CASE Nº5
Agua Zarca Dam

Killing of Tomás García,
Berta Cáceres, and attacks
on COPINH and the
community of Rio Blanco
On March 2, 2016, two armed men kicked in the
backdoor to the home of indigenous leader Berta Isabel
Cáceres Flores in the town of La Esperanza, Honduras.
The assailants shot Cáceres and Mexican environmental
activist Gustavo Castro Soto, leaving Cáceres dead.
Cáceres was the leader of the Lenca indigenous
organization COPINH (Consejo Cívico de
Organizaciones Populares e Indígenas de Honduras),
which since 2010 had been fighting to stop the
construction of the Agua Zarca Dam, a small scale
hydroelectric dam located on the Gualcarque River in
the northwest of Honduras.1 The Lenca communities,
organized and represented by COPINH, resisted the
project for the impact it would have on this culturally
important river and their lives, and because of the lack
of adequate consultation required by law.2
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sites, and sending letters to the project’s financiers
calling their attention to escalating violence and
human rights abuses. Researchers have chronicled
years of violence against COPINH and local community
protesters, carried out by authorities, state security
forces, paramilitary groups, and from employees and
supporters of Desarrollos Energeticos S.A. de (DESA),
the dam developer, including surveillance, death
threats, physical attacks, defamation campaigns,
warrantless raids and confiscation of property, arbitrary
arrests, forced evictions, sexual harassment, and judicial
harassment.3
An international, independent expert panel
commissioned to investigate Cáceres’ murder concluded
that DESA appeared to have utilized its finances
to foment violence around the project area and to
systematically attack members of COPINH, including
Berta Cáceres.4 The panel’s report draws from financial
documents and phone records to conclude that DESA,
which had received a US$24 million credit line from
the Central American Bank for Economic Integration
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Since 2010, COPINH has been supporting communities
fighting against the construction of the dam, raising
concerns with government officials, filing legal
complaints, mobilizing protests, blockading project

Honduras

“Don’t finance Agua Zarca,
FMO out of Agua Zarca.”

1

CASE Nº 5 - Agua Zarca Dam

Goldman Environmental Prize

Berta Cáceres

(CABEI), contracted government security forces to
secure its construction sites and used project funds to
hire public relations experts, lawyers, private security
personnel, informants, and contract killers to neutralize
those who opposed the project.5 The Agua Zarca Project
and DESA reject these allegations and maintain that
Agua Zarca is unrelated to any act of violence and that
the project has always complied with Honduran law.6
On July 15, 2013, soldiers positioned inside the
company’s logistics headquarters opened fire against
peaceful community protesters, killing indigenous
leader Tomás García, seriously wounding his 17-yearold son Allan, and injuring others.7 Citing unpredictable
conflicts between DESA and local communities, Chinese
construction company Sinohydro terminated its
contract with DESA weeks later.8

increasing violence and serious threats to the life and
integrity of Cáceres and other community members,
and demanding the banks not finance the project.11
Correspondence from FMO shows that it refused to
consider these risks and allegations seriously, and that
it believed that FPIC had been obtained and that other
risks were sufficiently manageable.12
Cáceres’ death in March 2016 captured global attention.
The international community rallied behind COPINH’s
calls for the financiers to cancel their investments and
permanently withdraw from the project.13
While FMO and FinnFund called on the Honduran
government to put an end to the violence and to
investigate Cáceres’ murder, they did not suspend their
financing until around two weeks later, when, on March
15, 2016, Nelson García, another COPINH leader, was
shot and killed.14 FMO and FinnFund also announced the
suspension of their other activities in Honduras.15

In October of that year, COPINH filed a complaint with
the International Finance Corporation’s Compliance
Advisor Ombudsman regarding IFC’s financial
intermediary investment in the Central American
Mezzanine Infrastructure Fund (CAMIF) which was at
that time considering investing in Agua Zarca.9 CAMIF
later decided not to invest in the project.

Even then, FMO did not seem to challenge the project
or its developers. “As far as Agua Zarca knows, lenders
see the project as a responsible initiative that respects
life and the rule of law…,” reported DESA.16

Yet in February 2014, Dutch development bank FMO
and Finnish bank FinnFund granted DESA US$15 million
in financing for the Agua Zarca project.10 Since the
2013 murder of Tomás García, both FMO and FinnFund
had received numerous communications from COPINH
and international NGOs citing the lack of consultation
and free, prior and informed consent, warning of the

After DESA’s manager for social and environmental
affairs was arrested for Cáceres’ murder, FMO and
FinnFund announced on May 9, 2016, their intent
to seek “a responsible exit” from the project and
commissioned an investigation to explore how.17 The
investigation report concluded that FMO should have
secured the consent of indigenous communities, and
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COPINH

COPINH argues that the exit of FMO and FinnFund
not only was a callously late response to the deaths
and human rights violations, but also was done whilst
maintaining vocal support for DESA and sidelining the
FPIC rights of the Lenca communities, leaving them in
greater risk.25

3rd Anniversary of Berta Cáceres’ killing.

“conducted follow up” after the killing of Tomás García,
however, it delegitimized the concerns and
work of COPINH, casting the organization’s opposition
campaign as the source of the risk of future violence if
the project were to continue.18
On July 6, 2017, FMO and FinnFund announced their
exit from Agua Zarca, noting “no proven connection
has been established between DESA and allegations
regarding any illegality” and thanking DESA for its
“willingness to put the project on hold.”19 COPINH
criticized the banks’ failure to acknowledge the role
of DESA, the government, or their own financing
in contributing to the human rights violations and
violence.20
It remains unclear whether CABEI ever officially
withdrew from the project, though they reported
in June 2017 the cessation of loan payments.21 The
bank has been largely unresponsive to multiple
communications from COPINH and other civil society
groups.22
Following its exit from the project, FMO adopted
a position statement that the institution does “not
tolerate any activity by our clients that amount to the
oppression of, violence towards, or any other violation
of the human rights of those who voice their opinion
in relation to FMO activities and the activities of our
clients.”23 The bank also announced plans to develop
more robust systems for verifying FPIC, and assessing
human rights risks and threats to environmental and
land defenders.24
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The 2017 expert investigation found “willful
negligence” by CABEI, FMO and FinnFund, citing
their “prior knowledge of the strategies undertaken
by DESA” and their failure to implement effective
measures to guarantee respect for human rights or
protection for Cáceres.26 In July 2018, COPINH and
Cáceres’ family filed suit against FMO in Dutch courts
alleging negligence and indirect responsibility for
Cáceres’ killing.27 FMO maintains that it acted in good
faith.28
In November 2018, a Honduran court convicted seven
men, including a DESA manager and a former DESA
security chief, of murdering Cáceres. The court found
that the killing was carried out by a gang of hitmen
on the orders of DESA executives frustrated at costly
delays caused by the protests against the dam.29
Roberto David Castillo, a former intelligence officer and
DESA’s executive president at the time of the killing,
is accused of orchestrating the murder and as of early
2019 is still awaiting trial.30 Castillo and DESA have
denied any wrongdoing.
Human rights groups and the families of the victims
welcomed the conviction, but criticized the Honduran
government for excluding key witnesses and evidence
and failing to bring to justice the masterminds behind
the killing and the larger campaign of intimidation.31
As of early 2019, several Honduran officials are
under investigation for violating free, prior, informed
consultation requirements during Agua Zarca’s
licensing.32 Agua Zarca’s investors have yet to
acknowledge their responsibility; the suit against FMO
remains pending in Dutch courts. Social movements
continue to demand justice and accountability and the
protection of human rights defenders still at risk.33
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