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Unpacking Operation Anvil and Honduran Victims of the DEA

By Gavin Allman,
Research Associate at the Council on Hemispheric Affairs

On May 11, 2012, a drug enforcement task force composed of DEA agents and Honduran
police resorted to the illicit use of lethal force against civilians during an anti-smuggling
initiative codenamed Operation Anvil. The incident began when a cocaine-packed truck
unloaded its cargo at a dock on the Patuca River in Ahuas, and agents on the ground and
in helicopters mobilized to confiscate the narcotics.

The traffickers fled in all directions, but the cocaine had already been thrown onto a
canoe headed downstream. Two Honduran police and a DEA agent seized control of the
canoe, which was on a collision course with a civilian ferry carrying over a dozen
passengers. Agents aboard State Department-owned helicopters opened fire on the
ferry when it struck the cocaine-laden canoe, showing no restraint as the passengers
frantically dove into the river. Later, the ferry captain would relate that he failed to
change course because he was frightened and disoriented by the helicopters.

One man, two women, and a 14-year-old boy were killed in the incident, and three more
were injured as a result of the heavy-handed enforcement tactics employed in Operation
Anvili DEA and State Department spokespeople at the time maintained that
overwhelming force was justified, but so far no evidence has emerged that any of the
victims or other passengers aboard the ferry were armed. No bullets struck the
helicopters, the canoe, or any drug enforcement personnel.

The DEA has insisted that their accounts will be vindicated by a 3-hour video of the
incident, which has just been processed for release via the Freedom of Information Act.
The claim that the video will exonerate the agents has been challenged by several U.S.
congressional staffers and a New York Times reporter who had the opportunity to view
it within a month of its recording in 2012.1i What could motivate the DEA’s decision to
wait five years to release evidence that would supposedly clear the air and corroborate
the disputed account? The release of this video represents a crucial opportunity to
obtain justice for the four innocent victims of the Ahuas massacre and ought to establish
accountability measures for drug enforcement agencies operating in other countries.

Although human rights defenders have urged both Honduran and U.S. authorities to
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complete and disclose impartial reports of the incident, the DEA hampered
investigations by defaming the local population and perpetuating demonstrably false
accounts of the events.V The State Department initially echoed DEA accounts, but has
more recently increased their scrutiny of Operation Anvil." There must be transparency
around the DEA’s complicity in Honduran human rights violations, and all parties
involved must accept responsibility for both the initial tragedy in Ahuas and the
subsequent suppression of facts as they unfolded on the ground.

In May, a joint report from the Justice Department and State Department evaluated the
DEA and State Department’s response to the Ahuas incident, as well as three other cases
from Operation Anvil which had resulted in the wrongful death of civilians. The report
concluded that the DEA had overstepped its jurisdiction, inadequately planned for the
missions, and inappropriately withheld or misrepresented information to U.S. officials."

Senator Patrick Leahy (D-VT), Ranking Chair of the Foreign Operations Subcommittee
of the Appropriations Committee, has publicly stated that the report “is nothing less
than a wholesale indictment of the DEA and Honduran police [...] and of incompetent
investigations that never seriously pursued the truth.”vi

Since this report, attention has turned to the 3 hours of video evidence which just
became available to the public through a Freedom of Information request by
ProPublica.Vii This video could allow for a more transparent investigation of Operation
Anvil, including determination of liability for the killings and the filing of criminal and
civil charges. It is imperative that U.S. security agencies acknowledge the innocence of
the four Hondurans slain in May of 2012 and reassess their unjustified use of
overwhelming force in this anti-trafficking operation.

For years, lethal force has been applied indiscriminately in Honduras, one of the worst
human rights offenders in Latin America. Since the 2009 coup of democratically-elected
President Manuel Zelaya, Honduran security forces have been involved in a pattern of
human rights abuses, perpetrated with complicity from U.S. and European agencies
including the DEA.

The Ahuas community, and other innocent victims of police violence across Honduras,
have been ravaged by militarized and overzealous drug enforcement agents. Reductions
in drug smuggling can not be considered successful if they come alongside violations of
human rights at the hands of security forces. U.S. involvement in the Honduran fight
against narcotics trafficking has enabled Honduran authorities to commit grievous
abuses of lethal force, and those responsible for such transgressions must be held
accountable.

By Gavin Allman,

Research Associate at the Council on Hemispheric Affairs
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Additional editorial support provided by Larry Birns, COHA Director, and Fred
Mills, Senior Research Fellow
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