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TENOSIQUE: When her frightened nephew
came to her home after murdering a gang
member, the Honduran woman took her
three-year-old son, fled to Mexico and
applied for refugee status. Oneylda, 35, is
among a growing number of Central
Americans who are applying to be accept-
ed as refugees in Mexico after escaping
gang violence back home. The number of
refugee applications has nearly doubled,
from 1,296 in 2013 to 2,137 last year,
according to figures from the Mexican
Commission of Refugee Help (COMAR)
obtained by AFP through a public informa-
tion request.

Nearly 83 percent of the applicants are
from the so-called Northern Triangle
nations of Honduras, El Salvador and
Guatemala. Minors accounted for 28.4 per-
cent of total applications, up from 22.6 per-
cent the previous year, as children continue
to flee the violent region. But Mexico only
approved 35.8 percent of the applications

in 2013 and even fewer, 32.9 percent, last
year. Oneylda, who fled Honduras in
January, was not among the fortunate
ones.

She left Honduras with her three-year-
old son in January, just days after her
nephew committed the crime. But after a
four-month wait, Mexican authorities
rejected her refugee application. Five
months pregnant now, she is among
dozens of migrants staying at the “La 72”
shelter in the town of Tenosique, in south-
ern Tabasco state, who are seeking refugee
status. “I think that (the Mexican authori-
ties) don’t have a heart to look at the prob-
lems of others. They’re not conscious of
what we go through,” she said, resting at
the shelter because doctors say she has a
high-risk pregnancy.

Fear and lack of information   
The United Nations refugee agency says

around 3,000 Central Americans are

refugees in Mexico, most of them because
they are victims of gangs but also gender
violence. Jose Sieber, a Mexico-based offi-
cial for the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees, said violence was the cause
behind the surge of applications last year.
According the agency’s figures, the applica-
tions surged in October, after the Mexican
government launched its South Border
Plan, a crackdown on illegal crossings that
has nearly doubled detentions of migrants
and made their path to the United States
more difficult.

But many Central Americans are not
seeking refugee status “because they lack
information or they didn’t get access” to
the right government agencies, Sieber said.
Juan, a 21-year-old Honduran who spent
years moving around his country after the
M18 gang killed some of his family mem-
bers, wanted to go to America but ended
up applying for refugee status with the
help of a shelter in Mexico’s southern

Chiapas state. Beforehand, he said, he “did-
n’t even know” that it was possible for him
to do so. “In the government and in civil
organizations, migration is the dominant
narrative, when in reality we need to rein-
force the fact that many Central Americans
are, in reality, refugees,” the UN official said.

Another problem is that Central
Americans are often afraid to apply for
refuge at the National Migration Institute
(INM), whose agents have been hunting for
illegal migrants across the southern border.
COMAR, meanwhile, only has three offices
in the vast country. Migrant rights groups
say Central Americans are sometimes quick-
ly deported without being told by officials
that they have the right to apply for refugee
status. “We are working with COMAR and
INM on the need for their staff to be aware
of the issue, to know the reality that (Central
Americans) are returned to in their coun-
tries,” Sieber said. COMAR declined to com-
ment to AFP. In the documents obtained by

AFP, the government entity stressed that it
always follows the law.

Staying in Mexico
Mexico’s emerging economy and the

increased difficulty in reaching the United
States has prompted many migrants -
especially Hondurans - to simply stay in
Mexico. Nelson, for instance, is a guard at a
supermarket parking lot in Tenosique.
Mario, who fled the ultra-violent city of San
Pedro Sula, is waiting for a friend to join
him in eastern Mexico to work at a taco
joint. Jose plans to work at a lumberyard in
the Mayan Riviera. “Mexico is now a second
option,” said Mariano Castillo, the
Honduran ambassador to Mexico. Castillo
estimates that 14,000 Hondurans, or 20
percent of those who migrate, stay in
Mexico each year. “Mexico is no longer just
a transit country,” he said. “It is a destination
for those who, maybe, can’t get to the
United States.”—AFP 

ASUNCION: Pope Francis brought his message of
equality to Paraguay Friday, on the third and final
stop of a South America tour that has burnished his
reputation as a powerful voice for the downtrodden.
The pope was greeted by tens of thousands of people
as he made his way from the airport to downtown
Asuncion, where he praised Paraguay’s “solid and sta-
ble” democracy, but called on leaders to address
inequality. “An economic development which fails to
take into account the weakest and underprivileged is
not an authentic development,” the first Jesuit pope
told Paraguay, which has one of the region’s highest
rates of growth - and inequality. The pope also paid
tribute to the country’s women, largely left widowed
and orphaned during the War of the Triple Alliance
from 1865 to 1870, which nearly decimated the male
population. “As mothers, wives and widows, they
shouldered the heaviest burdens,” Francis said. “They
found a way to move their families and their country
forward, instilling in new generations the hope of a
better tomorrow.”

His arrival marks the second visit by a pope to
Asuncion after John Paul II in 1988 - just one year
before dictator Alfredo Stroessner fell, making way for
democracy. “It is not hard to feel at home in so wel-
coming a land,” the pope said. “Paraguay is known as
the heart of America, not only because of its geo-
graphic location, but also because of the warmth of

its hospitality and the friendliness of her people.”
The 78-year-old Argentine pope arrived in

Asuncion from Santa Cruz, Bolivia. As his Airbus
crossed over northern Argentina, he sent Argentine
President Cristina Kirchner a message of “affection for
his dear country.” Francis has not returned to his
home country since his election as pope in March
2013, but could travel there on an official visit in 2016.
Yesterday, the pope was to visit the Marian Shrine of
Caacupe and today will travel to a poor Asuncion
neighborhood, ahead of a mass expected to draw a
crowd of one million. Francis begins his trip back to
the Vatican Sunday, concluding his three-nation tour
that also saw him travel to Ecuador. Paraguay is home
to the main base of South America’s Jesuit mission.
Adding to its Catholic credentials, the country elected
a bishop, Fernando Lugo, to the presidency in 2008.
He served in office until 2012, when he was kicked
out in a coup.

‘Many Sins’ 
Before leaving Bolivia earlier in the day, Francis

ventured into a violent, overcrowded and gang-rid-
den Bolivian prison that houses children living with
their parents. He hugged and kissed inmates and
urged them not to yield to the “devil.” One disconso-
late female inmate broke down in tears and threw
herself into the pope’s arms, saying she felt utterly

abandoned. The pontiff, who specifically requested
the visit to the Palmasola jail, walked slowly through a
courtyard where hundreds of prisoners and their fam-
ilies awaited him.  Back inside the penitentiary, Francis
exchanged hugs and kisses with prisoners and held
children in his arms, kissing them too. “The man
standing before you is a man who has experienced
forgiveness. A man who was, and is, saved from his
many sins,” said Francis, the first pope from Latin
America. “That is who I am. I don’t have much more to
give you or to offer you, but I want to share with you
what I do have and what I love. It is Jesus Christ.” The
Palmasola prison, nearly 50 years old, was built to
hold 600 prisoners but is now overflowing with near-
ly 5,000 men and women. A gang war there in 2013
left more than 30 people dead. An estimated 30 per-
cent of the inmates are accused of rape.

September Return 
Ecuador, Bolivia and Paraguay are predominantly

Catholic and have been marked by a long history of
poverty and inequality, especially afflicting indige-
nous populations. Beginning in the 1500s, Spanish
conquerors, with the blessing of the Church, subjugat-
ed and enslaved indigenous peoples in the Americas,
annihilating native cultures and forcing their conver-
sion to Christianity. Francis will return to Latin America
in September, when he travels to Cuba. — AFP 

TEGUCIGALPA: The militarization of Central
America’s violent Honduras has helped to stem
gang bloodshed in a land known for the world’s
highest murder rate, but it has created another
problem - an apparent spike in abuses blamed
on soldiers. Former President Porfirio Lobo rolled
out the military in 2012 to fight drug gangs and
his successor Joa uan Hernandez upped the
offensive, pledging to “put a soldier on every
corner”. While that may help Honduras shake off
its reputation as the world’s deadliest country, a
litany of murder, rape and torture accusations by
some victims and human rights groups against
the military is haunting a country struggling to
find its feet after a 2009 coup that sparked a
surge in violence.

Poverty and chronic violence in Honduras
were among the main factors behind a surge in
illegal migration from Central America to the
United States last year that caused a major politi-
cal headache for President Barack Obama.
Between 2012 and 2014, Honduran soldiers
were accused of being involved in at least nine
murders, over 20 cases of torture and about 30
illegal detentions, according to data compiled
by Reuters. The figures assembled by Reuters
come from the US State Department’s 2014
Honduras human rights report, three major
human rights organizations and three newspa-
pers. Reuters could not independently verify
every incident of abuse blamed on the military,
but confirmed two in interviews with victims.
There is no official tally of abuses by soldiers. In
2010 and 2011 there were no reported cases
implicating soldiers in such crimes. The military
was accused of abuses in 2009 related to
protests following the ouster of former President
Manuel Zelaya in a coup. “The number of human
rights violations by the military is rising, and the
threat is greater and growing because military
police operate with their faces covered and
without visible identification, which fans
impunity,” said Juan Almendarez, director of
CPTRT, a center for the treatment of torture vic-
tims and their relatives.

Honduras’ Interior Minister Rigoberto Chang
acknowledged there had been some cases of
military abuses, but said they were isolated inci-
dents and promised justice would be served.
“Those soldiers that violated the behavior code
have been handed over to the courts,” Chang,
whose brief includes justice and human rights
said in May when asked about the abuses. “But
the presence of soldiers in the streets will contin-
ue until security is reestablished.”

Colonel Antonio Sanchez, the spokesman of

the Honduran armed forces, declined to com-
ment for this story when asked about a spike in
military abuses. He said, however, that all sol-
diers were trained in human rights and any
accused of wrongdoing would be judged in
court. “If anyone has a different idea over how
the state can fight against insecurity in
Honduras, let them propose it,” he said. Since
taking office in early 2014, Hernandez, a military-
trained politician, has deployed a new military
police force known as the PMOP that is set to
grow by 40 percent this year. Hernandez has also
increased the defense budget by a fifth.
Supporters of greater military presence say it has
helped lower the country’s murder rate, which
the United Nations put at over 90 per 100,000
people in 2012. By comparison the global rate
was over six deaths per 100,000, while the US
one was below five. According to the respected
National Autonomous University of Honduras’
Observatory of Violence program, the 2014 mur-
der rate fell to 68, down from 79 in 2013. As a
result neighboring El Salvador took over last
year as the country with the world’s highest
murder rate. But there are also currently at least
24 soldiers being investigated by authorities on
charges related to nine murder cases, according
to the data compiled by Reuters, with more
detained on suspicion of crimes ranging from
torture to rape.

Military might
Last February, Luis Betancourt was working at

his fruit stand in the Honduran capital,
Tegucigalpa, when a group of masked men who
claimed to be from the police’s intelligence unit
forced him into an idling car. During the journey,
the men revealed they were soldiers, and
Betancourt said they told him there was a
120,000 lempira ($5,525) price on his head. “They
told me that if I didn’t pay anything, they would
kill me and my family as well,” he said. Some of
Betancourt’s family witnessed the incident, and
called the police, who rescued him. Four mem-
bers of the PMOP were arrested and have been
charged with his kidnapping.  More boots on the
ground has played well politically for Hernandez,
who says he is considering the idea of changing
the constitution to allow him to run for a second
term while also grappling with a $200 million
corruption scandal at the Honduran Institute of
Social Security that marred his election cam-
paign. The United States has said it respects the
decision to use soldiers for policing, while the
United Nations has urged Honduras to put a date
on ending the military’s security role.  —Reuters

Military helps cut Honduras 
murder rate, but abuses spike 

ASUNCION, Paraguay: Pope Francis speaks during a visit to the Peadiatric Hospital yesterday. — AFP 

SAN ANTONIO, Texas: Daughters of the Republic of Texas president general Dr Betty Joe
Edwards holds American and Texas flags that were flown at the Alamo Friday after a cere-
mony ending the DRT’s 110-year custodianship of the Shrine of Texas Liberty.— AP 

Little respite for Central Americans fleeing to Mexico

SAN JUAN: By day, bobbing on the Caribbean, it
looks like just another boat out for a day of fishing.
But by night the engines roar to life and the hidden
cargo of cocaine gets moving. Puerto Rico - the
economically distressed US territory that many
Americans know mainly as a vacation resort - turns
out to be a way station for South American cocaine
bound for the hungry US market. It often works like
this: Speedboats sail up from Venezuela laden with
coke, hang out off the coast of Puerto Rico by day,
and then make for the coast of the US common-
wealth by night. Once there, getting cocaine into
the United States is in theory easier: Shipments can
be mailed or sent to airports or seaports without
having to clear customs, authorities here say.
Seizures of cocaine, the most profitable drug for
traffickers, have shot up here on the island: 5,300
kilos so far this year, compared to just under 4,000
in 2014 and 2,800 in 2013, according to the Puerto
Rico Police, which is now part of a special drug
interdiction force along with other American agen-
cies like the Drug Enforcement Administration, FBI
and the Coast Guard.

“Puerto Rico is used as a bridge to the United
States. Eighty-five percent of the drugs that pass
through Puerto Rico are for the United States,” said
Police Chief Jose Caldero. As recently as

Wednesday police confiscated 190 kilos of cocaine
from a boat and arrested three Dominicans. Six
weeks ago police scored a much bigger hit: 2,100
kilos seized on a boat trying to reach the north
coast of the island. 

New Strategy 
The rise in drug shipments through the US part

of the Caribbean, mainly via Puerto Rico and the US
Virgin Islands, has set off alarms in the White
House. In January it announced a new strategy to
combat the trend. Most drugs destined for the
United States follow a route that hugs the coasts of
Central America or crosses the US border with
Mexico. But these are being more closely moni-
tored, so traffickers have been forced to seek out
new routes, US officials say. Most cocaine arrives
from Venezuela, a neighbor of major producer
Colombia.  Before, vessels carrying the drug would
stop over in the Dominican Republic, but police are
now detecting more and more direct trips from the
northern tip of South American right to Puerto
Rico. And there is a pattern to the trafficking. “They
come in a speedboat with three engines. By day,
they cover it up with a black tarp. They go nice and
slow, and fish. At night is when they hit the acceler-
ator,” said Caldero. The authorities end up playing

cat and mouse, adapting their tactics as the traf-
fickers tweak theirs. “This is a strategy. We make our
plans, but they also make theirs,” he said.

Internal Problem 
And the small amount of cocaine that remains

on the island is also a growing problem. It used to
be that the service of mooring boats carrying
cocaine and handling it on the island were paid for
in cash. Now however it is paid for in cocaine itself.
“And it has to be sold,” said Gary Gutierrez, a crimi-
nal justice professor. Sixty-five percent of the
killings committed in Puerto Rico are directly relat-
ed to drugs, said Caldero. Those killings peaked in
2011 at 1,135. In 2014 they had fallen to 681, main-
ly because of tougher law enforcement, he added.
Although the island has huge financial problems - a
debt of $72 billion after eight years of economic
recession - the police budget has remained stable
at more than $750 million, the police chief said. But
at the same time, that economic crisis makes drug
trafficking more appealing to people who are
enduring hard times, said Gutierrez. He is in favor
of decriminalizing drugs as a way to end drug-relat-
ed violence. “In those communities, unfortunately
drug trafficking becomes a solution to the econom-
ic problem,” he said. —AFP 

Puerto Rico new way 
station for drug trade

Historical women group ends 
110-year Alamo stewardship

Pope takes message of 
equality to Paraguay

Country has region’s highest rates of inequality

SAN ANTONIO: Flags were lowered and
prayers were said in the myriad languages of
the Alamo’s 1836 defenders on Friday as the
Daughters of the Republic of Texas ended their
110 years as custodians of the mission-turned-
fortress-turned-shrine. Members of the 124-
year-old group held a solemn, low-key ceremo-
ny to mark the handover of the Alamo to the
General Land Office of Texas. The prayers were
recited in English, Spanish, Danish and German
during the event in front of the Alamo. A group
of men in period dress stood as honor guard.
One of the men led cheers for the group, while
another played “The Yellow Rose of Texas” on
the bagpipe.

Tourists came and went apparently unaware
of the ceremony. The Daughters ended the
event by lowering their US and Texas flags.
Another Texas flag was run up the Alamo’s flag-
pole. The group will operate a research center

and conduct programs on the site. However,
under a state mandate, the Daughters began
turning authority over the Alamo to the Texas
General Land Office in March. Last month, Gov
Greg Abbott signed legislation that removes a
representative of the group from the Alamo
advisory board.

The Alamo was the site of an 1836 battle in
the Texas war of independence from Mexico.
The battle led to the deaths by Mexican troops
of some 180 defenders of the besieged fort.
Weeks later, those deaths provided Texas irregu-
lars with their rallying cry that they carried to
victory at the Battle of San Jacinto, which
clinched Texas’ independence from Mexico. A
lawsuit for control of the archives the Daughters
have accumulated at the Alamo since 1950 is
pending. The group’s president general, Dr
Betty Joe Edwards, has said the group will mon-
itor how the state operates the site. — AP 


