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Honduras and the Agricultural Sector 

Honduras is the second largest country of Central America with a land area of 112,492 km², 

is bordered to the southeast by Nicaragua (922 km), to the southwest by El Salvador (342 

km), to the west by Guatemala (256 km), to the south by the Pacific Ocean (153 km) and to 

the north by the Caribbean Sea (750 km)1. Honduras is territorially divided into 18 

Departments and 298 Municipalities. According to the National Institute of Statistics, the 

estimated population is 6,485,000 inhabitants (year 2001) 2, with large concentrations in 

the cities of Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula. In 2007, according to the Human Development 

Index (HDI) Report presented by the United Nations Development Program, Honduras 

presented a HDI of 0.7 with an annual growth rate of 0.94% since 1990, hence classified as a 

Medium Human Development country. With respect to the Human Poverty Index, Honduras 

ranks 61st out of a list of 135 poorest countries in the world; an estimated 51% of the 

population lives in poverty, of which 29.7% lives in extreme poverty with an income of US $ 

2/day3. Honduras has a diversified economy based on trade in agricultural products and 

manufacturing, making it one of the most diverse in Central America, however, it has been 

affected by significant external impacts and unexpected natural disasters that have delayed 

its economic growth4. 
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In Honduras, 12% of gross domestic product (GDP) comes from agriculture. Total 

agricultural exports reached US $ 3.47 billion in 20135. Coffee, palm oil and bananas were 

the main sources of foreign currency. Also, 36% of the economically active population is 

related to the agricultural sector because it is one of the main sources of employment. The 

sector employs more than half of the employed population, many of them (over 30% of the 

total population and 54% of the rural population) live in families of small farmers 

producing maize, beans, rice and sorghum, which are the four most important crops for 

Honduran food. This sector is considered as the basis for subsistence and food security for 

the majority of Hondurans6. 

 

Up to 41% of the Honduran population has food insecurity indexes and at least 8% of the 

population is within the global hunger index7. This situation is explained by the population's 

lack of access to food, low incomes, high levels of poverty and a continuous increase in 

prices. Over the years, a reduction of the food production is perceived between one harvest 

and another. The reasons of this problem lie in poor soil management, high deforestation of 

fragile and water-stressed forests, and the use of degraded land for subsistence farming and 

extensive livestock. The main impact of these practices is the degradation of water 

resources. These conditions influence on the loss of biodiversity, the reduction of the quality 

and quantity of water in the soils, and the increase of floods in the crops in the middle part 

of the basins8.  

 

Challenges of the Agricultural Sector to Climate Change 

According to the Germanwatch Global Climate Risk Index, Honduras was the country most 

affected by extreme weather events between 1996 and 2015 with a total of 61 events over 

this period. This ranking is attributed to the aftermath of exceptionally devastating events 

hitting the country such as Hurricane Mitch9. In Honduras, the death toll was close to 6,500 
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with up to 11,000 still missing due to this event10. At least 70% of crops were destroyed. 

Crop losses were estimated at $ 900 million. The damage by Mitch to Honduran agricultural 

production will take years to recovery11.  

 

Important trends in precipitation and temperature rise have been observed in Central 

America. Climate projections foresee warming from +1.6 to +4 °C and rainfalls changes 

varying from -22 to +7% by 2100 in the region12. This increase in temperature, 

accompanied by periods of drought and reduced rain, will cause water supply shortages and 

consequently, a change in areas suitable for crops. This coupled with climatic variability and 

extreme events (e.g. Hurricane Mitch) can have a major impact on the agriculture13. A study 

of climate change impacts on crops in the dry corridor of Honduras show the following 

results: there is a high probability of coffee rust predominance, especially under scenarios 

with more rainfalls and warmer temperatures; long dry periods represent a serious 

problem for the maize plants in their initial stages and they do not survive for a long time if 

the drought is accompanied by high temperatures; there is a moderate probability of 

reduced bean productivity due to changes in rainfall; there is a high probability of increased 

pests and common diseases that damage the potato crop, moreover, this crop is susceptible 

to both droughts and excess of water; droughts or excessive rains will have a negative 

impact on the initial stages of the lettuce plants14. 

 

Agricultural Sector Adaptation 

In a country like Honduras where agriculture plays such an important role, it is 

indispensable to guarantee the production of food in a sustainable way, taking advantage of 

resources without harming the natural capital. Maintenance and restoration of productive 
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ecosystems should be promoted through adaptation to climate change and thus ensure that 

future generations have abundant food and a prosperous agriculture15. 

 

Climate change adaptation is defined as ‘adjustment in natural or human systems in 

anticipation of or response to a changing environment in a way that effectively uses 

beneficial opportunities or reduces negative effects.’16 Climate adaptation law is likely to be 

a part of the adaptation process. New legal issues are arising and existing legal challenges 

could intensify, as human migration and new infrastructure could trigger disputes over land 

use, environmental, and civil rights policies; and some of the effects of climate change will 

present entirely new types of challenges for which we lack methods of adaptation. The 

objective of climate change adaptation policy includes two broad themes: reducing 

vulnerability to harms and increasing resilience to harms that are sensed. It is not yet clear 

what that implies at any given location or how to achieve it in a manner that is effective, 

efficient and equitable. Although adaptation is still a controversial topic, since 2005 there 

has been a considerable public and private effort to make up for the slow start of adaptation 

policy development17.  

 

According to Honduras’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution18, the priority of the 

country is undoubtedly adaptation to climate change in order to reduce its vulnerability. 

Honduras is a low-income country and has to face a number of development challenges, 

such as poverty, education, health, security, which overlap the challenge of adaptation. The 

country has made good progress in establishing a favorable regulatory and institutional 

framework to work towards reducing its vulnerability and adapting to climate change, as 

evidenced by the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for the Agricultural Sector19. 

This article intends to assess the principles used in the legal design of this Strategy in order 

to support future efforts regarding the adaptation of the sector in Honduras.  
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Design Principles for Adaptive Capacity in Legal Systems  

 J.B. Ruhl suggests the application of theoretical context and design principles for adaptive 

capacity in designing climate change adaptation law20, noting that it should draw from 

theories of adaptive management21, dynamic federalism22, new governance23 and 

transgovernmental networks24. Adaptive management is an interdisciplinary approach 

relying on iterative cycles of goal determination, model building, performance standard 

setting, outcome monitoring, and standard recalibration. The adaptive management model 

comprises eight key steps: 1) definition of the problem, 2) determination of goals and 

objectives for management of ecosystems, 3) determination of the ecosystem baseline, 4) 

development of conceptual models, 5) selection of future restoration actions, 6) 

implementation and management actions, 7) monitoring and ecosystem response, and 8) 

evaluation of restoration efforts and proposals for remedial actions. This last step is 

critical25.   

 

The adaptive management theory is a response to the model of ecosystems as dynamic 

systems since they have high variability and low predictability to change. It is a call to move 

and commit to ecological resilience strategies continuously and flexible over time. 

Ecological resilience, under the resilience theory26, is a type of resilience which ‘is measured 

by the amount or magnitude of disturbance a system can absorb without having its 

fundamental behavioral structure redefined, a property known as resistance’27. It depends 
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on adjustments to system processes as the means of managing overall system integrity.  

Ecological resilience is different to engineering resilience. Engineering resilience is 

measured by the time required for a system to return to an equilibrium following a 

disturbance, a feature called recovery. Both concepts envision a system that has been 

pushed off of its steady state by a disturbance. However, they differ in terms of the 

strategies the system uses to avoid being pushed so far as to be functionally restructured. 

Ecological resilience strategies embrace the possibility of fluctuating within a basin of 

attraction to equilibrium, aiming to avoid flipping from one structural state to another. On 

the contrary, engineering resilience strategies devote all systems resources to stay close to 

the equilibrium, aiming to turn back. Another difference between the two concepts has to 

do with the response diversity of the system, which is ‘the diversity of responses to 

disturbance among species or actors contributing to the same function in the social-

ecological system’.28 Response diversity enhances resilience because it opens up options; it 

is more likely to be borne by ecological resilience. Moreover, there are five key features of a 

system that contribute to their capacity to tolerate surrounding changes: reliability, 

efficiency, scalability, modularity and evolvability. Scalability, modularity and evolvability 

match up more closely with ecological resilience. Scalability is robustness to changes to the 

size and complexity of the system. Modularity is robustness to structured component 

rearrangements. And evolvability is robustness of lineages to changes on long time periods. 

Given that future climate change impacts are expected to continue being of high variability 

and low predictability, ecological resilience strategies may provide an enhancement of the 

resilience and adaptive capacity of the legal system designed to respond to them29. 

 

National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for the Agricultural Sector of Honduras 

(2014-2024)30 

The Strategy adopts the conceptual framework of Adaptation to Climate Change and 

Disaster Risk Management (ACC&DRM) due to the increased synergies between these two 

concepts. Risk management is, in a way, a mechanism for adaptation focusing on prevention 

of events rather than response or risk reduction. Multiculturalism is recognized and 

appreciated in the design of policies and proposals of the Strategy too. Indigenous 

communities are another important capital when it comes to participatory management of 
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natural resources, which in a context of climate change becomes more relevant because it 

would also allow an adequate management of conflicts. The Strategy also adopts the gender 

equity approach and the human development and capacity building approach31.  

 

The process of formulating the Strategy consisted of a series of steps. First, a Working 

Group (WG) in the Secretariat of Agriculture and Livestock (SAL) was created. The WG is an 

instance of consultation and construction of proposals from the SAL, which will be 

strengthened with the creation of the Unit of Climate Change and Risk Management of the 

SAL (UCC&RM). Second, the definition and consensus of the methodological route for the 

formulation of the Strategy and its presentation to the Sub Committee on Agriculture and 

Food Security (SCAFS), which involves various public, private and international cooperation 

agencies. Third, workshops with the WG and national contributions (Permanent 

Commission of Contingencies and others) were carried out for formulating the vision, 

strategic objectives, expected results, indicators, and specific strategies for achieving 

results. Fourth, with the support and advice of national experts hired by the CliFor-GIZ 

Program32, the UCC&RM through the WG has identified the various studies of vulnerability 

analysis, diagnoses, studies carried out by various entities and institutions, to order, review 

and systematize them. Fifth, with an advanced drafting of the Strategy, three National 

Validation Workshops were carried out with the participation of agrarian organizations, 

municipalities, international cooperation organizations, and others. The most relevant 

contributions were collected and incorporated as additional contributions. Sixth, the 

Strategy was presented and approved by SCAFS, after having passed the consultation 

process. Finally, the SAL, through an Executive Resolution, recognizes the Strategy as the 

political instrument for launching proposals and mechanisms for ACC&DRM in Honduras. 

The document was publicly presented33. 

 

The WG is the most important instrument in the elaboration of the Strategy. The SAL, 

through the WG has established intra-institutional relations between the National 

Agricultural Health Service, the Directorate General of Fisheries and Aquaculture, the 

Directorate of Agricultural Technology and Science, the National Agrifood Development 
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Program and the National Program for the Promotion of Irrigated Agriculture. Moreover, 

the Technical Unit for Nutritional Food Safety and the link between the Secretariat of the 

Presidency and the SAL also participated in the workshops34. 

 

The vision of the Strategy is, by 2024, to have led and generated mechanisms of agreement 

and synergy for the reduction of agroclimatic vulnerability and the increase of resilience 

and adaptability in the agrifood sector of Honduras. The basic criteria guiding and 

supporting the Strategy are the following: 1) Emphasis on food security as the main 

measure to protect the most vulnerable people and sectors; 2) emphasis on the design and 

implementation of measures to adapt to climate change, priority in short and medium term 

responses, without losing sight of the long term (simultaneously addressing the urgent); 3) 

prioritization of the sectors, territories and human populations most vulnerable and 

impacted by climate change; 4) in line with the available and potentially mobilizable 

competencies, capacities and resources of the SAL; 5) in line with the SAL's scope of action, 

with inter-institutional coordination and synergy, and intersectoral coordination35. 

 

The Strategy has been structured in four Strategic Axes (SAs), whose scope has been 

defined by Strategic Objectives (SOs). The SOs were formulated through an analysis of 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT); with a time horizon of 10 years 

and considered fundamentally as a learning process. Each SO comprises a group of results, 

indicators for verification, strategies to achieve the results and a responsible, partners and 

allies36.  

 

The first SA (SA-1) is the institutional strengthening of the SAL in matters of human 

capacities (resources) for environmental management, adaptation to climate change and 

agroclimatic risk management. The SO 1.1 is for the SAL to constitute the UCC&RM as the 

specialized body to promote the incorporation of ACC&DRM into its planning and budget. 

The UCC&RM will coordinate, propose, monitor and consult aspects of policies management 

and organizational proposals. This is expected to be done by a published executive 

agreement in La Gaceta. Also, an operating regulation will be prepared for the WG, which 

will create working agreements with all the institutions of the SCAFS and will be 
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consolidated as the Specialized Advisory Platform of the SAL.  The SO 1.2 is for the SAL to 

strengthen its technical and technological capabilities in the institutional structure related 

to the operation of the SCAFS, the WG and the UCC&RM. By 2016, a trained and qualified 

institutional team is expected to guide and advise the mainstreaming of the adaptation 

issue, and the interagency and intersectoral synergistic approach of climate change37.  

 

The second SA (SA-2) is the coordination and harmonization of prevention and response 

actions to extreme events with emphasis on droughts and floods. The SO 2.1 is for the SAL 

to harmonize and coordinate mechanisms and actions with the public sector, private 

organizations and agrarian organizations to achieve practical proposals that contribute to 

the reduction of the impacts caused by droughts and floods in the agrifood sector. The SO 

2.2 is the promotion and support of practices that contribute to local food security through 

agrifood production, with emphasis on continental and maritime aquaculture production, 

giving priority to small producers with a focus on gender equity and interculturality38.   

 

The third SA (SA-3) is the strengthening of technical capacities of the SAL to design and 

implement ACC&DRM measures. The SO 3.1 is to increase the adaptive capacity and 

resilience of productive systems to temperature increases, changes in rainfall patterns, 

droughts and flood events, and the incidence of pests and diseases caused by climate 

change. By 2020, each program, project and service of the SAL is expected to have 

specialists in ACC&DRM; who lead, advise and facilitate the policies of the Strategy in the 

agrifood sector. Also, new technologies are expected to be incorporated as part of the 

farmers’ productive system. The establishment of guidelines for reducing the incidence of 

pests and diseases through Integrated Pest Management is also contemplated. The SO 3.2 is 

to prevent the reduction of the volume of water available, improving its quality through 

proper management of the basin and prioritizing projects and programs of water securing39 

as an investment for adaptation. By 2020, public investment in water securing projects (e.g. 

water harvesting) is visualized, providing irrigation water in a higher percentage to the 

most vulnerable families that are exposed to the impacts of droughts. The SO 3.3 is for the 

SAL to promote and facilitate intersectoral mechanisms for access and timely use of 
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agroclimatic and hydro-meteorological information for the design of adaptation measures 

and agroclimatic risk management purposes. A Participatory Community Network for 

Agroclimatic Risk Management of Honduras will be formed, which will contribute to the 

design and implementation of ACC&DRM measures and by 2016, with support of the SAL, 

will validate some of these measures for three pilot zones in the country40. 

 

The fourth SA (SA-4) is the articulation and alliance with research networks and other 

sources that generate innovation, research, technology, knowledge and information systems 

for climate change adaptation. The SO 4.1 is for the SAL to promote inter-learning to 

strengthen the design and implementation of adaptation measures in the agrifood sector on 

priority issues, taking advantage of national and international networks. By 2017, an inter-

learning alliance with international and national research networks and technology transfer 

networks will be established. The SO 4.2 is to promote the incorporation and expansion of 

good agricultural practices for ACC&DRM in the national agrifood sector to protect and 

promote sustainable agriculture that favors food and nutritional security, in coordination 

and synergy with the Secretariat of Natural Resources and Environment. Moreover, a 

program to rescue ancestral good practices will be established. The SO 4.3 is to encourage 

the design and establishment of a national climate observation system, which would be 

under the responsibility of the National Center for Atmospheric, Oceanographic and Seismic 

Studies (NACAOS); and it will be linked to the UCC&RM. An agreement between NACAOS, 

the Permanent Commission of Contingencies and the UCC&RM for the exchange of 

agroclimatic information will be set41.   

 

Discussion and Conclusions  

First, I would like to commend the innovative approach on gender equity of the Strategy. 

Ruhl does not mention this concept per se, but it is in line with the new governance theory42 

as it fosters diversity of instruments and collaboration among interests. Not to mention that 

it matches with the new Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations since Goal 5 

is Gender Equality43.  
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The second point that is important to highlight is its multi-party, multi-level and synergistic 

governance which is also a turn towards new governance44 and dynamic federalism45. The 

SCAFS, led by SAL, is composed of government institutions, academia, international 

cooperation and civil society, as a coordinating body of the agrifood sector of Honduras. The 

UCC&RM is inserted within the organizational structure of the SAL too and is attached to the 

Ministerial Office. The UCC&RM’s functions are to transcend the scope of SAL and 

incorporate actions under a synergistic approach that considers the different relevant 

governmental and non-governmental sectors and actors. The UCC&RM coordinates the WG, 

which is composed by official and technical representatives of the General Directorates of 

the SAL, as well as official representatives of other programs, projects and services of this 

Secretariat. Also, important to note that public participation is an essential matter for the 

Strategy46.   

 

The Strategy also considers the transgovernmental networks theory47 as it can be reflected 

in the SA-4 aiming to establish an inter-learning alliance with international and national 

networks and allow the exchange of information and identification of best practices48.  

 

In essence, the Strategy accomplishes most of the key steps of the adaptive management 

model since it defines the main problem; sets clear goals and objectives; through the studies 

of vulnerability and diagnoses, sets the baseline for the ecosystems; develops conceptual 

models; selects future restoration actions with the support of numerous stakeholders; 

fosters the implementation and management actions; and monitors the actions through 

indicators. However, the Strategy does not include ecosystem response monitoring and the 

evaluation of actions taken. According to Ruhl, the latter is crucial in order to take remedial 

actions49.  

 

Additionally, the Strategy can be coupled with ecological resilience strategies, as it aims for 

the ecosystems to be resistant to the impacts of climate change and promotes a diversity of 

responses. The Strategy allows the systems to change in temporal and spatial scales 
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(scalability), to change their functions and components (modularity) and to prepare 

themselves for these changes over a long time period (evolvability)50.   

 

The Strategy embodies an important synergistic endeavor among numerous national and 

international stakeholders, institutions and networks aiming to guarantee the food security 

of the Honduran population. The Strategy could improve in terms of reflecting flexibility 

over the time in its different SAs, perhaps within the SOs’ indicators or enhancing the 

variety of policies to achieve the expected results and the links with the relevant Ministerial 

Offices. Moreover, it’s important to introduce evaluation methods of adaptation projects 

and actions. The Strategy states the SOs are a learning process, thus is important to monitor 

not only that the actions are undertaken but their effectiveness and the ecosystems’ 

responses to them. These are recommendations that should be taken into account for future 

efforts such as the elaboration of the Honduras’s National Adaptation Plan51.  
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