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Schools on the

frontline of 

Honduras gang

turf battles
TEGUCIGALPA: The clatter of bullets piercing the school's roof sent
pupils running for safety. Four of them and their teacher were
wounded. The February 27 attack on the Maximiliano Sagastume
school in a northern district of Tegucigalpa was just one violent
episode in a turf war between heavily armed gangs in Honduras.
Such occurrences are so common, they are subsumed quickly into
the country's news cycle and barely register outside its borders. 

For the pupils, it meant no classes for eight days as police set up a
perimeter to protect them from the local criminal outfit, part of the
Mara Salvatrucha gang, or MS-13. Such protection is also afforded to
other schools and colleges in the capital, stretching police and army
forces that seem unable to counter the reach of the feared gangs. MS-
13 and its chief rival, Barrio 18, and other smaller outfits assert control
over different neighborhoods, preventing residents from freely mov-
ing between them and frequently clashing in exchanges of gunfire. 

The phenomenon is the same across the so-called Northern
Triangle of Central America comprising Honduras, El Salvador and
Guatemala-a region plagued by poverty and vicious violence where
gangs dealing in drugs and weapons have supplanted the rule of law.

Mutilated girls    
A spokesman for a combined national security force in Honduras

known as Fusina, Lieutenant Colonel Mario Rivera, said that hundreds
of personnel were involved in securing schools in Tegucigalpa and in
other Honduran towns. A teacher at one school with 300 pupils said
on condition he not be identified that some of the students were
gang members, and their threats against classmates or teachers often
meant that police protection had to be brought in.

In the case of Maximiliano Sagastume school, although the four
pupils and the female teacher were slightly wounded and the police
perimeter was set up, many parents subsequently transferred their
children to other schools. The families' sense of panic was heightened
because 14-year-old twin girls were abducted after the shooting and
their mutilated bodies were found days later. "Here people sleep with
one eye open," said one policeman standing guard. He was part of a
deployment posted near the school. Police patrols on motorbikes
and squad cars frequently nosed around the neighborhood, called
Sagastume I. "If we need to, we can call in reinforcements," the officer
said, indicating the radio attached to his leather belt.

Like a war zone
The school, located on a hillside, also features metal bars and a

three-meter high wall topped with barbed wire. To the north of it,
separated by a stony hill with no houses, is El Picachito, a district
claimed by the Combo gang. Just south of the school is an area lord-
ed over by MS-13. The school and the surrounding concrete homes
sit in a sort of no-man's land often fought over by the two gangs.
"We're in the middle of the firefights.  At night, it's like a war zone,"
said Napoleon Zuniga, a 70-year-old owner of a small shop in
Sagastume I. "Over there the Combos shoot, and then down there it's
the MS," he said. A police officer said the February 27 shooting
appeared to come from Combo gang members "to cause fear among
residents and the opposing gang." He added: "All they want to do is
take control of the zone to be able to sell drugs and extort the busi-
nesses."—AFP

LONDON: The Islamic State group yesterday claimed the deadly
assault at the British parliament, as Prime Minister Theresa May
identified the attacker as a British-born man known to intelligence
services. "An act of terrorism tried to silence our democracy," May
told a packed House of Commons, which stood for a minute's
silence in remembrance of the victims of Wednesday's strike on
the symbol of Britain's democracy. "We are not afraid and our
resolve will never waver in the face of terrorism," May said.

Armed police have arrested eight people in raids linked to the
rampage that left three people dead and sowed panic in the heart
of London. The IS group said it was responsible, according to the
Amaq propaganda agency linked to the jihadist organization. "The
perpetrator of yesterday's attack in front of the British parliament
was a soldier of the Islamic State and the operation was carried out
in response to calls to target coalition countries," Amaq said citing
a "security source."

Defiant British lawmakers returned to "business as usual" in the
surreal silence of an area of central London normally thronged
with tourists. Twenty-nine people were treated in hospital, includ-
ing seven in critical condition, some with "catastrophic" injuries.
Among them were French school children and foreign tourists.
The attacker mowed down pedestrians with a car on Westminster
bridge, killing two, and then jumped out and stabbed to death a
police officer guarding parliament before being shot dead.

The carnage was unleashed on the same day Brussels was
marking the anniversary of Islamic State group bombings that
killed 32 people. Hundreds of extra police were on patrol in
London as officers worked around the clock to piece together
what happened in the deadliest attack in Britain since four suicide
bombers killed 52 people on the capital's transport system in July
2005. Europe has been on high alert after a wave of deadly jihadist
assaults over the past two years.

Peripheral figure 
May said the attacker's identity was known to the police and

the MI5 domestic intelligence service. He was British-born and
some years ago had been a "peripheral figure" investigated over
concerns about violent extremism. "There was no prior intelli-
gence of his intent-or of the plot," May said. Britain's top anti-ter-
ror officer Mark Rowley said that police had arrested eight peo-
ple in raids on six houses in London, the central  city of
Birmingham and elsewhere.

"It is still our belief... that this attacker acted alone yesterday
and was inspired by international terrorism," he said. Defense
Secretary Michael Fallon told BBC radio the working assumption
was  that the attack was linked to "Islamic terrorism in some form".

The British flag over parliament flew at half-mast in a sign of
mourning while forensic officers in white suits carried out a finger-
tip search of the courtyard outside where 48-year-old policeman
Keith Palmer was stabbed to death.

Police officers lined up outside their new headquarters nearby
for a minute's silence in front of the eternal flame to officers who
have given their lives in service. Queen Elizabeth II was due to
open the building formally yesterday but postponed the visit. "My
thoughts, prayers, and deepest sympathy are with all those who
have been affected by yesterday's awful violence," she said, in a
statement expressing her "enduring admiration" for the police.
London Mayor Sadiq Khan called a candlelit vigil on Trafalgar
Square later yesterday.

Among those in parliament was Foreign Office minister Tobias
Ellwood, whose face was left smeared with blood after giving first
aid to the fatally wounded police officer. US President Donald
Trump and French President Francois Hollande both spoke to May
and Chancellor Angela Merkel said Germany stood with Britons
"against all forms of terrorism". Britain's last terror attack was the
2016 assassination of MP Jo Cox by a pro-Nazi sympathizer in her
constituency in northern England shortly before the vote to leave
the European Union.

That vote triggered a push in Scotland for a second referen-
dum on seceding from the United Kingdom. The Scottish
Parliament has postponed a debate and vote on the referendum
following the London attack. The debate is now due to resume
on Tuesday, the day before Britain is set to trigger the Article 50
two-year departure process for leaving the EU. May's
spokesman said there was no intention to delay Article 50
because of Wednesday's attack.

International victims 
A Spanish diplomatic source confirmed that one of the dead

was 43-year-old British citizen Aysha Frade, whose mother was
Spanish. Media reports said she was on her way to pick up her two
daughters, aged seven and nine, from school. A man in his 50s was
also killed. Several international tourists visiting one of London's
most iconic sights were also caught up in the violence.

Those wounded included 12 Britons, four South Koreans, three
French children, two Romanians, two Greeks and one each from
China, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Poland and the United States, May
said. Three police officers were among those hurt, two of them
seriously, and a seriously injured woman was rescued from the
River Thames after coming off the bridge. French Foreign Minister
Jean-Marc Ayrault travelled to London to visit three French pupils
on a school trip who were among those hurt. — AFP 

TEGUCIGALPA: Members of the Military Police stand guard as
students arrive for class at the Maximiliano Sagastume
school in Sagastume, a neighborhood on the north side of
Tegucigalpa. — AFP   
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LONDON: Pedestrians cross Westminster Bridge in the shadow of the Houses of Parliament in central London yesterday after
the bridge reopened to traffic following its closure during the March 22 terror attack. — AFP  


