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ABSTRACT

SPATIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF INTERNAL MIGRATION

TO SAN PEDRO SULA, HONDURAS
By
Charles Marc Croner

The past two decades have been a period of unpre-
cedented urban growth in the Republic of Honduras.
Whereas there were no urban centers of 100,000 persons in
1950, today there are two. Tegucigalpa, the national
capital since 1880, is approaching the 300,000 mark while
San Pedro Sula, the newly-established industrial leader
of the North Coast, has a rapidly growing population of
almost 130,000. Compared with urban growth rates of
other Latin American nations, that of Honduras is the
highest in the region.

Of the two largest cities, San Pedro Sula has ex-
perienced the more remarkable transformation. Having
grown about six times its 21,000 population in 1950, the
city has become the fastest growing community in Central
America. Its recent emergence and dynamic industrial

development represent a revolutionary achievement in the
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Honduran tropical lowlands. Perhaps more important, this
budding mecca has triggered a large-scale redistribution
of human beings to what was once sparsely occupied earth
space.

At the official request of Honduran agencies, a
one-year study of the internal migration component of
population growth in San Pedro Sula was conducted. With
the purpose of providing useful information to national
planners and professional scholars interested in migration
theory, the findings can be summarized as follows:

1. Migrant heads of household in San Pedro Sula
are predominantly male, less than thirty years old,
occupationally unskilled, and primary educated. By com-
parison, non-migrant family heads in the city include a
significantly lower proportion of females, are slightly
younger, have a similar ratio of unskilled members, have
attended school in relatively greater numbers, and have a
significantly higher level of educational achievement.

2. Distance plays an important role in migration,
as evidenced by the heavy participation of migrants from
those areas closest to the city. Measurement of fifty-
mile homogenous distance surfaces from San Pedro Sula
reveals a fairly distinct inverse relationship between
the propensity of migration and these surfaces. The most
discernable distortion in the distance-decay surface

occurs in the western part of the country and is due to
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the absence of highway outlets to the east. Four main
highway systems provide overland accessibility for roughly
99 per cent of all internal migrants.

3. More than 80 per cent of all migrant heads
were born in urban places, with the majority coming from
municipio capitals. About half of all migrants, including
those from rural places, move indirectly or, step-wise, to
the city. Although there are no significant statistical
differences between place-size origins and occupational
achievement (income) among migrants, there is a clear
tendency for those from urban places to earn more than
their rural-indirect and rural-direct counterparts, once
in San Pedro Sula.

4. The decision to migrate by almost three-fourths
of all migrant heads was based on prior assessments of the
attributes, and limitations, of the home community, of San
Pedro Sula, and of alternative destinations. Foremost con-
cerns were employment and general economic conditions, and,
to a lesser extent, family considerations. Friends, kin-
ship, and other contacts in San Pedro Sula were important
stimuli in the decision process, since clearly half of all
migrants received some form of assistance upon arrival and

during the first few months of residence.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Population mobility within Latin America has
reached unprecedented levels within the past two decades.
The accelerated exodus of people from rural areas and
small urban communities to the sprawling urban centers
has been an especially remarkable trend. During the
period 1950-1965, Latin America's urban population grew
at an annual rate of 4.6 per cent, compared with 1.5 per
cent in the rural areas.l Rates of urban growth ranged
from a high 7.6 per cent in Honduras, 6.3 per cent in
Costa Rica, and 6.1 per cent in Venezuela, to a low 2.5
per cent in Argentina, 1.7 per cent in Uruguay, and 1.4
per cent in Jamaica. The region's marked increase of 58
million urban inhabitants, 1950-1965, established a total
urban population of 120 million, or roughly equal that of

the countryside.

lRates based on data from twenty-three republics.
See John A. Hopkins, The Latin American Farmer, U. S.
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service,
Washington, D. C., 1969, p. 125.







In few other countries of Latin America has the
move to the cities been so striking as in Honduras. In
1950, Honduras ranked within the lowest category as to
percentage of total population living in localities of
100,000 inhabitants or more. Tegucigalpa, the national
capital and long the dominant urban center of the nation,
had fewer than 75,000 persons, and the north coast center
of San Pedro Sula, with a diminutive population of 21,000,
was the nation's second largest city. Within the follow-
ing twenty-one years, however, both cities underwent a
dramatic transformation. From 1950-1961, they nearly
doubled and tripled their respective populations, as shown
in Table 1. By 1971, Tegucigalpa had again nearly doubled
and San Pedro Sula has grown more than sixfold from its
size in 1950.2

Within the span of two decades, Honduras has wit-
nessed the emergence of two major metropolitan centers
(Map 1), of which San Pedro Sula represents the fastest-
growing in all of Central America. This city, whose recent
and unparalled growth has overwhelmingly been a function
of internal migration, offers an ideal site for the exami-
nation of one of Latin America's most dynamic migration

systems.

2By comparison, the annual natural increase for
the country was about 3.5 per cent. Crude birth and death
rates, 1950-1964, are tabulated in: Direccidén General de
Estadistica y Censos, Secretaria de Economia y Hacienda,
Honduras en cifras: 1964, Tegucigalpa, Honduras, 1965.
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Objective

The objective of this research is to examine and
interpret, in its spatial context, the evolving migration
system of San Pedro Sula, Honduras. This study represents
the first major investigation of the role of internal
migration in the population growth of San Pedro Sula. It
will serve to provide information useful to both Honduran
urban planners and professional scholars concerned with

Latin American migration theory.

Hypotheses
The study focuses upon four main areas of inquiry
in migration theory, namely, the characteristics of
migrants, the role of distance in migration, the mobility
process, and the decision-making behavior of migrants.
Each has been incorporated into one of the following
hypotheses:

1. Migrants to San Pedro Sula are for the most
part female, less than thirty years of age,
unskilled and primary educated.

2. The number of migrants to San Pedro Sula is
inversely related to distance from the urban

center.

a. Most of the migrants are from neighboring
municipios and departments.

b. Some distortion in the distance-decay
factor is accounted for by proximity to
transportation facilities.






c. A small number of well-defined migration
"streams" can be identified, due to the
paucity of highway infrastructure within
the country.

3. Prior to their move to San Pedro Sula, the
majority of migrants were residents of small
to medium-sized urban places.

a. A very small proportion of migrants have
moved directly from the countryside to
San Pedro Sula.

b. The former residency of migrants in small
to medium-sized places has facilitated
occupational assimilation into the urban
milieu.

4. The decision to migrate to San Pedro Sula, by
the majority of migrants, was a rational one.

a. Migrants were cognizant of the social and
economic limitations, and attributes, of
their previous action space (e.g., housing,
employment, family, and education).

b. Migrants were cognizant of the social and
economic limitations, and attributes, of
an alternate destination (other than San
Pedro Sula).

c. Migrants were cognizant of the social and
economic limitations, and attributes, of
San Pedro Sula prior to their move.

d. Friends, kinship, or contacts established
in the city were important stimuli to the
migrants' "mover-stayer" decision environ-
ment (sources of information and/or adjust-
ment) .

Migration Literature

The hypotheses tested in this investigation are
designed to build upon the growing literature on internal
migration. First, it has generally been recognized that

a migrant population has unique characteristics which






distinguish it from the total population. 1In a study of
migration to Santiago, Elizaga found sex (more males) and
age (younger cohorts) selectivity among the migrant popu-
lation.3 Similarly, Ducoff's study in San Salvador sug-
gests an age (younger), literacy (higher than non-migrants),
and education (more than non-migrants) differential, but
found a higher proportion of females in the migrant popu-
1ation.4 In a more recent study conducted in Monterrey,
Mexico, Browning and Feindt forecast eventual decreasing
selectivity among migrants to Latin American cities while
still others, Bock and Iutaka, found selectivity to be an
important tool in urban adjustment.5

The fact that migration tends to occur through
well defined "streams" is discussed on theoretical grounds

by Lee and illustrated in Whetten and Burnight's study of

3Juan C. Elizaga, "A Study of Migration to Greater
Santiago," Demography, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1966, pp. 352-377.

4Louis J. Ducoff. "The Migrant Population of a
Metropolitan Area in a Developing Country," Ekistics, Vol.
13, No. 79, May, 1962, pp. 330-332. S

5Harley L. Browning and Waltraut Feindt. "Selec-
tivity of Migrants to a Metropolis in a Developing Country:
A Mexican Case Study," Demography, Vol. 6, No. 4, November,
1969, pp. 347-358, and Wilbur E. Bock and Sugiyama Iutaka,
"Rural-Urban Migration and Social Mobility: The Controversy
on Latin America," Rural Sociology, Vol. 34, No. 3, 1969,
pp. 343-355.






internal migration in Mexico.6 It is also believed that
distance and the propensity of movement are inversely
related, a hypothesis established in the former's article
and probably conceived nearly a century ago with the work
of Ravenstein.7

The actual path followed to and subsequent reloca-
tion process once within the city is likewise important to
this study. There is strong opinion that migrants follow
a "stepwise" route to large urban centers, rather than
moving directly from farm to large city. Similar to
Elizaga, Flinn found that only a very small proportion of
migrants to Bogotd had come from centers with less than
2,000 population.8 As proposed by Arriaga, "migration
seems to take place in a series of steps according to
city-size. A flow of migrants from rural areas goes to
small or middle-sized cities, and from these cities to

the larger urban areas."9

6Everett S. Lee, "A Theory of Migration," Demo-
graphy, Vvol. 3, No. 1, 1966, pp. 47-57, and Nathan L.
Whetten and Robert G. Burnight, "Internal Migration in
Mexico," Rural Sociology, Vol. 21, Nos. 1-4, 1956, pp.
140-151.

7E. G. Ravenstein, "The Laws of Migration," Journal
of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 48, 1885, pp. 167-
235 and Vol. 52, 1889, pp. 241-305.

8william L. Flinn, "The Process of Migration to a
Shantytown in Bogota, Colombia," Inter-American Economic
Affairs, Vol. 22, No. 2, Autumn, 1968, pp. 77/-88.

9Eduardo E. Arriaga, "Components of City Growth in
Selected Latin American Countries," The Milbank Memorial
Fund Quarterly, Vol. 46, No. 2, 1968, pp. 237-252.







Finally, the question as to why people migrate
looms as a fertile area of inquiry for Latin American
migration studies.10 Undoubtedly, economic forces often
play an influential role in the decision to migrate, as
shown in Robock's study of northeast Brazil.11 Mortara
suggests a "follow-my-leader mentality" among migrants,
Flinn found close kinship ties a common bond between
migrants and the city, while MacDonald and MacDonald un-
covered a complex structure of economic and personal
considerations, including attitudes and values, underlying

the migration decision.12 If stability does in fact per-

sist in migration behavior regardless of the observable

loRobert N. Thomas, "Internal Migration in Latin
America: An Analysis of Recent Literature," in Barry
Lentnek, Robert L. Carmin, and Tom L. Martinson, (eds.),
Geographic Research on Latin America: Benchmark 1970:
Muncie, Indiana: Ball State University, 1971, pp. 104-118.

llstefan H. Robock. "The Rural Push for Urbani-
zation in Latin America: The Case of Northeast Brazil,"
Latin American Studies Center (Michigan State University),
Occasional Paper No. 1, East Lansing, 1968.

12Giorgio Mortara, "Factors Affecting Rural-Urban
Migration in Latin America: Influence of Economic and
Social Conditions in these Two Areas," Proceedings of the
World Population Conference 1965, Vol. IV, United Nations,
New York, 1967, pp. 509-512; Flinn, op. cit., and Leatrice
D. MacDonald and John S. MacDonald, "Motives and Objec-
tives of Migration: Selective Migration and Preferences
Toward Rural and Urban Life in Guayana," Ekistics, Vol.
28, No. 168, 1969, pp. 321-327.
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characteristic changes as proposed by Wolpert, a new era

of migration explanation may be forthcoming.13

Procedure

At the official request of the Honduran Geographic
and Housing Institutes, in Fall, 1970, plans were initiated
to conduct an investigation of internal migration in San
Pedro Sula. This agreement was made possible through a
convenio of November 27, 1969, between representatives of
the Honduran government and Dr. Clarence W. Minkel and Dr.
Robert N. Thomas, president and vice-president, respec-
tively, of the Committee on Applied Geography of the Pan
American Institute of Geography and History.l4

A thorough review of pertinent literature at the
Michigan State University and Johns Hopkins University
libraries preceded departure from the United States. In
addition, preparations for the trip to Honduras were faci-
litated by a previous visit to the study area in April,

1970. The journey to San Pedro Sula was made by automobile

13Julian Wolpert, "Behavioral Aspects of the De-
cision to Migrate," Papers, Regional Science Association,
Vol. 15, 1965, pp. 159-169.

l4As a result of this agreement, doctoral research
in Honduras during the last two years has nearly equaled
all previous research dating from 1927. See: Allan D.
Bushong, Doctoral Research on the Republic of Honduras in
United States Universities (A working paper prepared for
a seminar of the Committee on Applied Geography, Commission
on Geography of the Pan American Institute of Geography and
History), Tegucigalpa, June, 1968.
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where a one-year period of research was initiated in
January, 1971.

Channels of communication were established at the
outset of field research with the National Geographic In-
stitute, Housing Institute, and Department of Public Works,
in Tegucigalpa, and the various municipal government
agencies, in San Pedro Sula. These relationships were
maintained closely throughout the study period and proved
instrumental in garnering a high degree of community sup-

port.

Statistical Sample

The selection of 500 urban households, based on an
estimated population projection of 102,000, for 1970, pro-
vided approximately a 2.5 per cent sample of San Pedro

Sula.ls

Due to the absence of either block statistics or
a completed cadastral survey of the urban area, sampling
zones were stratified according to housing densities and
plotted on an air photo of the city (Map 2). Zone I, for
example, contributed 140 sample households or 28 per cent

of the total as it accounted for a similar share of the

total population. Zone VII, on the northwest fringe of

15’I‘his figure was tabulated by dividing the 1961
housing count of 10,363 dwellings (including nearly 200
collectivos or grouped households) into the total popula-
tion of the city. The total number of households was
then arrived at for 1970 by assuming the average size of
household to be the same as 1961, or 5.6 persons.
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the city, was the least densely populated and contributed
a corresponding share of ten sample households or only
two per cent of the total.

Sampling units consisting of city blocks were sub-
sequently delimited within zones.16 Each unit was repre-
sented by eight blocks numbered consecutively to assure a
uniform geographic distribution throughout zones. A
random drawing of 1-8 then identified the working sampling
unit of any zone. Units were further stratified according
to area, a modification that facilitated the interviewing
process (Zone II, Map 2). Finally, all individual house-
holds within sampling units were identified by the drawing

of random numbers.17

Methods

The population sampled consisted of heads of house-
hold residing in San Pedro Sula at the time of interview.
In the case where a head of household was not present, the
next closest dwelling unit with head of household present
was selected. The sampling plan included those individual
and collective residences within the corporate limits of

the city.

l6This technique is similar to the one outlined in
Sampling Methods, Public Health Service Publication No.
1230 (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare),
Washington, March, 1965.

17Hubert M. Blalock, Jr., Social Statistics (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1960), pp. 437-440.
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Migration and family histories were recorded by
the administration of interview schedules, as illustrated
in Appendix A.lB The open-ended format utilized in a
pilot study was designed to permit complete freedom of
expression and offered an unlimited range of responses by
the interviewee. 1In addition, it ultimately served to
coalesce numerous responses to questions for the more
close-ended or coded questionnaire format that followed.
Interviews were conducted on Saturday afternoons and Sun-
day mornings, due to the greater availability of heads of

household at those times.

Pilot Study

The implementation of a pilot study, during the
early stages of field work, proved pivotal to the direc-
tion and organization of the major investigation. First,
it offered an overall test of procedures. The technical
aspects of interview timing, techniques of execution, and
re-evaluation of questionnaire content were areas that
merited close attention. Second, the findings from the
pilot study community were in themselves suggestive of
those mechanisms underlying the migration system of its

parent universe. Lastly, it provided a valuable training

18Two sources found particularly helpful in ques-
tionnaire design include A. N. Oppenheim's Questionnaire
Design and Attitude Measurement, Basic Books, Inc., New York
1966, and Morris Rosenberg's The Logic of Survey Analysis,
Basic Books, Inc., New York, 1968.
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environment for the twenty-three graduate students, of the

Centro Universitario Regional del Norte, who assisted in

the administration of the questionnaire. From this group,
the six most proficient received supplementary training
and were organized into an interview team for the main

investigation.

Findings of the Study

In most cases, the hypotheses upon which this
study was based were found to be valid. There were, how-
ever, variations discovered in the actual conditions per-
taining to some of the premises.

Migrant heads of household to San Pedro Sula
transport certain identifiable characteristics through
earth-space to the city. As a group, they are predomi-
nantly male, less than thirty years old, occupationally
unskilled, and primary educated.

There is a fairly distinct inverse relationship
between the propensity of migration and distance from San
Pedro Sula. The most apparent distortion in the distance-
decay surface occurs in the western part of the country,

a region traversed by a sole artery of transportation that
links directly to San Pedro Sula.

Most migrant heads were born in small urban places.
At the time of residence in San Pedro Sula, more than

three-fourths had experienced some sustained urban exposure
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in previous settings. Place-size origins do not appear to
strongly distinguish occupational achievement among
migrants in San Pedro Sula.

A majority of migrant heads made extensive assess-
ments of their home community, of San Pedro Sula, and of
some alternative destination before migrating. At least
half received some form of assistance upon arrival, and
during the first few months of residence, from friends,

kinship, and other contacts established in the city.






CHAPTER II
THE SULA VALLEY

The growth of a city can be viewed, through time,
as a result of the relationship between the environment
and man. In the case of San Pedro Sula, it has been only
during the past seventy years of its 435-year existence
that some form of equilibrium between the two has been
established. Man's activities, particularly during the
twentieth century, have provided a dynamic catalyst for
the recent emergence of a north coast metropolis. The
setting for these man-land relationships, of which San
Pedro Sula is an integral part, is the Sula valley. In
this chapter, the natural and cultural forces whose inter-

play have synergistically produced a city are examined.

Physical Background

Cast within the tropical setting of the Caribbean
lowlands and endowed with rich alluvial soils, the Sula

valley has provided an extensive natural resource base

9

for the nation.l Only since the recent and successful

19The term "Sula" used by Honduran cartographers
has Aztec origins (zula, usula, sola, sulin) meaning
codornices or quail.

L7
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utilization by man has the economic significance of the
long-dormant Caribbean lowlands been visualized. The Sula
valley, and its offspring metropolis of San Pedro Sula,

is rapidly converting the North Coast into Honduras' most
productive region.

The Sula valley is located in the northwestern
portion of Honduras. It is one of a series of inland-
stretching alluvial coastal lowlands along the north coast
of the country which collectively form a distinct physio-
graphic region referred to as "La Costa" (Map 3). The
valley's extension of about sixty by twenty miles (and up
to forty-eight miles at its widest span) constitutes an
impressive part of the coastal landscape. With the ex-
ception of "La Misquitia," in the far eastern portion of
the country, the Sula valley appears to be one of the
foremost in size among the north coast lowlands. Struc-
turally, it forms the northern extension of the Comayaguan

transisthmian depression.
Climate

One of the important characteristics that distin-
guish the Sula valley and its lowland counterparts from
the rest of the nation is climate. Due to their low-
elevated north coastal position and exposure to the strong
influence of the trade winds, the Caribbean lowlands ex-

perience the highest yearly averages of rainfall and
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temperature in the country, about eighty inches and in
excess of 64°F, respectively. By comparison, less precipi-
tation, cooler temperatures, and pronounced wet and dry
seasons characterize the extensive mountainous interior

to the south.

Although the Caribbean lowlands do experience
comparatively higher year-round rainfall and temperatures
than the rest of the nation, there is a distinct seasonal
climatic change. Rainfall tends to be more prolonged and
heavier during the period from June to January, while the
largest accumulations occur in October and November. The
short dry period from February to May also marks a con-
siderable lowering of temperatures. The main intra-
regional difference is a higher and more sustained rainfall
in the eastern half of the zone which is capable of sup-
porting year-round rainforest vegetation. In addition,
seasonal differences within individual lowland valleys
occur, with a tendency for those areas immediately front-
ing the coast to receive substantially higher rainfall
than more interior locations.

Another important climatic feature of the Caribbean
lowland zone is cyclonic distrubances that appear in the
form of tropical hurricanes and nortes, or northers. Both
phenomena have periodically presented a strong deterrant
to man's development in the tropics. The hurricanes

associated with Honduras follow a rather well-defined
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track westward across the Caribbean, striking parts of

the north coast between July and October. Damaging winds
and flooding usually account for the extensive destruction
of plantation agriculture and property, as illustrated by
Hurricane Francelia in 1969. The nortes are cold winds
originating in high-latitude regions and have been known
to extend as far south as Nicaragua. Transporting high-
velocity winds and cooling temperatures they, too, pose

a considerable natural hazard to the expansive commercial
activity of the north coast.

Upon close inspection, the Sula valley reveals
climatic patterns which distinguish it within the coastal
region. As a result of its far western location along the
northern littoral, the valley lies outside of the tropical
monsoon rain-forest climatic zone found to the east.20
This peripheral position has resulted in a distinct
seasonality of rainfall, making the Sula valley one of the
less-watered parts of the coastal lowlands. A recent
meteorological report indicates that the area encompassing
Tela, Trujillo, the Bay Islands, and the coastlines of

Colén and La Misquitia receive an annual precipitation of

20The tropical monsoon climatic type corresponds to
Wladimir KOppen's Am classification. For a broader dis-
cussion on the subject see: Arthur N. Strahler,
Introduction to Physical Geography, John Wiley and Sons,
Inc., New York, 1966, pp. 105-109.
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up to 152 inches, while as little as seventy-three inches
fall on the coast of Cortés (and interior sectors of
Atlédntida and Colén).21 It also provides evidence of intra-
valley differences by noting that highest annual rainfall
diminishes to about fifty inches along the western portions
of the Sula valley.

Meteorological data, representative of the three-
year period 1967-1969, tend to substantiate the Sula valley's
climatic position as illustrated in Table 2. Rainfall, in
particular, shows a decreasing trend from east to west
along the coast (La Ceiba-Tela-Puerto Cortés) and from the
coast toward the interior (Puerto Cortés-La Mesa)‘22 The
comparatively pronounced seasonality of rainfall at the
latter two stations is also reflected by both mean annual
accumulations and average number of days with precipitation.
Temperature differences, on the other hand, appear less
distinctive along the coast, although La Mesa's high of
107.4°F in 1969 may reflect its more interior location.

Winds blow generally from a N-NE direction and tend to be

2lgee article entitled, "Vientos alisios influyen
en actual clima del pais" appearing in E1l Dia (Tegucigalpa),
May 25, 1971. e

227he one anomaly toward the interior is a high rain-
fall pocket at the southern end of the valley near Lake
Yojoa. Here, the terrain rises abruptly to the north of
the lake and a mean annual rainfall of 231 inches has been
recorded (Anuario Estadistico, 1969, p. 1)
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seasonal, with highest velocities in the latter half of
the year.

San Pedro Sula, about thirty miles inland and at
the extreme western periphery of the valley (15° 28' N and
88° 01' W.), reflects the climatic position of that part
of its region. Average monthly precipitation does not
exceed two inches from February to May, climbs to between
six and seven inches for the months of June, July, and
October, and peaks to over seven inches in September, as
shown in Table 3. With the advent of sustained periods of
high evapotranspiration rates, it is not difficult to under-
stand why the topic of water availability in the city
becomes a central issue. Average monthly temperatures
vascillate between 73.4 and 82.5°F, although maximum and
minimum extremes have reached above 106° and below 50°.

The key component of climate in the Sula valley is
rainfall. Despite its tropical lowland position, the
valley receives substantially less precipitation than its
eastern counterparts. It is this one factor, above all,
upon which the agricultural and emerging industrial

development is most closely associated.

Soils and Hydrographic Features

Soils are a vital component of the coastal land-
scape. The fact that they are alluvial makes the Sula

valley and the remaining Caribbean lowlands one of the
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TABLE 3

CLIMOGRAPH OF SAN PEDRO SULA
1932-1961

86° gn

) 7 7

50° an

77

W

J. A. J. 0.

Note: Curve shows Fahrenheit temperature; vertical bars
show rainfall in inches.

30-year rainfall averages
8-year temperature averages

Source: Compiled from Cervantes Asociados, p. 27.
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most potentially productive soil zones in the nation.

With the exception of southwestern Honduras, where volcanic
ash from past eruptions was deposited along the north

coast of the Gulf of Fonseca, most of the country is
covered by thin, worn, and less productive rocky soils of
crystalline origin.

As a result of the seasonality of rainfall, the
Sula valley has long received periodic deposits of alluvial
materials from its riverine network. The transported
alluvium has formed a relatively new soil base which is
rich in organic material, plant nutrients, and minerals.
With added drainage controls and the supplementation of
nitrogen fertilizers where needed, these soils are ideal
for intensive use. It is an interesting historical fact
that these soils were once used effectively by Pre-
Columbian inhabitants, but they lay relatively dormant for
nearly four centuries following European settlement.

The somewhat abrupt topographical disparity between
the Sula valley lowland and the mountainous borders to the
west and south provides a distinctive drainage pattern.
Generally extending at elevations of less than 300 feet
above sea level and flanked by the Merendén and Montecillos
Mountains, the Sula valley provides a natural pathway for
drainage to the Caribbean. Two rivers in particular, the
Ulda and Chamelecén, dominate the drainage system of the

valley.
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The Rio Ulda is the product of Honduras' largest
hydrographic system. Supported by the fluvial discharge
from neighboring departments of Ocotepeque, Copdn, Santa
Barbara, Lempira, Intibucd, La Paz, Comayagua, Francisco
Morazan, Yoro, Atladntida and Cortés, the Ulda drains an
area of approximately 13,020 square miles or nearly one-
third the national territory.23 Fed by the Rio Jicatuyo
from the west, the Rio Ulda enters the Sula valley to the
west of Potrerillos and is joined, following a brief
eastern traverse, by the Rio Humuya (Comayagua) near
Pimienta. At full strength, it meanders northward for
the remaining fifty-odd miles to the Caribbean, forming
common departmental boundaries between Cortés and adjoin-
ing Yoro and Atldntida. During the rainy season, the
river is navigable by small craft upstream to Pimienta.

Paralleling the Rio Ulda for approximately the
last forty-three miles of its journey northward is the
Rio Chamelecén. The latter originates in the Sierra del
Gallinero portion of the Merenddn Mountains, in western
Copédn Department. Although draining a comparatively

diminutive basin of about 2,580 square miles, it turns

23Carlos Antonio Aguilar B., Texto de ensefianza de
la geografia de Honduras: Estudios sociales, Tomo primero,
Imprenta la Repudblica, Tegucigalpa, D.C., 1969, p. 143.
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and flows parallel with the Ulda, in the vicinity of La
Lima, to make the Sula valley a vertible oasis. The river
is navigable for small launches upstream to a point near
Cofradia during the rainy season.

Because of its location at the extreme western
flank of the valley, the city of San Pedro Sula does not
directly benefit from either major river.24 Rather, it
must depend upon a few small seasonal rivers, of which
the closest are the Rio de Piedras and the Santa Ana.

Both originate beyond the western fringes of the city in
the Sierra de Omoa portion (less than 5,500 feet) of the
Merendén Mountains. Other small rivers to the east of the
city are tapped for farming purposes and eventually join
with the Chamelecén.

The combination of rich alluvial soils and the
merger of two extensive well-watered drainage basins pro-
vides the Sula valley with an advantageous physical base.
These two characteristics appear to compensate appreciably
for the seasonality of rainfall, making the valley highly

productive.

2ASan Pedro Sula is situated at an elevation of
approximately 183 feet above sea level, with the western
extension of the city literally ascending the base of the
Merendén Mountains.
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Vegetation

With the exception of the Misquitia lowlands of
northeastern Honduras and’adjoining Nicaragua, high annual
rainfall and an alluvial soil base have provided a fairly
uniform pattern of vegetation for the low-lying north coast
valleys.25 It appears that prior to settlement, and the sub-
sequent alteration of the natural landscape, most of the
area was covered by tropical rainforest. Similar evidence
can be shown for much of the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico
lowlands through the extension of broadleaf evergreen
forest which penetrates as far north as Veracruz state,
Mexico.

The Sula valley today, with extensive clearings
and some remnant forests, reflects many decades of man's
use. Low-lying and leeward-facing hill slopes, particu-
larly during the low-rainfall period, take on a tropical
scrub-like appearance with short deciduous trees, grasses,
and scattered coconut and corozo palms. Only in the

galeria vegetation of the lower portions of the valley,

25The Misquitia, one of the most sparsely populated
portions of Honduras' Caribbean lowlands, is an anomaly to
the rainforest pattern. Although it receives more than
eighty inches of rainfall per year, there are extensive
areas of humid savannas characterized by open stands of
tropical lowland pine and grasses. Causes are thought to
be edaphic, cultural, or a combination of the two. See:
James J. Parsons, "The Miskito Pine Savanna of Nicaragua
and Honduras," Annals of the Association of American
Geographers, Vol. XLV, No. 1, 1955, pp. 36-63.
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and possibly in a few isolated pockets of the
surrounding mountainsides, is dense evergreen vegetation
encountered. The once abundant dyewood, mahogany, San

Juan, palo de rosa, carreto, cedar, sangre de dragén and

guayacdn stands within the valley have virtually disappeared
as a result of plantation and pasture replacement.

Some of the natural fauna remains in the form of
deer, peccary, wild turkey, monkey, alligator, tapir and
an occasional jaguar in the surrounding highlands. A
myriad of birds, water fowl and insects also abounds, in-
cluding the quail, whitewing pigeon, dove, parrot,

jilguero, zensontle, and zorzal. Man's ultimate design

for utilizing the valley will undoubtedly affect the
balance and perpetuation of the existing wildlife.
Alteration of the landscape, particularly in terms
of vegetation, has left its mark upon the Sula valley.
For more than two thousand years, the sequent occupance of
man has greatly modified the flora that preceded his
arrival. The clearing and burning of forests or the pre-
paration of land for milpa was a technique conceived by
the earliest Mayan inhabitants and is still practiced by
many farmers even today. European occupation introduced
the hacienda, and contemporary efforts have developed
plantation agriculture and grazing on a scientific basis.
The original rainforest which covered much of the valley

has virtually disappeared as a result of human modification.
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Cultural Background

Although the exact time of the first incursion by
man into the north coastal area of Honduras remains un-
known, the Sula valley has probably been the setting of
different cultural forms for at least two thousand years.
During this period, a variety of peoples have utilized the
valley, each leaving some vestige upon the modern landscape.

Throughout much of his occupation of the valley,
man's numerical presence has been relatively small, and
his development remained largely at the subsistence level.
Dictated by the combination of culture and a hot, tropical
lowland environment, man's activities through millenniums
of time simply marked and failed to alter the natural
setting of the valley. It has only been during the past
seven decades that man has significantly challenged this
relationship, giving rise to large-scale population growth

in the valley.

Pre-Columbian Era and Discovery

Of the estimated 12 to 15 million Indians occupy-
ing Mesoamerica prior to European discovery, relatively
few lived in what is now Honduras. Approximately 100,000,
or less than one per cent of the total pre-contact popula-

tion, resided in the area corresponding to the present-day
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nation.26 Heterogeneous and widely dispersed, they included
the Chorotegas and Pipiles to the south, the Lencas to the
southwest, the Jicaque, Paya, Suma and Misquito to the
east, the Chorti to the west and northwest, the Matagalpas
to the southeast, and a scattering of Mejicanos and north
coastal Indian groups. With the added disadvantage of
having not sustained any strong political organization by
the time of contact, Indian resistance in this part of
Central America was of slight consequence to the Conquest.27
Among these many tribes, the most advanced were
the Chorti. Descendants of the Maya, they engineered a
society comparable to Luxor in Egypt and Angkor Wat in
Cambodia almost 600 years before the first Spanish arrivals.
Situated in western Honduras, and extending as far north
as the Sula valley, they established the highland city of
Copdn which became the centripetal force of the southern
Maya culture from 200 to 900 A.D.28 Their knowledge of
the domestication of maize probably made them the progeni-

tor of the agricultural community in this area.

26Miguel Navarro, Nuestro Eais, Publicaciones
Navarro, Tegucigalpa, 1964, p. 88.

27Luis Marinas Otero, Honduras, Ediciones Cultura
Hispanica, Madrid, 1963, p. 174.

28The Chorti also extended into Guatemala, with many
descendants residing even today in La Unidén, Zacapa, Jocotdn,
Camotdn, and Esquipulas. See: Fabian S. ¥Ymeri, Antropo-
logia, cultura autdéctona de Guatemala y civilizacidn Maya,
Imprenta Hispania, Guatemala, 1955.
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The extent to which the Chorti utilized the Sula
valley is not fully known. They did have contact with the
southern end of the valley (in the vicinity of Lake Yojoa),
the upper reaches of the Chamelecén basin, and along the
banks of the Ulda, as evidenced by polychrome ceramics,
golden artifacts, and other vestiges of their settlements
(Map 4).29 Despite the early demise of Copdn to the west,
numerous small indigenous communities proliferated on the
margins of the Rio Ulda as late as the sixteenth century.30
Soon after the conquest, the villa of San Pedro Sula was
to emerge as an important comarca of Spanish jurisdiction
over these many remaining pueblos of the valley.

During the Pre-Columbian era, the Sula valley
indigenous were highly dependent upon the vagaries of
nature. The extent of the annual rise and recession of
the Ulla and Chamelecdén riverine system was a vital factor
for a productive year, particularly in the basin. While
milpa agriculture was most likely endemic throughout, the
basin settlements along the floodplains were certain to

further benefit from the periodic deposits of alluvial

29Pedro Apl{cano Mendieta, Introduction to Mayan
History, March, No. 85, Imprenta Calderon, Tegucigalpa,
1971, pp. 4-5.

30"Al recorrer Alvarado en persona el valle de
Sula, econtré muchos pueblos de nativos, deteniéndose al
fin cerca de uno de ellos a orillas del Rio de Piedras,"
Perfecto H. Bobadilla, Monografia del departamento de
Cortés, Sociedad de Geografia e Historia de Honduras,
Talleres Tipogrdficos Nacionales, Tegucigalpa, 1944, p. 130.
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material. A successful harvest anywhere in the valley was
an event dependent ultimately upon rainfall conditions.
Indigenous settlement in the Sula valley suggests
an interesting environmental corollary to that of the
Yucatan peninsula. Although human resources and achieve-
ments varied appreciably between the two, neither location,
a hot, tropical, sultry lowland setting, was a deterrent
to human activity. On the contrary, considering the tools
at his disposal, in each site man established himself with
a high degree of success long before 0ld World encroachment.
The discovery of the north coast of Honduras
occurred on August 11, 1502, when Columbus, on his fourth
trip to the New World, landed at Punta Castilla in the Bay
of Trujillo. While the event itself was of little or no
consequence to the native populace, the subsequent occupa-
tion of the coast and most of Mesoamerica, initiated a
period of profound cultural impact on the New World way of
life. By virtue of a resident Indian population and a
favorable port location to the north, the Sula valley was

among the first to experience the effects of this intrusion.
Colonial Period

The scramble for the middle part of Mesoamerica
actually commenced about eleven years after Columbus'

historic voyage. Pedrarias Davila, as first Governor and

Captain General of Castilla de Oro (Panama), laid claim to
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the north coast area extending from Gracias a Dios to the
Gulf of Darién as early as 1513.3l In 1519, the Gulf of
Chorotega (Fonseca) was discovered on the Pacific coast
and, in 1524, Gil Gonzalez D&vila circuited the north
coast of Honduras to establish San Gil de Buena Vista
(near Livingston, Guatemala), the first settlement in the
newly discovered lands.32

Meanwhile, the Spanish drive from the north toward
Guatemala and Honduras began under the direction of Hernan
Cortés in Mexico. In pursuit of "riches" and with the

orders to "conquer and populate," Pedro de Alvarado de-
parted Mexico City November 13, 1523, with a cortage of
"300 soldiers (among them 120 musketeers), 135 horses, 4
canon, powder, over 200 Tascatecas and Cholutecas, and 100

& : 33
Mexican carriers."

Whereas Alvarado moved overland,
Cristébal de O0lid (also commissioned by Cortés) left for
the new lands, in the following year, by sea. Conspiring
with Diego de Veldsquez, Governor of Cuba and political

enemy of Cortés, 0lid landed at Villa de Triunfo de la

1
Otero, op. cit., p. 182.
3 . B
ZAt some point along his trip, he encountered a
storm which took the lives of many of his horses aboard
ship. They were discarded overboard at a point subsequently
named Puerto Caballos and later called Puerto Cortés.

3Bernal Diaz del Castillo, Verdadera y notable
relacién del descubrimiento y conquista de la Nueva Espaifia
Guatemala, Tomo III, Vol. 73, Centro Editorial "José de
Pineda Ibarra," Guatemala, 1964, pp. 162-163.
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Cruz, near present-day Tela, on May 11, 1524.34 It was,

however, a short-lived rebellion, as 0lid was killed the
following year by the combined forces of his own men,
Francisco de las Casas and Gil Gonz&lez DAavila, at the
town of Naco (in Santa Barbara).

Cortés departed for the new land in October, 1524,
to put down 0Olid's conspiracy and, upon reaching Puerto
Caballos, founded the villa Natividad de Nuestra Sehora.
He "saw it to be a good harbor and supposed Indians to be
living near."35 On May 18, 1525, the first populated
center of Honduras was founded at Trujillo by order of
Francisco de las Casas. The nearly two decades of argument
over possession of Honduras ended shortly thereafter when
the Audencia of Santo Domingo appointed Diego Lépez de
Salcedo the governor of the territory.

The Colonial period made its initial mark upon the
Sula valley under the leadership of Pedro de Alvarado.
Having left Guatemala in February, 1536, with eighty
soldiers and about 3,000 Indians, he entered Honduras
through Ocotepeque and pacified the region of Buena

Esperanza (near Quimistén).36 Shortly afterward, he moved

34Villa de Triunfo de la Cruz was the first site in
Honduras to be named by the Spaniards.
35piaz, op. cit., p. 1296.

36Navarro, [o) oo OB, o) T 61 L /%
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into the Sula valley. The principal resistance was provided
by the cacique Cicumba ". . . who ruled extensive and popu-
lous territories along the lower stretches of the Rio de
Ulda and who had many warriors at his command . . . . 1In

a brief but decisive campaign Alvarado took his great for-

w37 Cicumba's

tress by launching a daring attack from canoes.
demise gave the Spaniards uncontested control of the Sula
valley.

On June 27, 1536, Alvarado founded the Villa de
San Pedro del Puerto de Caballos. Eighteen days later, he

made repartimiento general of all Indian towns declared

within the jurisdiction of the Village.38 In all, there
were 137 repartimientos distinguished, most of which had
previously pertained to the town of Gracias a Dios. He
also divided the two towns of San Pedro and Puerto Caballos,
outlined the population of the comarca, and gave lots to
his friends.39
At the time of Alvarado's death, in 1541, Honduras

had been pacified and the Conquest stabilized. Five cities,
Trujillo, Choluteca, Gracias, Comayagua, and San Pedro Sula,

had been founded, and the first camino real (ordered by

37Robert S. Chamberlain, The Conquest and Coloniza-
tion of Honduras, 1502-1550, New York: Octagon Books,
1966, pp. 34 & 57.

38The repartimento was a division and allotment of
the land and its Indian occupants among the Spaniards.

39

Bobadilla, op. cit., p. 130.
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Alvarado) was opened between Puerto Caballos and San Pedro
Sula.40

Throughout the remaining part of the Colonial
period, the Spaniards consolidated their position in the
valley through the encomienda system and the rapid deple-
tion of the Indian population.41 Due to harsh social forms,
ravages of previous battles, malnutrition, disease, and
piracy, the number of Indians were greatly reduced long
before the turn of the century.42 Accepting Lopez de
Velasco's estimates for 1571-1574, the population for
thirty Indian towns or 700 tributarios corresponding to

San Pedro Sula fell between 1,960 and 2,310.43 In other

40 9 8
"El primer camino real fue el que don Pedro de

Alvarado mandd abrir entre Puerto Caballos y San Pedro Sula,
concluido en diez dias, y que 'podian transitario, sin
embargo, dos recuas de mulas, una de ida y otra de vuelta'.
Otero, op. cit., p. 203.

4lA system not unlike that employed by the Aztecs
in which the Spaniards exacted tribute from their Indian
subjects.

42

", . .it is estimated that the approximate pre-

Conquest population of 12 to 15 million in Mesoamerica was
reduced to about 2.5 million after the first century of
Spanish occupation. Even by 1550, one of the most frequent
complaints of the encomenderos of New Spain was the great
decrease in tribute due to deaths among their Indians. The
population of most highland villages had been more than
halved and many lowland settlements had disappeared com-
pletely." Robert C. West and John P. Augelli, Middle
America, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966, p.
267.

43Juan Lépez de Velasco, Geograffa y descripcidn
universal de las Indias desde el ano 1571 al de 1574,
Establecimiento Tipogrdfico de la Fortanet, Madrid, 1894,
p. 306.
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areas, the early and rapid decline of the Indian induced
development of the new Iberian cattle culture, particularly
in the Comayagua, Choluteca and Olancho regions.44

Although mineral production in colonial Honduras
never reached the dimensions of that in Mexico, Colémbia
or Peru, there were two periods of mineral activity that
had consequence for the Sula valley. There was an initial
period of placer mining in the riverine network of the
Caribbean Coast and adjacent valleys between 1530 and 1560,
and there was the subsequent discovery and exploitation of
major deposits of gold and silver in the mountainous in-
terior to the south from 1570 to near the close of the
Colonial era.45 Mining in the first period gave impetus
to San Pedro's commercial function in its official capacity
as gold registry. The latter development, coupled with
the prolific indigo industry of San Salvador during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, undoubtedly increased
the importance of the Sula valley as a pathway to the in-

terior and exit to the 0ld World.

44Carl L. Johannessen, Savannas of Interior Hon-
duras, Ibero-Americana, No. 46, University of California
Press, Berkeley, 1963, p. 27.

45Robert C. West, "La economia minera de Honduras
durante el periodo colonial," La Prensa, San Pedro Sula,
September 14, 1971, p. 14.
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Independence Through the
Twentieth Century

At the time of independence in 1821, it was apparent
that the vast mountainous interior of the Province of Hon-
duras had emerged as an economic and political focus for
the Spanish settlers. Mineral deposits, grassy intermontane
valleys well-suited to grazing, and a generally healthy
environment combined to attract man's activities to the
south of the Sula valley and North Coast region.

From the backdrop of mineral exploitation and large
cattle estancias, two centers emerged in a political
rivalry which helped ultimately to polarize the North
Coast region from the interior. Valladolid de Comayagua,
the initial capital of the province for more than 300 years,
eventually lost its position of national leadership to
Tegucigalpa. The latter, founded in 1579 as Real de Minas,
raised to the Villa de San Miguel y Heredia in 1762, and
established as a city (of about 6,000 inhabitants) after
independence in 1821, was declared the capital of Honduras
on October 30, 1880. It emerged in its new capacity during
a troubled period of civil wars and disorder that began
with the rupture of the Federation of Central American
States in 1838 and was to last well into the twentieth
century. In terms of an already distant regional relation-

ship, the shift of the national capital from Comayagua to
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Tegucigalpa served to further partition the interior from
the North Coast.

The Sula valley to the north developed a style of
life independent of that to the south. English and Dutch
piracy was a common phenomenon along the Caribbean Coast
throughout much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
and was probably the foremost preoccupation of settlers in
the coastal area. The pueblo of Lemoa (or Marcayo) along
the course of the Rio Ulda, for example, was sacked and
destroyed by more than 200 zambos and "a considerable

number of English" in 1704.46

In 1775, the Spaniards con-
structed the fort of San Fernando de Omoa about nine miles
west of Puerto Caballos. Other forts, such as Castillo
San Felipe and Bacalar, in Guatemala and southeastern
Mexico, respectively, were erected to consolidate the
Spanish line of defense along the coast. Finally, follow-
ing more than two centuries of English harassment, a
treaty was signed in 1859 recognizing the official
sovereignty of Honduras over the Islas de Bahia. In 1861,
the archipelago was incorporated as Honduran territory.47
With the exception of small population concentra-
tions at San Pedro Sula and Puerto Caballos (changed to

Puerto Cortés in 1869), settlement in the valley was

46Bonilla, op.. citey Ps. 9%

7Navarro, OpwLEIE S, Vps Bk
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confined to a scattering of caserios and aldeas along the
path to the interior. Cattle production, wood cutting,
and periodic gold washing were the principal occupations
of the Sula valley inhabitants. On a visit to this part
of the country around 1853, E. George Squire, the man
originally contracted to construct the interoceanic rail-

road, recorded the following description of the valley:

The great plaln of Sula, which may be said to commence
at Yojoa, is a distinguishing feature of this depart-
ment. It is not only of great extent, but of unbounded
capacity. The early accounts of the country represent
it to have been densely populated by the aborigines.
It is now mostly covered by a heavy forest, relieved
only by a few narrow patches of cultivated grounds in
the vicinity of the townswhich are scattered along the
camino real. This forest abounds in valuable woods,
and from it a greater part of the mahogany exported
from Honduras has been derived. The Chamelicén and
UlGa are the natural channels through which the maho- 48
gany has been, and still is, carried to the sea-side.

The fact that the valley was forested in this
period may provide added support for the idea that pre-
contact populations here were not large. On the other
hand, the recycling of the forest may have conceivably
occurred in the 300 years following the reduction of the
Indians. In either case, the valley probably contained
6-10,000 persons, or a figure nearly comparable to that
of its original population, prior to the turn of the cen-

tury.

48E. George Squire, Notes on Central America;
Particularly the States of Honduras and El Salvador, New
York: Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 1855, p. 149.
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The relative social and economic dormancy long
characterizing the Sula valley and some of its north coastal
counterparts was to soon change with the introduction of the
banana. "As early as 1860, a few Honduran planters on the
Caribbean coast were cultivating bananas on a small scale
and selling them to freighters that stopped at the old
ports of Omoa and Trujillo. By 1896, bananas accounted
for nearly a quarter of the value of Honduran exports."49
These initial successes were the first indication of im-
pending large-scale changes in the man-land relationships

of the North Coast.
Modern Period

Having occupied a somewhat peripheral and inconse-
quential position during the Pre-Columbian, Colonial, and
post-Colonial periods, the North Coast has evolved, in the
short span of seven decades, as the nation's fastest-
growing region of social and economic activity. The
uncontested leadership in both respects has been that of
the Sula valley.

Without question, the United Fruit Company consti-
tuted the single-most important catalyst for the Sula
valley's newly-discovered role. As early as 1912, the

Company established a foothold on the North Coast with two

49yest and Augelli, op. cit., p. 424.
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subsidiaries, the Tela and Trujillo Railroad Companies.
In the following two decades, the Company acquired vast
territorial concessions and rose to "a $242,000,000 banana
empire when it bought its chief competitor, the Cuyamel
Fruit Company [Omoa and La Lima] in December, l929."50
By 1930, the population of Cortés Department (incorporating
much of the Sula valley) had nearly tripled from 23,559 in
1910, and the Republic of Honduras had become a major
banana producer of the world.Sl

The significance of United's achievements in the
Sula valley, regardless of the company's much criticized
business ethics during this early period of operation,
cannot be dismissed. United Fruit represented not only a
pioneer in tropical agriculture but led the way for man's
successful accommodation to a previously limiting environ-
ment. Malaria control, soil and plant diseases, flooding
and winds, and even widespread fires due to drought, were

among the array of natural obstacles eventually surmounted.52

50charles pavid Kepner, Jr., and Jay Henry Soothill,
The Banana Empire, New York: Vanguard Press, Inc., 1935,
< g B i B

51The Standard Fruit and Steamship Company's hold-
ings in the Agudn River valley and near La Ceiba, although
on a smaller scale than the United, also contributed to
Honduran banana supremacy during this period.

520n the Caribbean side of Guatemala, malaria rates
among banana personnel were reduced from a high 21.9 per
cent, in 1929, to 0.3 per cent, in 1955. On the Pacific
side, they declined from 15.3 per cent, in 1938, to 0.2 per
cent in 1955. Also, the admissions of infected personnel
in Costa Rica dropped by 88 per cent at Quepos, 98 per cent
at Golfito, and 99 per cent at Limdén, between 1945 and
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It proved the contention that man-land relationships in
the tropics are intimately associated with "culture."53
The fruit companies focused their attention on
still another area of development, that of transporation.
The Honduran government, hopeful of one-day having a
unified land-transportation system had granted ". . .
generous concessions in return for the promise of railroad

54
development to the interior." Although almost 1,000

1955. Stacy May and Galo Plaza, The United Fruit Company
in Latin America, Washington, D.C.: National Planning
Association, 1958, p. 188. Among the many plant and soil
diseases eventually brought under control, Sigatoka and
Panama disease had probably the most devastating record.
Carlos Evers, "Breve resena histérica del centro de investi-
gaciones cientificas tropicales en La Lima," La Prensa,
San Pedro Sula, May 20, 1971, pp. 12-13. "In 1924 the
effect of drought was so severe on some of the plantations
of Honduras that much damage was reported to have been by
fires started among the parched leaves." Hugh H. Bennett,
Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol.
XVI, No. 2, June, 1926, p. 72.

53Despite these achievements, a popular theme of
social scientists was that human development in the tropics
is dictated by environment. "To sum up, it is not sur-
prising that hot, wet, regions should have populations
which are generally small and in poor health and that the
level of civilization should be low, for there man is at-
tacked by terrible foes, and, if he survives their attacks,
the conditions of his existance remain precarious." Pierre
Gourou, The Tropical World, London: Longmans, Green, and
Co., 1953, p. 12. See also, Ellsworth Huntington, Main-
springs of Civilization, New York: John Wiley and Sons,
1945, and M. F. A. Montagu, An Introduction to Physical
Anthropology, Springfield: Charles C. Thomas, 1945.

54Kepner and Soothill, op. cit., p. 141.
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miles of track were laid and port improvements were under-
taken, it is significant that the resulting design did not
serve national interests. Rather, it further polarized

the North Coast from the interior in that:

. . . only the North Coast benefitted from the rail-
road and port facilities, thus developing a strong,
economically independent base for industrial and trade
relations with its own region and with foreign markets.
Tegucigalpa not only was not integrated into this rela-
tively powerful economic force, but also lacked a
strong enough agricultural base in its hinterland to
give impulse to its economic development. The only
economic activity of major importance was government
activity. >

The division between the North Coast and interior
has become even more evident during the past twenty years
as a result of the industrial leadership assumed by San
Pedro Sula and its environs. In the wake of the banana
boom, industrial diversification spawned an unprecedented
era of human mobility and activity in the Sula valley.
With the aspiration to improve their economic position
and quality of life, thousands of people have flowed
steadily into the valley and, in particular, to San Pedro

Sula. While the population of Cortés Department mushroomed

55Mario E. Martin, "Urban Systems in Central
America: A Survey of Factors Influencing Size and Func-
tion of Cities," Unpublished Master's thesis, Yale
University, Department of City Planning, New Haven, May,
1966, p. 40.
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to nearly 275,000 in 1970, the growth of San Pedro Sula
has been nothing short of phenomenal, having increased from

21,139 in 1950, to approximately 130,000 in mid-1971.°36

56Interview with Ing. Juan Fernando Lépez, Mayor
of San Pedro Sula, San Pedro Sula, May 19, 1971.






CHAPTER III
EVOLUTION OF SAN PEDRO SULA

Despite the rich soils, the year-round flow of the
Ulda and Chamelecdén, and the prolific assortment of animal
and vegetative life, the tropical setting of the Sula
valley did not sustain any large population centers prior
to European contact. Other than the neighboring highland
metropolis of Copan, about forty-five miles to the west of
the valley, settlements tended to be small with an average
estimated occupancy of between sixty-five and 100 inhabi-
tants.>’

It was not until four centuries after Spanish dis-
covery that noticeable changes in population growth
occurred. As a result of a banana boom in the early 1900's,

many people from throughout the nation began to move to the

57This estimate is based upon several factors: 1)
There was no major resistance to the conquest and settle-
ment of the Sula valley, 2) there were no recorded large
centers of indigenous population, and 3) at the time of
repartimiento general (1536), many pueblos were already
difficult to identify as a result of depopulation or ex-
tinction. Lastly, assuming all 700 tributarios in 1574 to
be located in the valley and applying a reduction ratio of
3-4:1, some ninety-odd pueblos prior to discovery would
have had roughly an average of 65-100 occupants and con-
stituted a population of between 5,850-9,000.

49
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Sula valley and North Coast. By mid-century, the rural
population of the valley had grown to remarkable propor-
tions, and in 1954 a debilitating labor strike on the
banana plantations triggered the first large-scale migra-
tion of people to San Pedro Sula. Subsequently, the city
attracted thousands of migrants as a result of industrial
growth and, in less than twenty years, garnered the uncon-
tested social and economic leadership of the North Coast

and, possibly, the nation.

Founding to 1900

The genesis of San Pedro Sula dates from June 27,
1536. Don Pedro de Alvarado, Governor and Captain General
of Guatemala, founded the "Villa de San Pedro del Puerto
de Caballos," at a site distinguished by a large madre-
cacao tree and in the vicinity of the indigenous popula-
tion of Tholoma.’® It was initiated as a Spanish center
and contained only twenty vecinos (persons), most of
whom had encomiendas of Indians.

Despite the diminutive size and population growth
that was to characterize San Pedro Sula until the twen-
tieth century, the city developed an early regional
character. The inhospitality of the environment at Puerto

Caballos and the early need for a royal gold registry

58gobadilla, op. cit., p. 130.
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within the valley, provided an important commercial and
administrative function for San Pedro Sula as early as the
mid-sixteenth century. Moreover, the geographical loca-
tion of this town astride the pathway to the provincial
capital (Comayagua) and interior gave it immediate acces-
sibility to trade and travel.

San Pedro Sula, in 1574, ranked fourth among the
six largest Spanish towns in the Province of Honduras, as
shown in Table 4. By 1582, twenty-six indigenous towns
remained within the comarca, including Llamatepec, Chinda,
Talpetate, Petoa, Espoloncal, Santiago, Tehuma, Trinixol,
Ticamay, Quelequele, Tibombo, Zuzumba, Chapoa, Laysla de
Vtila, Chumba, Xoxon, Colupa, Yoroc, and Ximia, many of
which were located along the margins of the Rio Ulda.>?

Parish records provide some insight into subsequent
developments. Fray Fernando de Cadifnano conducted a pas-
toral visit to the North Coast in 1789 and indicated that
San Pedro Sula continued as a small town,with the entire
parish totalling 357 persons.so Based upon the combined
2,800 Spaniards, mestizos, and Indians censused in the area
corresponding to Cortés Department and most of Santa

Barbara, in 1801, the population of San Pedro Sula was

> 1bid., p. 131.

60jaime Brufau (Bishop of San Pedro Sula) "Apuntes
para la historia de la catedral de San Pedro Sula," La
Prensa, San Pedro Sula, February 20, 1971.
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TABLE 4

POPULATION IN PROVINCE OF HONDURAS, 1574

Indian Popu- Number of
Population Spaniards lation in Indios
the Comarca Tributarios
Valladolid
(Comayagua) 100 56 2,600
Trujillo 100 24 600
San Pedro Sula 50 30 700
Gracias A Dios 50 61 3,000
Olancho 5
(San Jorge de) 40 g +0;000
Puerto Caballos 20% 0 0

*Houses of merchants and negroes.

Source: Juan Lépez de Velasco, pp. 306-313.

believed to have grown to approximately 500 inhabitants by
the turn of the nineteenth century.61
Following the era of Independence, two events
focused national attention upon the North Coast. First,
work on the much heralded interoceanic railroad was begun
from Puerto Cortés to the interior and, second, there was

a flourish of private enterprise in lowland banana culti-

vation. During the latter half of the nineteenth century,

6lipid., p. 8.
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about fifty miles of national railway track were laid,
while in the same period bananas accounted for more than
22 per cent of the total value of Honduran exports.62 The
immediate effect on San Pedro Sula was that the city's
position was improved as a result of rail connection, and
the era of private banana enterprise stimulated commercial
activity in the area.

In 1888, San Pedro Sula was a center of 1,714
residents, and by 1893, it became one of two districts

for the newly created Cortés Department.63

Relatively

small, isolated and inconsequential on a national scale,
the city of San Pedro Sula was to soon reflect the mixed
fortunes of a multi-million dollar banana bonanza in the

twentieth century.

1900-1950

The introduction of North American banana planta-
tion agriculture on the North Coast of Honduras had great
impact on the nation. In terms of the national economy,
the value of banana exports grew so rapidly at the outset

that by the early 1930's they accounted for 70-80 per cent

62Kepner and Soothill, op. cit., pp. 96-104.

63An early consequence of banana cultivation was
the creation of Colén, Cortés, and Atldntida departments
in 1891, 1893, and 1902, respectively. Navarro, op. cit.,
p. 44.
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of total exports. On the regional level, banana produc-
tion began to transform the dormant north coastal valleys
into a zone of social and economic activity. By 1930,

the North Coast departments of Atldntida, Coldén, Cortés,
and Yoro, which had contained less than 10 per cent of the
national population in 1900, supported approximately one-
fifth of the total Honduran populace.64

Population movement to Cortés Department received
special impetus as a result of the extensive banana hold-
ings within the Ulda-Chamelecdén river basin. The number
of people in Cortés increased more than fivefold during
the period 1910-1950, as shown in Table 5. By comparison,
the growth of San Pedro Sula was much more deliberate.
Yet, despite its small size, the city maintained a numeri-
cal leadership within the emerging North Coast urban
hierarchy at the end of the period.

The decreasing proportion of San Pedro Sula's con-
tribution to departmental growth, 1910-1950, reflects the
strong attraction of the cultivation zone and a correspond-
ing growth of smaller commercial and trade centers. Within
the broader statistics, however, the city and banana campo

appear to have engaged in a "give and take" relationship

64Jeffry Royle Gibson, "A Demographic Analysis of
Urbanization: Evolution of a System of Cities in Honduras,
El Salvador, and Costa Rica," Latin American Studies Cen-
ter, Dissertation Series No. 20, Cornell University, Ithaca,
September, 1970, pp. 69 and 186.
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TABLE 5

POPULATION CHANGE IN CORTES DEPARTMENT
AND SAN PEDRO SULA, 1910-1950

San Pedro

beertés,  sanpedro sula  SHl Rt
Dept.
1910 23,559 S 25
1913 S 7,820 -
1930 58,273 13,130 22.5
1940 87,269 17,500 20
1950 125,728 21,139 17

Source: Compiled from Censuses 1930-1961.

based upon the vagaries of the industry. For example, the
decade following peak production in 1931 was one of declin-
ing output. The world depression, the first labor revolt

in 1932, and a sustained period of Sigatoka and Panama
disease contributed to sharp decreases in the number of
workers and level of production for the duration of the
decade.65 The resulting unemployment, however, produced a
period of substantial growth for San Pedro Sula. Conversely,

the net decrease of city population from 22,116 in 1945 to

65Kepner and Soothill, op. cit., p. 137; May and
Plaza, op. cit., p. 384.
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21,139 in 1950 can be attributed to subsequent reclamation
of the cultivation zone (i.e., new opportunities in the
countryside).66

The symbiotic relationship between the city of San
Pedro Sula and the banana industry had another important
dimension, namely, that the large accretion of people in
the cultivated areas constituted a migratory body of poten-
tially massive proportions by the mid-twentieth century.
Similarly, in Turrialba Cantén, Costa Rica, the banana
bonanza reached its highest proportions between 1926 and

1948 .and led, subsequently, to urban growth:

Thus, while Turrialba Cantdén and the Central District
both had their most rapid population growth during the
banana boom, expansion in the town continued at a high
rate. The town had a gain of approximately 162 per

cent between 1926 and 1948, as compared to that of 107
per cent in the Central District and 103 per cent in
Turrialba Cantdn between 1926 and 1950. By 1948, nearly
one-half of the people in the Central District were
living in Turrialba_as compared with a little over
one-third in 1926.°7

As if by some historical design, the relationship
between the banana zone and San Pedro Sula underwent a
similar transformation on a much larger scale shortly after

mid-century. The change occurred when the potential

66San Pedro Sula: Plan para el ano 2,000. Cervan-

tes Asociados, México, D. F., September, 1964, p. 13.

67Carroll J. Schwartz and Paul C. Morrison, "Ori-
gins of Population, Turrialba, Costa Rica, 1948," The
Journal of Geography, Vol. LXII, No. 8, No. V, 1963, p.
3555
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migratory farm force was triggered into motion, and the

common destination for many became San Pedro Sula.

The Emergence of a City

Since 1950, San Pedro Sula has been transformed
into a city of substantial proportions. With a population
in excess of 100,000 in 1970, it possibly represented the
fastest-growing center of its size category in all of
Latin America. In addition, it has assumed national
importance as a result of industrial development. In less
than twenty years, San Pedro Sula has emerged as the un-
disputed leader of social and economic activity on the
North Coast of Honduras.

The events which led to the large-scale movement
of people to San Pedro Sula were initiated by developments
on the banana plantations. In 1954, the United Fruit
Company experienced its most severe and "crippling strike"
among farm labor.68 One year later, the company lost the

entire crop in the Ulda valley and sustained extensive

68"From April to July, 1954, a new force disturbed
the Honduran scene, one that could no longer be ignored--
the labor movement. Carias and Gadlvez had shackled labor
as an incentive to private enterprise. The fruits of that
disastrous policy were evident in the crippling strike of
1954. The fact that foreign companies were involved, UFCO
in particular, added the explosive issue of nationalism,
especially when those companies resorted to strike break-
ing tactics long since outmoded in the United States."
Mario Rodriguez, Central America, Englewood Cliffs: Pren-
tice-Hall, Inc., 1965, p. 136.
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damage to facilities as a result of flooding.69 Due mainly
to these setbacks and the accompanying rise of nationalism,
the United Fruit Company consequently consolidated part of
its holdings. "In the 1950-55 period, the company disposed
of 65,000 acres, most of which was donated to the Honduran

70

government." As production declined, the migratory force

was inevitably triggered:

The immigration proceeding from the rural zones had
resulted in part from the unemployment of the striking
12,000 employee heads of family that were working up
to 1954 in banana cultivation in the rural zones sur-
rounding San Pedro Sula. About 70,000 inhabitants
sought a new source of work and as their most impor-
tant recourse headed for the city of San Pedro Sula.
Other families from the rural sector, with the incen-
tive to improve their economic conditions and the
attraction7if city services, also emigrated toward
San Pedro.

Despite the decrease in banana production, the in-
flux of people to the Sula valley, and in particular San
Pedro Sula, continued at a high rate. 1In addition to
transforming the tropical lowlands into a more livable
environment, the banana boom had stimulated the commercial
production of livestock, sugar cane and foodstuff, the
growth of market towns and transportation centers, and the

beginnings of light industry. By 1961 the population of

69May and Plaza, op. cit., pp. 151 and 158.

T01pias, p. 152:

71Cervantes Asociados, op. cit., p. 14.
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Cortés Department had nearly doubled to 200,099, and San
Pedro Sula had grown nearly threefold to 58,632.72

The single most important cause of the rapid popu-
lation growth during the past decade has been industrial
development. The city's proximity to a good port, a
large labor shed upon which to draw somewhat higher-
skilled workers than those of the interior, and a wide
range of investment opportunities have created a favorable
setting for industrial expansion. Two factors, the pre-
sence of primary and fabricated metal products and the
largest average employment per establishment in the coun-
try, now make San Pedro Sula a more advanced industrial
community than Tegucigalpa.73 Increasing industrialization
may consequently lead to an even sharper alteration in the
rapidly changing demographic relationship between the

capital and North Coast center:

The case of the second cities has more often been
dynamic growth of secondary activities, since the
administrative function has never had the importance
it has had in the capital cities. The example of San
Pedro Sula is all the more important, then, because

2Honduras, Secretaria de Economia y Hacienda,
Censo nacional de Honduras-April 1961, Caracteristicas
generales y educativas de la poblacidn (Tegucigalpa, D.C.:
Direccidn General de Estadistica y Censos, 1964).

73 Ruth 1 Shirey, "An Analysis of the Location of
Manufacturing, Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula, Honduras,"
Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation. University of Tennessee,
Knoxville, 1970, p. 50.







60

that city has grown in population at an unusually fast
rate without the economic base which has propelled
population growth in the capital city. This is a case
of city growth which does not conform to the traditional
pattern and which may indicate a greater future poten-
tial than even that of the capital citx, in spite of

the present difference in population.7

A mid-1971 population estimate of 130,000, reflecting a
remarkably sustained high rate of growth for San Pedro
Sula, tends to support this supposition.

The most important single component of city growth
between 1950 and 1971 has been internal migration. In
fact, approximately two-thirds of the total population can
be attributed to this phenomenon. This research project
provides a close examination of the evolving spatial char-
acteristics of internal migration to San Pedro Sula with
the broad objective of more fully understanding this one

component of change.

74Martin, op. cit., p. 50.






CHAPTER IV

COLONIA "SESENTA Y UNO": A PILOT STUDY

The preliminary investigation was conducted on a
sample community in San Pedro Sula. "Sesenta y Uno" is
a representative part of the city and offered an appro-
priate testing ground for subsequent city-wide research.
On a small scale, it permitted the inspection of various
major themes which apply to the migration system of this
or any other rapidly developing city.

The parameters of investigation include: 1) the
origins of population and the migration field, 2) the
decision to migrate and the directionality of move, 3)
the move to the city and intra-urban mobility, and 4) the

role of government housing in channeling future migrations.

"Sesenta y Uno" Colony

"Sesenta y Uno" colony is located within Barrio
Barrandilla, in the northeastern part of the city (Map 2).
The total area of the colony measures one manzana (1.73
acres), of which slightly more than fifty solars, or lots,
have been partitioned and distributed as terreno donado

(donated land). Although many occupants own the houses
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in which they live, the land remains technically the prop-
erty of the municipio.

Of the fifty heads of household sampled, forty-
three or 86 per cent were migrants.75 About one-fourth of
these entered San Pedro Sula prior to 1950, and nearly 50
per cent arrived during the past ten years. At the time
of arrival, 60 per cent of all migrants were less than
thirty years of age, and only 12.5 per cent were older
than forty.76 The ratio of male to female migrants was
slightly greater than two to one. 1In addition, most of
the migrants received very little formal education prior
to leaving their home community, as nearly half had never
attended school and only three reported having attained

sixth-grade instruction.

Origins of Population and

the Migration Field

In recording place of birth, it was found that the
departments of Cortés, Santa Barbara, Copdn, Ocotepeque
and to a lesser extent, Lempira, accounted for 88 per cent
of all migrants in "Sesenta y Uno" colony, as illustrated

in Part A, Table 6. These five departments show a high

75The term "migrant" applies to those persons born
outside of San Pedro Sula.

6Migrants tend to be in a more youthful and economi-
cally productive age group than the average population. The
data presented here conform very closely to a similar study
in neighboring San Salvador. See: Ducoff, op. Gt 7 ps
331.
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TABLE 6

PLACE OF BIRTH OF HEADS OF FAMILY IN

"SESENTA

Y UNO" AND "LAS CRUCITAS" COMMUNITIES

Department of Birth Per Cent
Part A. Sesenta y Uno (San Pedro Sula):
Cortés 35
San Pedro Sula 14
Other centers 21
Santa Barbara 21
Copén 12
Ocotepeque 12
Lempira 8
Other departments 12
Foreign country 0
Total 100
(N=50)
Part B. Las Crucitas (Tegucigalpa-
Comayagiiela)
Francisco Morazdn 56
Capital 16
Other centers 40
Choluteca 8
La Paz 8
El Paraiso
Other departments 17
Foreign country
Total 100
(N=400)

Source of Part B:

J. Mayone Stycos, et al., p. 43.
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degree of contiguity, as all are located in the western
portion of the country. The two largest contributors are
Cortés and Santa Barbara, the latter supplying as many
migrants as those areas immediately surrounding San Pedro
Sula. Ocotepeque, though more distant than Copdn, was the
source of an equal number of migrants.

The effect of departmental population size on the
number of resident migrants was computed by rank-order
correlations. A r (Spearman's rank order correlation co-
efficient) of .620, significant at the .05 level, indicates
a meaningful relationship between all other departments and
Cortés, based on the 1961 census. In the case of "Sesenta
y Uno," however, there is an extremely weak association
(r = .046), resulting in acceptance of the null hypothesis.
That is, the rank size of other departmental populations
has no meaningful relationship with the origin of migrants
residing in "Sesenta y Uno." This might be explained in
that most of the migrants have been extremely mobile within
the city and some residential selectivity may have resulted
through time. Possible support of this idea is illustrated
by the clear omission of Atlédntida, an adjoining department,
whose migrants ranked third in relation to population size

77
and fourth in percentage of those moving to Cortés, in 1960.

7From a dissertation draft by William K. Crowley,
Department of Geography, Sonoma State College, California,
October, 1970.
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Distance (straight-line) plays an obvious role in
the migration field of "Sesenta y Uno," as more than 80
per cent of all migrants have come from within approxi-
mately 100 miles of the city. Theoretically, migrants
should have been fairly evenly distributed around San Pedro
Sula, as major arteries of access follow a cardinal design.
This is not the case. Migration to the city is oriented
overwhelmingly from the western part of the country.

Movement within the migration field reveals a
general inverse relationship between the number of migrants
and distance traveled. As distance from the city increases,
the number of migrants decreases. On a national scale, the
distance-dacay pattern has applicability to the movement of

people between San Pedro Sula and the capital:

Migrants in Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula were drawn
from the areas which have best access to the cities.
Heaviest in-migration comes from villages and towns

in proximity to the urban centers, and as distance from
the two major cities increases the number of migrants
decreases. Although some people from the north coast
work in Tegucigalpa and some from the south coast are
found in San Pedro Sula, Tegucigalpa draws the majority
of its migrants from the central highlands and the
south coast while San Pedro Sula draws primarily fr9§
the north coast and the western region of Honduras.

Additional findings in the role of distance in
migration to Tegucigalpa help illustrate the duality of

migration fields. In the community of "Las Crucitas"

78
Shirey, op. cit., p. 108.
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(four contiguous barrios), for example, 56 per cent of all
family heads were drawn from the home department, Francisco
Morazén, as shown in Part B, Table 6.79 Only the three con-
tiguous departments of Choluteca, La Paz, and El Paraiso,
contributed more than 5 per cent each, although all depart-
ments were represented.

Viewed in their spatial context (Map 5), the migra-
tion fields of San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa covary in
rather discernable patterns, to the point of appearing
mutually exclusive. Migrants to each city reflect geo-
graphically a distinct orientation within, and an indepen-
dence between, their respective fields. A most interesting
question yet to be answered is whether or not the inter-
mediary departments of Yoro, Comayagua and Intibucd
constitute a "reflecting" barrier between the two, with
migrants being channeled to San Pedro Sula on the one side,

80

and to the capital on the other. It does become evident,

79
J. Mayone Stycos, et al., Una evaluacién de fecun-

didad y programas de salud y planificacion en "Las Crucitas,
Tegucigalpa-Comayagiela, Honduras, Programa Internacional
de Poblacién, Universidad de Cornell, Ithaca, Julio, 1969,
p. 43. The study sampled 400 heads of family.

80 with the added quality of "permeability." "Pure
absorbing and reflecting barriers are rare. In most cases,
barriers are not absolute but are permeable, allowing part
of the energy of diffusion pulse to go through, but gener-
ally slowing down the intensity of the process in the local
area." Spatial Diffusion, Commission on College Geography
(Resource Paper No. 4), Association of American Geographers,
Washington, D.C.: 1969, p. 13.






67

s den
r
“: & %1 vous a.0n FEE
ol STIN ! %91-21 [
SQ1314 NOILVNOIN 75;% s %i-9 (]
LSVLIONYD SV, pup ,ONN K VIN3S3S, BYOIN R %9 wous ssa1 7]
40 NOILVIYVAOD o¥ E,
MRl T\ SINVYOIN 40 SNI9IYO

v v

VOLNYILY

[+4

VIHYE ¥1 30 svis|

\an\

CIYONGILNLT

ALIELED)

VIVA3LYNO







68
however, that directionality is an important characteristic
of migration fields.

Decision to Migrate and the
Directionality of Move

As part of the attempt to piece together those
forces responsible for shaping the "Sesenta y Uno" migra-
tion field, migrant family heads were asked first why they
left their home community. Economic conditions and the
need for work accounted for 55 per cent of all responses.Bl
Family reasons, included in replies from many of those who
were children at the time of parental migration, repre-
sented 27 per cent of the forty-four responses. Three
migrant heads, two from Ocotepeque and one from Lempira,
were recent arrivals who were displaced as a result of the
war with El Salvador. Both the economic and family (or
kinship) themes corroborate fairly closely with similar
studies of rural-to-urban migration in Latin America.82

Migrants were next asked why they had moved to San
Pedro Sula and not to Tegucigalpa. This is to say that if

independent migration fields do in fact distinguish

81Daily wages of 50 centavos are not uncommon in the
rural sectors of the country. See: "Capturan a los asesinos
del conocido hacendado Agenor Rodriguez," La Prensa, San
Pedro Sula, April 2, 1971.

82

José Matos Mar. "The 'Barriadas' of Lima: An
Example of Integration into Urban Life," in Philip M.
Hauser (ed.), Urbanization in Latin America, UNESCO, Paris,

1961, pp. 170-190.
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populations of San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa, what condi-
tions account for the spatial selectivity? Is movement a
function of a gravity environment (e.g. distance, inter-
vening opportunities, and competition) or the less explored
avenue of "place utility," signifying a stable character-
istic in migration behavior?83 A similar approach was tried
in Ciudad Guayana, Venezuela, a city somewhat comparable

in size and growth to San Pedro Sula.84

A comparison of
grouped responses to both questions is presented in Table
7.

"Sesenta y Uno" migrants appear to conform closely
to their Guayana counterparts regarding the site selection
process. Both groups moved to their respective cities
mainly for reasons of work, family, and urban opportunities.
In each case, there was no statistical difference found
between reasons for leaving the home community and reasons
for moving to the center of choice, indicating a high de-
gree of consistency.

Part B of Table 7 illustrates a wider variety of
opinion and fewer areas of conformity between the two

populations. "Sesenta y Uno" migrants feel more strongly

83w, | | refers to the net composite of utilities
which are derived from the individual's integration at
some position in space." Julian Wolpert, "Behavioral As-
pects of the Decision to Migrate," Papers, Regional
Science Association, Vol. 15, 1965, p. 162.

84MacDonald and MacDonald, op. cit., pp. 332-324.
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about the absence of family and the superiority of San
Pedro Sula over Tegucigalpa. Near-equal deterrants were
expressed as distance (especially when combining "lack of
funds") and having never known the capital city. Guayana
migrants, however, rejected the state capital (Ciudad
Bolivar) because of the lack of work, absence of family,

and distance of the move. 1In the case of the Venezuelan

national capital, 350 miles to the north, migrants reflected

less agreement, as attested by the extensive distribution
of responses. For some reason, family considerations de-
creased from Guayana to Caracas.

Not one "Sesenta y Uno" migrant expressed having
been diverted away from Tegucigalpa due to the possible
lack of work or housing shortage. Perhaps the response
"this city is better" has component parts which could have
been probed in greater detail. The fact that 20 per cent
of all responses from the same group were "don't know the
city" indicates that a substantial proportion of migrants
had no idea of choosing for or against the capital.

The conditions which account for spatial selec-
tivity or directionality of internal migration in Honduras
offer a wide area of investigation. Underlying the move-
ment of people from western Honduras to San Pedro Sula,
however, appears to be the diffusion of ideas regarding
work and urban opportunities, an infrastructure of kinship

ties, and proximity. The latter may be the more
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significant of the three in that the most direct route from
the westernmost departments of the country to the capital

is via the North Coast.

The Move to the City and
Intra-Urban Mobility

The actual path followed to the city, and subse-
quent relocation process within, varies among migrants.
In Northeast Brazil, for example, the nordestino ". . .
comes with no intention of staying and so he frequently
makes the journey between his rural community and the
city several times before finally settling down in one or
the other. He commonly migrates to Sdo Paulo three or four
times, each stay lasting from short periods of time to many

85 Still in other areas, "migration seems to take

years."
place in a series of steps according to city-size. A flow
of migrants from rural areas goes to small or middle-sized
cities, and from these cities to the larger urban areas."8

For 63 per cent of the migrant family heads in

87
"Sesenta y Uno," the path to the city was direct. They

85Juarez Rubens Branddo Lopes, "Aspects of the
Adjustment of Rural Migrants to Urban-Industrial Conditions
in Sdo Paulo Brazil," in Hauser, op. cit., p. 239.

6Arriaga, op. cit., p. 242.

87It was found that ". . . 93 per cent of the
migrant family heads living in Guatemala City moved directly
to the capital from their place of birth." See Robert N.

Thomas, "Internal Migration to Guatemala City, Guatemala,
Central America," Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, The
Pennsylvania State University, 1968, p. 81.
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proceeded, or were brought at a young age, to San Pedro
Sula from their place of birth.88 Twenty-three per cent
of the migrants, however, had moved once prior to their
arrival, while the remaining 14 per cent had recorded from
three to five moves.

Upon their arrival in San Pedro Sula, half of the
migrant heads received some form of family assistance.
About two out of every five migrants were unaided, while
a very small proportion claimed help through friends. y

The apparent high incidence of intra-urban mobil-
ity among migrants, subsequent to arrival, is a phenomenon
common to most large cities.89 Of the forty-three migrant
family heads in "Sesenta y Uno," only nine had moved from
their home community directly to this community, while the
remaining thirty-four accounted for a total of ninety-
eight intra-city moves, as illustrated in Table 8.

In moving throughout the city, migrants lived in
twenty-one of the thirty-eight urban residential zones.
Excluding the sample community, zones of greatest attrac-
tion, representing ten and eight moves, respectively,

included Barrios Medina and Las Acacias, each situated

8

More than half of all the migrants sampled were
born in small rural centers (aldeas and caserios). A sur-

- A : —— —_— =

vey of migrants in Barrios Medina, Concepcidn and Cabanas
of San Pedro Sula revealed similar results. Preliminary
findings submitted by Charles H. Teller, International
Population Program, Cornell University, April, 1971.

9Flinn, op. cit., p. 86.
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TABLE 8

INCIDENCE OF INTRA-CITY MOBILITY AMONG
"SESENTA Y UNO" RESIDENTS
(HEADS OF HOUSEHOLD)

Total Number of Intra-

City Moves Non-Migrants Migrants
1 (or direct) 1 9
2 2 14
B 1 11
4 2 8
2 -- 1
6 1 o4
Total 7 43
(M=2.5) (M=2.6)

within the circunvalacién (beltway) and bordering the
national railroad. Three additional zones, Concepcidn,
El Centro and Rio de Piedras, ranked next highest, repre-
senting six moves each. The latter zone is the only one
situated outside of the circunvalacién and adjoins it im-
mediately to the west. The process of relocation within
the urban environment is, for the large majority, a shared
experience.

All family heads who had moved more than once
within the city were questioned as to the reasons precipi-

tating each preceding change of residence. Family
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considerations, proximity to place of work, and low rents
accounted for more than 85 per cent of all intra-urban
movements prior to the selection of "Sesenta y Uno." The
principal attraction to the latter site was the availabil-
ity of municipal land.90 Twenty-eight migrant heads of
family, as well as all of those born in the city, cited
the "terrendo donado" and "opportunity for casa propio"
(home ownership) motives as causal. In contrast to pre-
ceding intra-city moves, only seven migrants came to
"Sesenta y Uno" for family considerations while fewer

still were motivated by reasons of work and low rents.

Channeling Future Migrations:
Government Housing Projects

The policy of donating municipal land has provided
only a temporary solution in the plan to establish a more
permanent population. "Sesenta y Uno" residents do not
own the land and, like numerous other sectors of the city,
the colony lacks sufficient water, electricity, drainage
and sanitation facilities, and paved streets. The absence
of property ownership and basic urban amenities may prove

to be the motivating agents for subsequent migration.

0Family histories indicate that the "Sesenta y
Uno" community came into existence during the late 1950's
as a result of municipal sponsorship. The municipio even
transported three family heads, who had been without hous-
ing and living in the streets of another barrio, to the
colony.
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In relation to planning strategy, the Honduran
Institute of Housing (INVA) wanted to know how many heads
of family would be willing to move to government housing
projects and under what conditions. These housing units
would be built in satellite centers outside, and indepen-
dent of, San Pedro Sula. It is an important concept not
only from the perspective of attracting an already dis-
advantaged sector of the urban community away from the
city but also in that it might serve to alter the estab-
lished "streams" leading from the countryside to the
metropolitan area.

Each head of household in "Sesenta y Uno" was
asked, "If the Institute of Housing (INVA) were to con-
struct houses in Chamelecdn, La Lima, Choloma, Progreso or
Puerto Cortés, would you prefer to live in one of these
sites rather than in your current place of residence (San
Pedro Sula)?" As illustrated in Table 9, the concensus
of opinion was to move.

Of the fifty household heads surveyed, thirty-one
(62 per cent) were in favor of moving, fifteen were opposed,
and four were undecided. The distribution of responses
conforms almost exactly to the number of respondents,
since there were only two cases in which more than one
response was offered. Although more non-migrants preferred

to stay rather than leave, the statistical relationship
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TABLE 9

"SESENTA Y UNO"

COLONY: ATTITUDES

TOWARD GOVERNMENT HOUSING

Total Respondents

Would Move . . . . . . . .
Would not Move . . . . . .

Undecided . . . . . . . .

Total:

Distributi

Would Move:

For better conditions

For legal ownership

If cheaper (or ability
to pay)

Don't like it here

Family reasons

Insufficient work here

Opportunity to farm

on of Responses

Non-Migrants Migrants

Total
Responses

-

—

Total

Would Not Move:

Own this house
Well adapted here
Family reasons
Reasons of work
Retired

No reason

wlooro + or
FlERERED D OO

w

BlHERFOND W Ve

w

Total

Undecided:

snloorowo
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12

oY ENECENENRCT ]

Total Responses:

54
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between the two populations is uncertain due to the small
number of non-migrants.

As a group, about 76 per cent of the "would move"
responses centered upon the absence of adequate living
conditions in "Sesenta y Uno" and the desire for legal
ownership. These two conditions may already be responsible
for a high rate of population turnover in the community,
as evidenced by the fact that the average occupancy period
among migrants is less than five years. For INVA purposes,
it is useful to know that community concern is not focused
on reasons of work and family considerations, two motives
found basic to preceding migrations.

"Non-movers" viewed house ownership and adaptation
to the colony as among the foremost reasons for staying.
Since the average period of residency for non-migrants is
slightly more than ten years, it is not surprising to find
the largest number of their responses in this category.

Viewed only from the narrow perspective of "Sesenta
y Uno," it is difficult to hypothesize the effect of hous-
ing projects on urbanward migrants or those currently
swelling the disadvantaged sectors of the city. On the
basis of observations in this community, however, low-cost
housing projects offering adequate living and ownership

provisions would have immediate occupants.
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Conclusion

High rates of population growth in San Pedro Sula
during the past two decades, have distinguished this city
as Central America's most rapidly expanding center.91
Internal migration has been the catalyst for the recent
and explosive demographic growth.

In the sample community of "Sesenta y Uno,"
migrants constituted forty-three of the fifty heads of
household sampled. Approximately three-fourths of all
migrants came to San Pedro Sula after 1950, almost 90 per
cent were less than forty years of age upon arrival, and
male migrants outnumbered females by two to one. Nearly
50 per cent of all migrants have never attended school.

Based on this survey, it was found that 88 per cent
of all migrants were born in the five departments of
Cortés, Santa Barbara, Copdn, Ocotepeque and Lempira, in
the northwestern and western parts of the country. Dis-
tance, and a distinct directional orientation in movement,
have produced a well-defined spatial pattern of human
migration to San Pedro Sula. A comparison of internal

population movements to San Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa

lIt is projected that the city will contain
370,000 inhabitants, or approximately three times its
current population, within the next twenty-nine years.
Cervantes Asociados, op. cit., pp. 54-55.
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revealed that migration fields for the two cities approxi-
mate independence.

"Sesenta y Uno" migrants left their home community
mainly for reasons of work and family considerations, con-
forming closely to their reasons for selecting San Pedro
Sula. Migrants rejected moving to the national capital
because of kinship ties, the opinion that San Pedro Sula
was "better," lack of familiarity with Tegucigalpa, and
distance.

Sixty-three per cent of all migrant heads of
family moved directly to San Pedro Sula from their place
of birth. Half of all migrants received some form of
family assistance upon their arrival in the city. Once
in the city the migrant may have difficulty making a more
permanent adjustment, as evidenced by a high incidence of
intra-urban mobility. Family considerations, proximity
to work, and low rents represent more than 85 per cent of
all responses given for intra-city movement, prior to the
selection of "Sesenta y Uno."

The availability of municipal land, or terreno
donado, constituted the principal attraction to "Sesenta
y Uno." Paradoxically, the presentation of land without
the accompanying basic urban amenities and provisions for
property ownership underlies the present dissatisfaction

with the project. The majority of migrants favor moving
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again and consider future INVA housing projects, outside

92
of the city, a possible target for such migration.

92Contingent upon any success in the plan to
channel migrants to INVA housing will be the cost and terms
of payment at which the living units are offered.






CHAPTER V

THE MIGRATION SYSTEM OF SAN PEDRO SULA:
POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS

The migration system of any rapidly growing metro-
polis is comprised of component parts having "some common
functional connections."93 As illustrated by the small
migratory body within the community of "Sesenta y Uno,"
spatial selectivity among human beings, whether charac-
terized by physical or behavioral traits, is a shared ex-
perience. The field investigation, projected at the city-
wide level (500 heads of household), examined those
spatial relationships incorporated within the San Pedro
Sula migration system. Specifically, inquiry focused upon
the descriptive characteristics of migrants (Chapter V),
the role of distance in migration (Chapter VI), the
mobility process (Chapter VII), and the decision-making
behavior of the migrant population (Chapter VIII).

The descriptive characteristics of migrants pro-
vide an important point of departure for the study in

that, collectively, migrants tend to transport certain

93Peter Haggett, Locational Analysis in Human
Geography, New York: St. Martin's Press, 1966, p. 17.
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identifiable characteristics to the city. Here it is
hypothesized that migrant heads to San Pedro Sula are for the
most part female, less than thirty years of age, unskilled
and primary educated. These relationships are additionally

tested between migrants and non-migrant groups.

Sex

In Honduras, there are slightly more females than
males in the total population, as indicated by a national

sex ratio of approximately 99.2.94

With the exception of
the department of Lempira, urban sex ratios throughout
the republic are uniformly lower than the national average
reflecting the strong attraction of urban areas upon the
female population. San Pedro Sula, for example, has a
sex ratio of 90.4, illustrating the high proportion of
females within the population structure (particularly
after age nine).

Although there are more women than men in San
Pedro Sula, they do not form a majority among migrant
heads of households. Of the 417 migrant heads sampled,
255 or about 61 per cent were males. These figures,
although not in exact conformance with those of the pilot
study, do corroborate the fact that male migrant heads of

family appear to outnumber their female counterparts.

94Computed from the National Census, 1961.
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Of the eighty-three non-migrant heads of household
interviewed, sixty-two or approximately 75 per cent were
found to‘be male. The difference in sexes within migrant
and non-migrant populations is reflected by sex ratios of
approximately 157 and 295, respectively.

Subsequently, both groups were tested for their
statistical compatibility. Stated in null hypothesis form,
one would not expect to find a significant difference
between sex and migratory status. A 2x2 contingency table
relating male-female to migrant--non-migrant was constructed

and the Chi Square formula, where

TR NE
2 - Z; (£5-5,)
3

t

(fo = an observed frequency; ft = a theoretical, or expected,

frequency. Morris Hamburg, Statistical Analysis for
Decision Making, New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc.,
1970, p. 417).

was applied. A value of 5.500 with one degree of freedom,
tested at the .05 level, was significant resulting in the
rejection of the null hypothesis.

The principal difference between the two groups is
that non-migrant heads of household are comprised of a
significantly lower proportion of females. This suggests
that females took a more diminutive role in city life
during the earlier frontier period of development (before

1955). By comparison, females form a more substantial
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part of the migrant population, reflecting their increas-
ing role in urbanward movement.

The possibility that’ female migrants represent
still higher proportions is not unlikely. Many women
ultimately find resident occupations within an urban house-
hold, a mechanism known to be operable in other cities and

masking their numerical superiority.

Age
One of the more discernable characteristics of
urban migration is the youthfulness at which people dis-
place to the city. The examination of migrant age struc-
tures in San Pedro Sula shows, as hypothesized, that the
majority, or 60.9 per cent, were less than thirty years
old upon arrival. Perhaps more e<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>