

needs that are being addressed by international organizations. In order to delineate a 

platform for planning to emerge, problems need to be illustrated.

Water provision in the villages of La Libertad is a good example of the process that 

involved numerous agencies, but was devoid of a coordinated municipal role, and

omitted.



ultimately led to failure. The typical process for Quebrada Amarilla, a village within the 

municipal jurisdiction of La Libertad, to acquire a water system began in the community, 

stagnated in the municipality and ultimately led to an international development agency 

that was heard to be “giving away” cement, materials and tubes.

What makes the case of Quebrada Amarilla so typical is that the water system, like 75 

percent of all water systems in Honduras, failed after only a few years (Peace Corps, 

1995). Since their system was not operational, the mayor claimed that the community 

was at fault and there was nothing he could do to assist them40 41. The following description 

of events helps to explain the current process that typifies numerous communities’ efforts 

at getting water projects completed and helps to explain why so many fail.

Aldea Global, an international agency with headquarters in Siguatepeque agreed to the 

community’s request for a water system in 1996. According to the president of the 

patronato of the community, the mayor’s only response to repeated requests was that the 

community should seek assistance from SANAA, because he was unaware of any other 

institutions that could provide the technical and financial resources42. When SANAA 

apparently did not answer any of the community’s requests, a number of community 

members presented their case to Aldea Global This resulted in Aldea Global sending an

40 Based on interviews with Maximo Velasquez, Santos Peres, and Marco Madrid, summer 1999.
41 Interviews with community members o f Quebrada Amarilla indicate that their water system hadn’t 
worked for years. No one could remember when the system was first installed, but they knew it hadn’t 
worked for more than 5 years.
42 Interview with community members on June 21,1999 at the Aldea Global headquarters in Siguatepeque, 
Honduras.
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engineer to visit the community to gather topographic information and conduct a basic 

reconnaissance. After only one visit, Aldea Global sent supplies and a paid contractor to 

the community and told them a project coordinator would be periodically visiting to 

check on construction of the project, and give health related instructional talks and 

lessons in management. The total cost of the project was approximately $10,00043. As it 

turned out, the project coordinator made only one appearance and the project was left for 

the contractor to complete. Because no one in the community understood anything about 

building water systems, and because the community was grateful of the materials they 

received, they did not want to make demands of Aldea Global, the donor of the project. 

Ultimately, the system was only partially completed and poorly constructed. After only 

two years the water intake structure and tubes leading to the supply tank filled with sand 

and became permanently disabled.

Subsequent to this failure, the community once again solicited assistance from the mayor 

in 199844. By this time Aldea Global had stopped developing water systems in La 

Libertad and moved to another region of the country to begin a watershed management 

program. The mayor was in no position to be able to assist the community. All the 

engineering drawings were archived with Aldea Global, so no documentation or materials 

lists, or set of recommendations remained with the municipality. Furthermore, the mayor 

was unaware of what international groups were working in the municipality, and could 

offer no strategy to the community. As such the community returned to a system of

, i = : y
43 Based on interview with Hector Castro on June 21,1999, director o f Aldea Global’s Civil Society
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putting private hoses back in the stream to collect water, one hose per house, and waited 

for news of the arrival of another international agency44 45.

Quebrada Amarilla is not an isolated example of poor coordination with local officials to 

build water projects that resulted in failure. Numerous similar examples across 

Comayagua demonstrate an absence of local municipal involvement. Such evidence 

demonstrates that the current process has flaws. The communities or Rio Negro, Plan de 

la Rosa, Planes de Churunes, Rio Blanco, are similar examples of communities that either 

have systems that don’t function or have no system at all. Aldea Global is one of five 

international development agencies assisting over 100 communities in the department of 

Comayagua to complete water and sanitation projects46. The United States Peace Corps, 

Ayuda en Accion, GOAL, and Plan en Honduras represent four other organizations 

working in La Libertad. Each one operates individually of each other, and without a high 

level of coordination with the municipality (Table 3).

In summary, this example was based on a simple water project. Given the degree of 

absenteeism by the municipality, coordination with agencies to plan for mbre complex 

and daunting problems, such as the water sheds for El Cajon, is even less likely to occur. 

As mentioned before, a number of organizations bring agriculture extension to the La 

Libertad area. A number of these projects, such as those managed by CENET, have

Program
44 Interview with community members o f Quebrada Amarilla.
45 Interviews with community members o f Quebrada Amarilla.
461 had contact with only five; there may be more.
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significant implications for water quality, and therefore impact El Cajon, because they are 

aimed at soil retention47. Unfortunately, coordination to guide water project development 

at the same time as watershed planning does not exist.

Table 3. Coordination Indicators between Municipalities and International Agencies

International
Agency

Levels o f Interaction

Use o f  
municipal 
grounds

Data
Sharing

Reports Physical
Infrastructure

Donation

Meetings Involved
in

Municipal
Action

Plan

Municipal
Oversight

Peace Corps •
Ayuda en 

Accion
•

GOAL #
PLANen
Honduras

•

Evangelical
Network

•

Aldea
Global

•

GENET • #

Source: William Dean, 1999.

3.7: Development Practice in Comayagua: Housing Example:

Housing construction is another good example of myriad development agencies selecting 

project sites and raising entire new communities without substantive involvement of local 

officials. During the summer of 1999, three housing projects were being constructed by 

three different international development agencies in La Libertad: Colonia La Pista by 

GOAL, Colonia Bella Vista by Plan en Honduras, and Colonia Nueva Leon by

47 Based on interview with Francisco Maucillo of GENET.
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Evangelical Network. Together these projects represent a process that has limited 

municipal involvement and led to technical problems that are difficult to remedy. In the 

case of GOAL, it resulted in a housing project that was irrespective of Honduran culture.

GOAL arrived in La Libertad in March of 1999 to announce to the mayor that they had a 

budget surplus from a housing project in Comayagua and were going to initiate a new 

housing project of 100 houses in La Libertad48. According to the president of the 

patronato of the damnificados (those who lost their homes to Hurricane Mitch), the 

mayor had instructed GOAL that his friend had a piece of land that could be purchased 

and appeared to be suitable (10 minute drive) for a new housing development49. After 

agreeing to use the site, GOAL was eager to begin, but had a number of strict stipulations 

and wanted to follow a tight time-line. In order for GOAL to commence work on the 

houses they needed the mayor to promise he would connect electricity to the site within 

two months and construct a new water system. He also required each beneficiary to 

contribute 150 days of labor50. Although the mayor had no way of completing either task, 

he acquiesced in order not to loose the windfall of 100 new homes. However, according 

to the president of the patronato, there was no housing shortage because of previous 

development assistance51. The 60 homes lost in the hurricane had already been replaced

48 Based on interview with Venitia o f GOAL on June 30,1999 at the GOAL headquarters in Comayagua.
49 Interview with Marco Madrid, July 2, 1999. La Libertad, Comayagua.
50 Based on interview with Carlos Salinas, the project coordinator for GOAL, La Libertad, July 15,1999.
51 Marco Madrid, president of the patronato o f the damnificados, claims that there were already more 
houses being built than people who lost their homes. Conversations with the mayor o f La Libetad, Cesar 
Agusto, confirm this.
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by disaster assistance from evangelical Network and Plan en Honduras as part of their 

immediate disaster relief.

In the two months after GOAL initiated the project a number of events occurred that 

demonstrated a lack of municipal involvement in the project which ultimately resulted in 

enormous community resentment of both GOAL and the municipality. First, GOAL 

publicly declared that the mayor was “inept” because he couldn’t organize the 

construction of a water system or provide electricity as promised52. Essentially this 

unfairly divided the community rather than bring them together to finish the work. Given 

the sensitivities of the traditional decision making process, it unfairly placed the mayor in 

an awkward position and subjugated the potential beneficiaries to possible political

backlash. This declaration also demonstrated the lack of understanding for the limitations
/

of the community to act as a counterpart in GOAL'S demands. It showed lack of 

flexibility and understanding to the actual needs and abilities of the Libertenos.

Subsequently, GOAL insisted that the mayor sign a letter stating that he would not 

“interfere” with “their” project53. This represented the end of the mayor’s involvement 

with not only GOAL, but also the construction of a significantly large new community on 

the fringe of La Libertad. This action alone demonstrated the insensitivity of the 

international development agency to local culture, local timelines, local capability, and 

the need for partnership and training. It was a gift, not a process that empowers. This

52 Based n interview with Eduardo, the director of GOAL, Comayagua, June 30,1999.
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action also highlighted the powerlessness of the municipality to control its own 

development and demonstrated the lack of channels the mayor can turn to for multi

agency assistance.

Following the letter, GOAL began to construct houses on a section of land that was 

agreed upon by the community to be set aside for a community soccer field. To make 

matters worse, GOAL insisted on a much smaller housing type (two rooms and a porch 

for a family of five) than was customary for the Hondurans. GOAL also chose to use very 

expensive construction materials and design standards never seen before that escalated 

costs. For example, cement foundations were three times the thickness of existing homes 

and the houses were constructed with cement columns and reinforced adobe53 54 (Figure 3). 

Most residents couldn’t understand why a portion of the funds was not used to make 

larger homes, or set aside for a water system55. GOAL further insisted that the houses be 

constructed in two rows to maximize ease in construction. Ultimately, there was less than 

ten feet between the houses, a fact that made construction in an assembly line style easier, 

but left the Libertenos wondering how they were going to be able to squeeze in. Many 

complained that the layout left little opportunity to grow small patches of vegetables or 

raise chickens as traditionally done56 (Figure 7).

53 Based on interview with mayor of La Libertad, Cesar Agusto, July 2,1999.
54 Interview with Carlos Salinas, project coordinator for GOAL.
55 Interview with Giovani Castaneda, beneficiary o f the project.
56 Interview with Giovami Castaneda, thoughts on the project. La Libertad.
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Since there was no initial conversation between GOAL and the community, GOAL had 

no real idea of the actual needs of La Libertad, and no informed idea about the limitations 

of the community to act as a counterpart in their demands. In the eyes of the mayor, it 

was not “community development, but simply a handout” 51. One hundred families were 

chosen to receive new homes, even though most of them had already received new homes 

from Aldea Global and Evangelical Network. The resources could have been better 

utilized if they had been dedicated to other projects such as water systems. Both parties 

were operating in uncertainty that led to problems on the municipal and community 

levels.

Figure 7: New Housing Construction at Co Ionia La Pista.

Source: William Dean, 1999.

37 In te r v ie w  w ith  C e sa r  A g o s to ,  L a  L ib ertad .
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In summary, La Libertad is a typical Honduran municipality in that it struggles to provide 

services to its citizens, and is plagued by development traditions that do not have a strong 

municipal role, which both have led to social and environmental consequences. The case 

study indicated that international development organizations have provided some relief, 

but have done so outside of emerging trends that includes greater citizen and municipal 

input and leadership. Through looking at how GOAL, Ayuda en Accion, and other 

agencies interact with the local officials, there is evidence that thoughtful inclusion of the 

municipality on the part of development organizations does not include basic interaction, 

information sharing, or other basic precursors to effective municipal problem solving. 

Two specific examples demonstrated the gaps in how these groups interact and showed 

that La Libertad is left trying to manage water projects that fail and housing projects that 

are not appropriate. Whereas development organizations are fulfilling a role by giving 

assistance, its is largely void of municipal leadership, which has led to this failure. The 

following chapter outlines a set of recommendations to increase the effectiveness of 

common efforts to provide services through better coordination with international 

agencies and stronger municipal leadership.
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Chapter 4 
Recommendations

4.1: Introduction

This chapter suggests some basic planning principles and guidelines that can make the 

development of La Libertad more effective. The development of processes capable of 

improving housing conditions and water supply, as two examples, rest on the recognition 

of existing limitations in municipal resources and traditions of decision making. It makes 

no sense to suggest a planning exercise that is difficult to understand. The process should 

be reahstic and easily adaptable so that it can function within existing political, social and 

economic conditions58. The process also relies on incorporating basic procedures and 

tools into a problem-solving framework within the municipal realm. The process can 

borrow assistance from international groups, but will ultimately be more valuable if 

coordinated by the municipal authorities. In some ways, the process represents 

surmounting the initial hurdles to community development, especially when the 

environment to plan for is complicated by poverty, lack of basic services and education, 

and pulled in varying direction by international agencies. Together these ideas are aimed 

at improving the quality of administration, so that increases in the quality of life can be 

made more permanent, and based on a process that can be continued, respective of the 

culture which empower it to direct rather than stand aside for international assistance. 

They are represented in Table 4.
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Table 4: Summary of Recommendations

P o lic y  R eco m m en d a tio n D ev e lo p m en t P rob lem
M u n ic ip a l B u d g e t Inaccurate p icture o f  f isc a l resou rces
U se o f  CODEM
•  Identify process to achieve goals
•  Goal formulation through brainstorming
•  Strategy and budgeting

N o  formal developm ent strategy

M odernizing Cabildo Abierto
•  Publicize m eetings
•  Create agenda
•  Publish results
•  Signed list o f  promises

Poor public participation 
N o legacy o f  accountability to public

Creation o f  a database Current decision making not based on accurate 
information

Creation o f  informative map N o visual understanding o f  municipality as a 
w hole

Creation o f  an organizational chart Unclear levels o f  responsibility and feeling that 
the mayor is the only recourse for 
development.

Creation o f  a list o f  projects N o  clear idea o f  what projects exist or what 
agency is involved

Interagency meetings N o communication between international 
groups and local authorities

Reporting system Poor management o f  resources and poor idea o f  
current/ongoing projects

Community developm ent officer N o  official liaison to other agencies or 
com m unities

Attend cabildo abierto L ow  levels o f  public participation by outlying 
communities

Site visits ^ Unfamiliar with both extent o f  the jurisdiction 
and the conditions

Source: William Dean, 1999.

58 T h is  is one reason why innovation from international development firms is viewed with skepticism; in 
many cases it is too complex, and hence mistrusted.
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4.2: Room for Improvement in Governance

The role of the municipal government is key for planning in La Libertad. Municipalities 

are the natural scene for citizen life and constitute the basic cell of public administration. 

For this reason, the government level is the point at which the basic needs for life and 

collective well being can be satisfied (FEMICA, 1991).

One way to increase the municipal role is to implement the new Law of the 

Municipalities by drawing up a budget. Budgets can be effective planning tools because 

they set the realistic boundaries and limitations to government expenditure. It will have 

the effect of increasing accessibility and understanding in municipal expenditures. 

Moreover, this will allow municipalities to become less reactive, and more able to set 

goals based on a real picture of available resources.

As stated in chapter 2, section 2.3, this law represents a milestone in the overall national 

goal to decentralize authority. However, it is poorly understood, which limits the 

communities’ ability to penalize or otherwise chastise the authorities if the services are 

not delivered. The mayor La Libertad is under constant barrage of complaints that he 

“hides money” and is corrupt59. As one community member put it, “the municipalities 

can do anything that is not prohibited, but aren’t  obliged to do anything at all”60. The new 

law changes this by giving a mandate for increased revenues, ability to draw up and

59 Based on interviews with mayoral candidate Marco Madrid, and ex-mayor Emilio (last name omitted by 
petition).
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administer their own budget. For the first time, municipalities can have an accurate 

picture of the financial resources available to them.

A second measure that can have positive impacts on local government is the use of the 

Municipal Community Development Committee (CODEM). CODEM is an idea that 

resulted from the Honduran National Association of Municipalities (AHMON) efforts to 

facilitate the transference of authority to local levels60 61. The committee consists of at least 

one member of the Mayor’s council, and is responsible for the creation of an action plan 

based on community input. While the charter for CODEM in La Libertad is not written, 

stimulating involvement of this committee can offer new channels of access to municipal 

decision making and help create an environment where citizens are more informed.

First and foremost, CODEM can serve as a low-cost policy recommendation committee 

for the municipality, which may increase transparency in decision making. It can also 

influence coordinative decisions, and serve to share professional experiences arid 

expertise. To achieve this, CODEM can use a three step process that includes: 1) 

brainstorming with community members to create a list of needs, 2) identifying a process 

to achieve them, and 3) deciding what will be the products of their brainstorming and 

begin searching for a budget and other resources to achieve them Also, CODEM can be 

used as a forum to discuss development with locally operating international agencies.

60 Based on interview with the town judge, Ramon Gonzales. La Libertad.
61 Based on interviews with Guillermo Consuegra, director o f the Civil Society Program of Aldea Global.



60

Another measure that can have significant positive impacts on accountability, and 

municipal leadership is the modernizing of the cabildo abierto. As mentioned before, this 

is a ritual in Honduras that is characterized by trust mid respect, but also a lack of 

professionalism. However there is evidence that other Honduran municipalities have been 

able to modernize. Siquatepeque, for example increased the effectiveness of these 

meetings, and energized the communities to participate by using the following four steps.

First, it is important to publicize the meetings for up to three months in advance62. 

National authorities, local communities, and the international organizations have stated 

that increased participation of beneficiary groups is necessary in order to achieve 

decentralization. Broadcasting, or otherwise publicizing the meeting notice is similar to 

the procedural due process requirements in the United States, and insures an official 

invitation. Greater participation can strengthen citizen understanding of the role of the 

mayor, as well as his/her opportunities and limitations. Publicizing can also reinforce the 

idea to share development ideas from both the perspective of the community and the 

mayor.

Second, the municipality should create the meeting agenda beforehand. As stated earlier, 

the lack of information for community members and mayors impugns decision-making. 

Community members are typically silent because they are not informed beforehand, in 

broad terms or in detail, about the meeting agenda. Revealing the agenda before hand will
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force an element of organization that will help the mayor react to community problems. 

This idea was tested in Siquatepeque, where the mayors of surrounding local 

municipalities had been questioning why there was so much distrust of themselves in 

their communities62 63. Small changes, such as the publishing of the agenda beforehand can 

represent new policy that reinforces in the communities that the mayor is willing to make 

some changes in the name of progress64.

The third step to modernize the cabildo abierto is to publish the results (decisions, 

opinions, or actions taken) of the meeting. This will bring a degree of accountability to 

how the mayor conducts the meetings, and will legitimize community concerns. This step 

will also help prioritize subsequent meetings, and serve as a tool to resolve issues. It will 

assist the municipality in finding resources by serving as a reminder and as an official 

list.

\

The fourth step should be required during mayoral elections where a list of promises by 

the mayoral candidates is signed. While this is the most direct intervention into the 

politics of small Honduran towns, it forces candidates to be realistic in their promises and 

may reduce symptoms associated with patron-client caudilhsmo.

62 Based on interviews with Guillermo Consuegra, director o f the Civil Society Program of Aldea Global, 
June 21,1999.
63 Based on interviews with Guillermo Consuegra o f Aldea Global.
64 Based on interviews with Nery Serrano, Community Development Officer in Siguatepeque, and Roberto 
Juarez, mayor of Yaramanguila, Intibuca, Honduras.
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4.3: Room for Improvement in Administration

In La Libertad, the mayor has the responsibility of administering town affairs, including 

the affairs of the outlying constituent communities. However, La Libertad is visibly 

deficient in the use of organized information in its management. Strategies to improve the 

administration of town and community affairs should be based on clear definitions of the 

problems, long and short term goals, incorporation of geographical, economic, and social 

data into the decision making, and the formulation of a basic plan to achieve them.

Before a plan can be created or relied on to enact new changes, information is necessary.

The first recommendation involves the creation of a database. At a minimum, a database 

should include demographic information, as it serves multiple purposes. Most 

importantly for La Libertad, it will serve to estimate current population, form a basis for 

estimating per capita conditions with respect to standards, and help to understand 

community change (Kaiser, Godschalk, and Chapin, 1995).

Secondly, the database should include the number of aldeas that fall under the municipal 

jurisdiction. This information is crucial to understanding the municipality as a whole. A 

better idea of problems, such as forest depletion and associated poor water quality, are 

regional concepts, and not necessarily localized events. The municipal authorities need to 

have a better picture of the characteristics of their communities, including who the 

community leaders are in order to begin a more systematized approach to solving 

problems.
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Included in the database should be a list of community infrastructure, including the 

number of schools, houses, water systems, latrines, and health centers. In addition to the 

list of infrastructure, the major problems should be categorized. This may help in 

directing international development agencies to areas of need and will assist in 

formulating goal statements that can be measured against a baseline. As mentioned 

earlier, numerous international agencies enter communities searching for this basic 

information. An organized database that lists these resources, problems and conditions 

(archived at the municipality) will help bridge the gap in communication between the 

municipality and the international development agency. It may lead to greater reliance on 

municipal information, bringing the two entities closer together.

Another element to the database is the development of an informative map. This is a 

more long-term element that can be developed once the preceding information is 

archived. It has the central objective of relaying the geographic realities of the 

municipality to the community, and enhancing cognitive reactions to service provision. 

However, the map is a more complex tool that requires more time and money to develop. 

As such, the map should include basic distinctions between areas of steep and moderate 

topography, locations of aldeas, and the road network (Map3).
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Map 3. Informative Map

Z O N I F I C A C I O N  D E L  M U N I C I P I O
d e  y a m a r a n g u i l a

Z O N A  A L T A

SC

J  Z<'“ e  AlL* ---------  L lnee  U# A#n<re <*• ISOOm

Source: Yamaranguila 2020 Plan, 199865.

65 Based on interview on August 8, 1999 with Roberto Juarez, the mayor of Yaramangila, the Yamarangila 
2020 Plan is one of the first o f its kind in Honduras.



After the initial map is completed, more complex overlays can be created to show 

different information, such as areas where international groups are working (by type or 

name), areas of greatest deforestation, location of water systems, etc. While this is a 

complex exercise, it will help in coordination and administration of municipal resources, 

and will be viewed as a valuable tool that donor groups can utilize. Together, this will 

assist in giving La Libertad an entrance into projects that international agencies 

undertake, as well as, a tool for improved decision-making.

A third admihistrative tool that can reduce uncertainty at the municipality is the creation 

o f an organizational chart. International groups, and to a lesser degree, citizens enter the 

municipal building and do not know what to expect or find66. Simplifying the 

organization of the municipality in a chart will have two impacts. First it will strengthen 

the visibility of other municipal authorities besides the mayor, and secondly, it will 

clarify any new decision processes that emerge over time.

Complementing the informative map, and the database, will be the creation of a fourth 

element: a list of projects. In La Libertad, major projects such as roads and bridges that 

are being constructed by national ministries are listed at the entrance to the community 

(Figure 8), but the list is not created by the municipality or updated. Moreover, it 

represents large-scale projects outside of the realm of municipal administration. A new 

list should be created in the municipal headquarters that shows each project by type,
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location, cost, secondary support agency (international agencies), and a time line for 

completion. The list should be visible at the municipal building to demonstrate municipal 

activity, involvement, and leadership.

Figure 8: Project List at Entrance to La Libertad67

Source: Maria Dean, 1999. 66 67

66 Based on interviews with Peace Corps Volunteers in La Esparanza, Intibuca, and interviews with Ayuda 
en Accion personnel in La Libertad.
67 Photo taken summer, 1999.
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4.4: Room for Improvement in Coordination

As displayed in Diagram 2, the current process to community development in Honduras 

is characterized by numerous actors. The municipality, however, is often subjugated 

when considering the resources and influence that large and small development 

organizations represent. While the influence of La Libertad on global agencies, such as 

AID, and the International Development Bank is negligible, the municipality can adopt 

processes that bring locally operating agencies into an environment of better 

coordination. This process is the key to community development in La Libertad.

As mentioned earlier, these locally operating agencies represent new ideas, innovation, 

resources, and education. They do, however, operate in an environment that inhibits 

municipal authority, leadership, and ownership of projects. As witnessed in the water 

project and housing examples, the iiegative impacts of this environment include cultural 

inappropriateness, poor prospects for sustainability, and a general lack of a municipal 

role. In addition to the aforementioned recommendations, the process to strengthen 

coordination rests on three major ideas: inter agency meetings, the introduction of a 

reporting system, and the creation of a community development officer to synthesize 

information and act as an official liaison to the international groups. This is represented 

in Diagram 3, where international organizations are working under the umbrella of the 

municipalities.



Diagram 2. Current Development Process in Honduras

Honduran National Ministries

Community DevelopmentGlobal Agencies

Locally Operating 
International Agencies

Municipalities

Source: William Dean, 1999.
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Diagram 3. Refocused Community Development in Honduras

69

Source: William Dean, 1999.
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Interagency meetings are a basic idea that can have lasting impacts and forge new 

relations (Morss and Gow, 1985). The idea to introduce regular meetings between the 

international development agency and the municipality is to discuss community 

development in a setting where the participants can agree upon operational principles. 

They could also serve as two-way instruction; both groups could impart knowledge on 

one another. New methodologies could be imparted on the municipality, and cultural 

norms could be explained to the international groups. The example of GOAL is relevant 

here. In the housing project at La Pista, community involvement was solely in the form of 

manual labor. Furthermore, the directors demanded a water system and electricity and 

had a strict time line that was irrespective of the coffee harvest. Meetings could lead to 

suggestions on how to involve the community in more important decisions, reduce 

cultural problems associated with operating in ignorance of local customs, and provide 

the local municipal authorities with a chance to intervene.

Requiring the physical presence of the international development agencies at the 

municipality would suggest a leadership role for the local authorities. Ultimately, these 

meetings could serve as the platform for the initial introduction of a new international 

agency to La Libertad, where their development assistance could be channeled into 

predefined areas of need68.

68 Interview with mayor o f Yamaranguila on August 3, 1999 indicated that this was positive way for both 
the international agencies and the municipality to share ideas, concerns, and approaches to solving 
problems.
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The introduction of a reporting system is another procedure that could have positive 

effects on information sharing by creating a formal and routine channel of 

communication that is inclusive of feedback. A single report format, as shown in 

Diagram 4, could require staff interaction and increase information sharing. The reports 

could serve as a means to focus attention on particular areas of need, and help with the 

^  creation of a database. The report may also help the municipality gage where projects are 

going, and indicate where the municipality could be of most assistance (such as storing 

materials at the municipal complex69). Most importantly, the reports could serve to add 

an element of continuity to the work of the development agencies. When assistance 

arrives and leaves in cycles determined by the international groups, the reports can help 

indicate areas where assistance is most needed or where projects have been abandoned or 

unfinished. Municipal authorities could then direct municipal resources or new agency 

help in the direction of most need.

The third element to improve coordination requires the creation of a community 

development position at the municipal level. This person, called the community 

development officer, would primarily be responsible as a liaison between international 

agencies, the municipalities and the community members. As mentioned in chapter 3, 

section 3.2, the community members often seek sources of aid outsidd of the municipal 

realm. The responsibility of the community development officer would be to understand

69 PLAN en Honduras and Ayuda en Accion both admitted that this is one area o f coordination that could
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Diagram 4. Monthly Project Report Form

International Organization_______________________  .
Contact person/Supervisor_________________
Communities_____ ____________________________________
Contact Person(s) in Community__________________________
Number of Beneficiaries _____
Project Start Date______
Projected Completion Date________
Projected Cost of Project in Lempiras ______

Project Type (Circle Below) ______________  Brief Description of Project
School
Potable Water System
Black Water Treatment
Latrine Type
Housing
Bridge
Road
Teacher Education
Health Facilities or Equipment
Health Promotion
Community Center
Recreation Facilities
Agriculture Promotion
Craft Projects
Sewing Class
Nutrition Program

Training Component Yes/No Explain_______________ ___
Describe collaboration with other International Organizations
Community Contribution _____________ __________
Municipal Contribution______________________________
Attach materials list and drawing or blueprint of project.

Municipal Concems-OfSce Use Only ____________

have possible positive impacts.
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the concerns of the communities by outreaching to the patronatos and serving as a link to 

municipal and international agency resources.

This concept is important because it may be able to help sustain development efforts 

across time through professionalizing the position. It represents a formal change to the 

municipal composition that would complement the creation of the CODEM. It would also 

represent the first municipal officer with planning responsibilities. These responsibilities 

include managing the database, archiving information such as blue prints, and water 

project designs that agencies construct, and overseeing the list of projects ongoing in the 

municipality70. This position would require managing the reports created by the 

international development agencies.

4.5: Room for Improvement in Community (Aldea) Organization

The process to modernize and coordinate development can not be solely left to the 

community development officer, the mayor, and CODEM. It will require action by the 

outlying communities that benefit from their services. More specifically, communities 

such as Quebrada Amarilla, and Rio Negro can formalize the frequent community 

meetings to gain greater participation by the community members. Moreover, greater 

representation by community leaders and members at the cabildo abierto will reinforce 

the importance of their solicitudes that currently get lost or disregarded. Problems and

70 Interview on August 3 ,1999 with Nery Serrano, the Community Development Officer for Siguatepeque. 
He revealed that the most time consuming elements to his job were overseeing projects and bringing 
various groups together to discuss problems.
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needs that are better documented will have an easier time getting on the agenda. This 

does not suggest a new social movement, broadly based in rural communities. Rather, the 

greater the attendance at the cabildo abierto will help the mayor formalize this meeting as 

the most appropriate forum and link to development.

Similar to the municipality, the communities can legitimize their needs and requests by 

organizing community information in a format that is consistent with municipal formats. 

This will facilitate the flow of information into the hands of decision-makers and reduce 

rehance on rumors as a means of generating interest in projects.

Lastly, the communities should encourage “site visits” by their local authorities. This 

could be manifested in ground-breaking ceremonies or at project inaugurations71. The 

positive effects of such a measure could include legitimizing the new agendas that 

emerge at the municipality, and the opportunity for communities to witness local 

authorities in positions of influence. Most importantly, the “site visits” would serve as a 

means of the municipal authorities to introduce locally operating international agencies to 

the region. This could reduce cultural conflict and serve as a means to initiate a process 

based on mutual definitions of the problems. Site visits might eventually lead to 

municipalities recognizing that alternatives exist in reaching municipal and community 

goals.
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In summary, the basic elements that can lead to improved management and provision of 

services rely on the sharing of information and ideas. To overcome mistrust and 

unfocused development, the municipalities will need to use tangible tools of budgets, 

reports, and maps to modernize. In an effort to better utilize the international assistance in 

synergistic ways, new endeavors that include meetings, publications, and reports should 

be encouraged in the municipalities. These new ideas represent action at the municipal 

level that will help modernize according to a rationally based planning paradigm. 

Principles based on making decisions among alternatives derived from informed input 

and quality information will facilitate this process. Whereas the elements suggested 

above, taken individually, may appear simple or basic, together they represent an 

appropriate level of change. More sophisticated processes for planning the development 

of La Libertad can emerge once the initial steps to organize the municipality in a 

leadership role have been taken. 71

71 Conversations with Avilio Velasquez, the vocal for Rio Negro, and Sahel Velasques, the Regional 
Coordinator for AHPROCAFE, suggest that having the mayor o f Comayagua present to see conditions and 
progress would be good politically and would boost interest among the community in pursuing projects.
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion

Honduras has not fully been able to benefit from the assistance of international 

development organizations. The primary reasons are lack of coordination in development 

activities that are based on a common vision and shared information, and a lack of pro

active strategy for municipal planning directed by local authorities. Recent national 

legislation in Honduras that gives local municipalities greater autonomy has not been 

adequately implemented to encompass the work being started by the international groups. 

As a result, the number of international agencies operating on the local level in Honduras 

has proliferated, without oversight. While their activities are necessary to alleviate 

poverty, they have also brought to the surface issues at the nexus of modernity and 

tradition. Consequences include projects that are not only culturally inappropriate and 

dysfunctional after short periods of time, but also jeopardize smooth transitions from old 

development paradigms into new ones. By not utilizing the municipalities, the 

international development organizations lend little support for development of the 

governmental structures most able and likely to sustain change.

There is a need for understanding Honduran municipalities. Municipal reform is a new 

and emerging topic at the national and local levels in Honduras. However, there is 

insufficient information and expertise in the fields of planning and public administration 

to manage all of the challenges that face this developing nation. Due to shortcomings in
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financial and human resources, La Libertad, as one example, has not had much success in 

resolving problems associated with the provision of basic services, especially since state 

agencies are being decentralized. Moreover, the technical assistance that arrives via the 

international groups brings little expertise and knowledge into the structures assigned to 

manage development. Due to these realities, capacity building at the municipal level is 

not increased and the influence of local officials is usurped by outsiders.

For La Libertad, the key finding is that the municipality should be more involved in its 

own development. Meetings, reports, and increased exposure of the traditional mayor and 

council meetings are recommended as preliminary steps to legitimize local municipal 

officials’ roles. The use of maps, databases and the creation of a new position of 

Community Development Officer are subsequent steps that can lead to better 

coordination between agencies, communities and local leaders.

Once coordination and information sharing are in place, the process to reach the 

Honduran citizenry can be more effective. More studies are required to better understand 

and enable municipalities to engage in planning that encompasses the role of international 

development agencies that operate on the local levels. A strategy based on the 

municipality promises to produce enduring, positive change for the Hondurans.
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Appendix A
Partial list of the international development organizations currently working in Honduras, 
based dn Internet searches.

Ademic
Adventist Development Service Committee
Asociacion Cristiana de Jovenes
Catholic Relief Services
Central American Medical Outreach
Christian Medical and Dental Society
Compassion International
Friendships Honduras
Honduras Medical
Honduras Outreach
Lutheran World Relief
International Mercy Air
Mision Bautista
International Orphanage Emanuel
Advancing Native Missions
American Friends and Relief Agency
Catholic Charities USA
CAUSE Canada
Children’s Rescue Mission
El hogar Projects
Episcopal Church in Honduras
Interdenominational Medical Mission
Mission of the Episcopal Diocese of Mississippi
InterAction
Maranatha Volunteers
Northwest Medical Teams
Our Little Roses
Saint Vincent Social Works
Worlds Gospel Mission
World Vision International
Doctors Without Borders
Amigos de las Americas
CARELIFT
Children International
Finca Association
GORTA
Serving Humanity 
Interplast



Appendix A (continued)

Mercy Corps International
Nuestros Pequenos Hermanns
Ohio State University’s Honduras Medical Project
Operation Smile
Paramedics For Children
Project New Miramesi
Save The Children
Sight to the Blind
World Relief de Honduras
American Red Cross
CARE
Casa Alianza 
Compartir
Drew University’s Project Honduras 
Friends of the Americas 
Habitat for Humanity International 
M.E.D.I.C.O.
Mosquita Campaign 
Nueva Esperamza 
Operation Shoebox
Pan American Development Foundation
Peace Corps-Honduras
Remote Area Medical Volunteer Corps
S.E.E. International
The Flying Hospital
Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity 
Farmer to Farmer
Academy for Educational Development 
Canadian Hands for Development in Central America 
Environmental Enterprises Assistance Fund 
Fuhril
Inter-American Development Bank 
Oxfam
Project HOPE
Swiss Coalition of Development Organizations 
PROLANCHO
United States Agency For International Development
Vermont Honduras
Volunteers in Technical Assistance
Medihand International
Small World Foundation
Inter-American Development Assistance



Appendix A (continued)

Agrifuture
Sustainable Harvests International
Programa Regional Forestal para Centro America (PROCAFOR)
Forests Project
GTZ
Inter-American Foundation
International Monetary Fund
Pax World Services
United Nations Development Program
United Nations Industrial Development Organization
Partner’s Network
Foster Parents Plan (PLAN)
International Eye Foundation 
GOAL
Water for People 
Aldea Global


