The unfinished
business of peace
A

t noon, on 16 January, 1992, representatives
of the Farabundo Marti Liberation Front
(FMLN), the Salvadoran government, and the
United Nations sat around a U-shaped table
in Chapultepec, Mexico, and signed a Peace
Accord putting an end to twelve years of civil
war in El Salvador. At that same moment, two
hundred thousand Salvadorans, in San
Salvador's Civic Plaza, waved red flags and
joined together to sing Sombrero Azul (The
Blue Hat), a song that had become the
unofficial anthem of the insurgency. After
such a painful and destructive war, an entire
nation celebrated the coming of peace.
In his speech at Chapultepec, Salvadoran
president Alfredo Cristiani spoke with
startling frankness about the roots of the
conflict. 'This painful and tragic crisis has
political, economic, social, and cultural roots
that are both old and deep. In the past, one of
the pernicious characteristics of our national
way of life was the absence of the mechanisms
necessary to permit the free play of ideas... the
absence of a truly democratic way of life.' The
Chapultepec Accord sought to remove the
military from political life and create new
democratic institutions. Constructing a
democracy would make it possible to pull
up the 'deep and profound' socioeconomic
roots of the conflict.
FMLN Commander Shafik Handal sounded
a hopeful and conciliatory note in his speech.
'The FMLN enters peace opening the hand that
used to be a fist and extending it in friendship
to those against whom we have fought. This is
as it should be in a disengagement without
winners or losers.' Most of the cheering crowd
in San Salvador that day shared those
sentiments.
After the speeches and the songs, however,
many of those gathered in the plaza returned
home to a life of poverty that had worsened

during the war. Their expectations were that
the Peace Accord would mean a better life for
themselves and their families.
United Nations negotiator, Alvaro de Soto,
called the agreement a 'negotiated revolution'.
He may have been rather overcome by the
moment, but beyond question the signing
of the Chapultepec Accord presented all
Salvadorans with an historic opportunity.
What are the 'deep and profound' roots
of the conflict hinted at by President Cristiani?
How did the war, and then the peace, affect
Salvadorans? And has the country been able to
take that big step over the threshold at which
the Peace Accord left them? Five years after
the signing of the Peace Accord, it should be
possible to give at least partial answers to
these questions.
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The Land
of Good Fortune
B

ordered by Guatemala on the west
and Honduras on the north and east,
El Salvador appears on the map as a tiny sliver
of land carved out of the coastal areas of those
two nations. In the east, it reaches towards
Nicaragua, with Honduras dividing the two
with its tiny outlet to the Pacific at the Gulf of
Fonseca. Just over 150 kilometres of spectacular,
largely undeveloped Pacific coastline marks
the country's southern boundary.

El Salvador is both the smallest and the most
densely-populated country in the continental
Americas. The civil war forced at least a million
Salvadorans out of the country, and displaced
much of the remaining population to the south
and west. At the end of the war, two-thirds of
the country's people lived in its south-west
quadrant, including greater San Salvador.
The capital city sits in the Valley of
Hammocks between three volcanoes.
Coffee plantations, the primary source of
El Salvador's wealth for the century and a half
before the war, blanket large areas of the steep
volcanic slopes. Only in the last 30 years has
the coastal plain gained economic prominence
as the government cleared land for cattle
grazing and the cultivation of cotton and
sugar cane. The northern mountains, always
populated by poor farmers living at the
margins of the nation's economic life, were
the main battleground in the civil war.
One of Central America's largest rivers, the
Lempa, crosses the country from north to south.

Three distinct geographical zones make
up El Salvador: a narrow plain running along
almost the entire Pacific coast; a volcanic range
cutting a straight line through the country's
heart; and an area of rugged, higher mountains just inside the northern border with
Honduras. Because of the determinant
historical role played by volcanic eruptions
and earthquakes in this land of great seismic
instability, the volcanoes dominate El Salvador's
image of itself in literature and art.
With 5.4 million Salvadorans occupying
its twenty-one thousand square kilometres,
right
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The two large bridges built across the Lempa
in this century served as the fragile connection
between two regions divided by the great river.
People from the eastern region, or oriente,
maintain a distinct cultural identification,
and that area is less developed in social and
economic terms. When FMLN guerrillas blew
up the two bridges crossing the Lempa in the
early 1980s, it struck a powerful psychological
blow against a symbol of national unity.
El Salvador's long border with Honduras
has been the source of countless disputes that
have turned the countries into traditional rivals.
In 1969, that rivalry exploded into a shooting
war. The International Court in The Hague'
resolved the border dispute by its 1992 decision
ceding large pockets of the disputed land to
Honduras. The situation of the few thousand
of Salvadorans living in those mountainous
areas remains a source of tension.
When the Spanish colonists arrived in
1524, dense tropical vegetation almost entirely
covered the land then called Cuscatlan (The
Land of Good Fortune), hampering the
movements of the invasion force. Since that
time, all but two per cent of that original forest
cover has been stripped away. Today, the
majority of El Salvador's forest consists of

an odd little tree brought to El Salvador
from Africa via Europe: coffee.
During the rainy season from May to
October, El Salvador seems verdant, almost
lush. But by the end of the dry season in early
May, El Salvador looks more like the marginal
lands on the fringes of one of the world's great
deserts than the tropical paradise described by
the early conquerors from Spain. Deforestation,
erosion, and diminishing water supplies have
brought this once-flourishing land to the edge
of an ecological disaster.
Are, then, the social and economic
problems that led to the war simply a result

AD. It appears that a massive eruption of the
Ilopango volcano around 200 AD, caused a
natural disaster from which this pre-classical
society never recovered.
By 600 AD, a Mayan culture with strong
ties to the great Mayan civilisation to the
north became dominant on the western side
of the Lempa. Mayan influence did not extend
across the river, thus creating the cultural
distinction that has been a recurrent theme in
Salvadoran history. The complex Mayan culture
was an agricultural society based on the cultivation of corn. The Mayans also made impressive
mathematical and scientific advances on a par
with contemporary civilisations in other areas
of the world. For a variety of reasons, Mayan
societies throughout Mesoamerica began to
experience serious social and economic
problems in the ninth century.
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of the pressure of excess population on scarce
natural resources? While population pressure
on land, the country's most important natural
resource, explains part of El Salvador's crisis,
a full explanation requires an understanding
of the distribution and use of natural resources
through a long and troubled history.

In the Name of The Saviour
Little is known about the society based on
hunting and gathering which flourished on the
coastal plain and the volcanic foothills on both
sides of the Lempa from about 1200 BC to 250

Over the next two centuries a new
civilisation, linked by language and culture
to the Aztec civilisation of Mexico, came to
dominate the entire area between the Rio Grande
(now the border between Guatemala and El
Salvador) and the Rio Lempa, and had begun
to extend its influence to the eastern side of the
Lempa by the time the Spanish arrived on the
scene. The indigenous Mexicans that accompanied the Spanish conquerors called its inhabitants pipiles, the hispanidzed nahuatl word for
children, because they spoke that language in
a way that sounded child-like to the invaders.
In Cuscatlan the pipiles constructed an
even more complex agricultural society than
that of the Mayans, with a multi-layered class
structure, cultivating a variety of crops and
trading extensively. Their most important
community — also called Cuscatlan — lived
near the current site of San Salvador.
Although they employed irrigation along
riverbanks, the pipiles used rudimentary slash
and burn techniques for the cultivation of corn,
beans, squash, and other crops. Since the gods
of creation resided in corn, its planting, care,
and harvest stood at the centre of their religious
as well as economic life. The relation between
the pipiles and their land took on a powerful
spiritual significance.
Pipil communities held land in common
under the control of the local leader, who

assigned land for family cultivation. Each family
dedicated a certain amount of its produce to
the priests and the temple, and slaves were
forced to cultivate land for the warrior class.
Some people, therefore, were supported by the
production of others, but there was no concept
of land being the private property of individuals.
As in the rest of the Americas, the arrival
of the Spanish in Cuscatlan signalled social and
cultural changes on an unprecedented scale.
Hernan Cortez, leader of the Spanish invasion
of Mexico, sent one of his trusted lieutenants,
Pedro de Alvarado, to take control of Cuscatlan
and convert its inhabitants to Catholicism. He
was accompanied by about 250 Spaniards and
5,000 Mexicans, members of indigenous groups
that had allied themselves with Cortes.
The pipiles resisted fiercely. In the first battle
with the invaders, the pipil leader Atlacatl sent
an arrow through Alvarado's thigh, killing his
horse and leaving the Spaniard with a permanent
limp. Atlacatl's famous arrow would become
an important symbol of resistance to injustice
for future generations of Salvadorans.
Despite the experience and overwhelming
superiority of arms of the Spaniards, it took
them 15 years of repeated military campaigns
to finally take control of Cuscatlan. In his
diaries, Alvarado described the defenders'
tactics of retreating into the mountains before
his advance and resorting to ambush and other

forms of warfare; tactics not unlike those
of the rebels in the civil war almost five
centuries later.1 Similarly, Alvarado's brutal
methods of suppressing indigenous dissent
call to mind the 'scorched earth' policies
involved in government efforts to pacify the
Salvadoran countryside during the early
1980s. During the long struggle for control,
the Spaniards renamed Cuscatlan after the
Saviour, and established the colonial outpost
of La Villa de San Salvador, which was
abandoned and moved several times before
it ended up on its present site.
Having secured their new prize, the victors
quickly established a colonial administration

left Bringing in the bean
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that would maximise the benefits accruing
to both the Spanish crown and individual
members of the conquering army. Since
Cuscatlan had no mineral wealth, the new
administration rewarded its soldiers with
generous grants of the richest land being
farmed by the pipiles. For the first time, land
became private property. Some members
of El Salvador's landed oligarchy trace their
historical roots to these first acts of expropriation.
Even the best land, however, was valueless
without labour to work it. Since very few of
the pipiles would voluntarily work for the
Spaniards, the colonial administration
introduced a system of forced labour, or
encotniendas. An encomienda put a certain
number of indigenous people under the
'protection' of a Spanish landowner, and
obliged them to work the land of their master.
The Spanish initiated the agroexport system
that would dominate the national economy
for centuries. They began a process of gradual
dispossession of the indigenous population
of its most sacred possession, the land. By
1770, fewer than 500 Spaniards controlled
one-third of the country's land. Spanish traders
exported cacao produced by indigenous
farmers around Izalco and the balsam taken
from trees closer to the coast, but El Salvador
was never a major source of wealth for the
Spanish Empire, in comparison with the
mineral-rich countries of the south.
El Salvador's first landowners dedicated
themselves to cattle-raising and the production
of anil, the plant producing the prized blue
dye indigo. This quickly became the region's
leading export, but not without a price. The
dye was extracted by indigenous labourers
pressing the plants with their bare feet, and
this was such a noxious process that before
1600 the Spanish authorities, concerned by
reports of high numbers of deaths, outlawed
forced labour in the production of indigo.
Not surprisingly, the hacendados (Spanish
landowners) ignored the law.
The historically unprecedented 'encounter
between two worlds' had a devastating impact
on the indigenous population. Anthropologists
estimate that, between the years 1524 and 1551,
the indigenous population of the land fell from

120,000 to 55,000. Epidemics caused by the
introduction of new diseases caused more
deaths than either military massacres or
indigo production.

Indiodependencia
and the 'golden bean'
By the early 1800s the colonial system had
begun to break down, as the power of Spain
weakened. The criollos, the Latin Americanborn descendants of the Spanish conquerors,
had come to see control by Spain as an
unnecessary burden and a brake on their
own ambitions. An independence movement
throughout Central America culminated in
a regional declaration of independence from
Spain in September 1821.
If anything, the situation of the poor
majority became worse under criollo rule.
In the new Republic of El Salvador only
landowners of Spanish descent could expect
full participation. In 1833, the Nonualcos, the
indigenous groups living around the present
sites of Zacatecoluca and San Vicente, rose up
in protest at their mistreatment at the hands of
the criollos. Nonualco leader Anastasio Aquino
led the rebellion which captured the local
garrison and might have taken control
of the entire country. After the arrival of
reinforcements, the criollo leadership sought
to discourage future opposition by brutally
putting down Aquino's rebellion and
mounting the leader's head on a stake
in the central plaza of San Vicente.
In the years following the Nonualco
rebellion, a new export crop had begun to
appear in El Salvador. As early as 1840, highquality coffee was being profitably produced
on the country's steep volcanic slopes. By
1864, the value of coffee production passed
the declining income from indigo; the
development of synthetic dyes in Europe
lent even more urgency to the expansion
of coffee production.
Despite over three centuries of encroachment by the hacienda system, large amounts
of land still remained in the hands of indigenous
communities, who raised corn, squash, and
other food crops on small plots under communal
control. For a government obsessed with the

need to expand coffee production, such
'conservatism' represented an unacceptable
obstacle to progress. In 1881 and 1882, the
Salvadoran Legislative Assembly passed a
series of laws abolishing the communal landtenure system and establishing mechanisms
for titling those lands to anyone who would
use it for the cultivation of coffee and other
export crops. Legal changes could not,
however, end a way of life with roots
thousands of years in the past. Regardless
of legal decrees or the expanding market
for coffee in the United States and Europe,
Salvadoran campesinos would continue to
search for land on which to plant their corn.

communal lands would not ensure their
profits from the potential coffee bonanza; the
dispossessed campesinos had to be converted
into a reliable, disciplined labour force.

A system in need of guardians
Many of the investors who moved in to take
advantage of the new land laws were fairly
recent immigrants of European descent. With
names like Hill, De Sola, Cristiani, Duke, Soundy,
Dalton, and Llach, many of the dominant
families of the Salvadoran coffee oligarchy
trace their ascendancy to this period. The new
coffee barons soon realised that simply abolishing

left Harvesting coffee
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On the heels of the land decrees came
other laws governing day labour in agriculture,
prohibiting organisation among rural workers,
and creating an enforcement system of rural
'justices of the peace'. In 1889 the government
created the first police forces in the coffeegrowing areas, precursors of the infamous
National Guard.
In 1931, the collapse of the world coffee
market plunged the Salvadoran economy
into crisis. The coffee oligarchy responded by
drastically slashing the wages of workers.2
Aided by the organisers of the newly-formed
Communist Party of El Salvador — including
one Farabundo Marti — coffee workers in the
western part of the country organised protests
against the wage cuts. The army used the unrest
as a pretext to stage a coup d'etat against the
civilian government. Ill-planned and undermined by spies among the communists, the
insurrection among the coffee workers was
crushed by government troops. Somewhere

right The military have
long been a dominant
force in Salvadoran
society.

10

around 30,000 people were massacred in the
next few days, the vast majority of them
indigenous peasants. Salvadorans refer to the
actions of those last days of January 1932 as
La Matanza (matanza referring to a higher
order of killing than a massacre).
The military authorities targeted
campesinos wearing the traditional dress
of the country's indigenous groups. Fearful
of repression, people stopped wearing such
clothing and suppressed other aspects of their
culture. La Matanza was thus an important
cause of the mestizacion — or assimilation of
indigenous people to the point of cultural
uniformity — of Salvadoran society. Army
General Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez
moved quickly to consolidate his power and
put into place economic reforms which, along
with the wage cuts enforced by La Matanza,
assured the survival of the coffee oligarchy. A
half-century would pass before the next civilian
president would take power in El Salvador.

The modernisation
of misery
I

n the years after World War II, El Salvador's
military rulers placed great emphasis on
modernising the country's agroexport
economy. Huge investments in infrastructure
resulted in a new port facility at Acajutla, two
massive hydroelectric dams along the Lempa,
and a new coastal highway traversing the
country from east to west. Manufacturing
expanded rapidly through the dual strategies
of import substitution and regional economic
integration via the Central American Common
Market (CACM).
However, the radically unequal foundations
of Salvadoran society remained untouched by
these changes, becoming if anything more
extreme. Low wage rates and extraordinarily
high rates of profit combined to replicate the
earlier rural pattern of polarisation. Industrial
investors relied on integration into a regional
market, and made little effort to create a
domestic market for manufactured goods.

The expansion of cotton and sugar cane
production along the coastal plain and in the
rich valleys between the volcanoes and the
northern mountains concentrated land
ownership into even fewer hands. According
to one study, between 1892 and 1971 the
average amount of land available to poor rural
households declined from 7.4 to 0.4 hectares.3
But it was not simply that there were too many
Salvadorans on the land: 85 per cent of the
decline was due to increasing concentration
of land ownership and only 15 per cent to
population increase.
As many as 300,000 Salvadoran campesinos
responded to the lack of land by crossing the
border into Honduras, where land was relatively
plentiful. The 1969 Soccer War — so named
because it was touched off by a fight in a soccer
game between the two nations — forced the
return of nearly all of those families. By the late
1970s, 40 per cent of rural Salvadoran families

were without land, thereby creating a social
emergency in the countryside. According to •
The United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), over 80 per cent of the
rural population lived below the governmentdefined poverty line, and three in four children
under five years of age showed signs of
malnutrition.
Ironically, during the period 1960-79,
macroeconomic indices showed a country
enjoying high rates of economic growth. Such
statistics revealed little about the lives of poor
Salvadorans, especially in the countryside
where a pressure cooker heated by injustice
once again reached the point of explosion.

above Searching
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The impossible war
D

espite the desperate poverty of so many
of its people, El Salvador of the early 1970s
seemed an unlikely place for a guerrilla war.
The memory of La Matanza still haunted
potential rebels and the defeats of several Latin
American revolutionary movements had left
a small, conservative Salvadoran Communist
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Party (PCS) even more reluctant to revolt.
When a near-sighted union activist from San
Salvador named Salvador Cayetano Carpio led
a small group of radicals out of the PCS to form
the Forces of Popular Liberation (FPL), few
people outside of military intelligence paid
much attention. The military still ruled
El Salvador with an iron hand.
Urban opposition movements of workers
and students existed in some form throughout
the period of military rule. An upsurge in that
opposition gained support within the military
and toppled Gral, Maximiliano Hernandez
Martinez in 1944, but did not achieve lasting
civilian rule. In the countryside, where labour
organisation was illegal and the military
exerted its greatest influence, campesinos
had fewer ways to express dissent or demand
better living conditions. The efforts, during the
1960s, of groups close to the Roman Catholic
church and the Christian Democratic Party
to organise agricultural co-operatives into
the Salvadoran Federation of Christian
Agricultural Co-operatives (FECCAS)
represented the first significant rural
organising in more than three decades.
Many factors turned the nascent social
movements of the 1960s into the torrent of
opposition that, by the late 1970s, threatened
to bring down the military government of
General Carlos Humberto Romero. The
worsening social crisis pushed many Salvadorans
to organise as an act of desperation. In massive
electoral frauds in 1972 and 1977, the military
overruled national elections clearly won by
a broad opposition movement of workers,
students, professionals, and organised peasants
anchored in the Christian Democratic Party.
These 'stolen' elections convinced thousands
more Salvadorans of the impossibility of
peaceful change.

Dramatic changes were meanwhile taking
place within the Roman Catholic Church.
Traditionally an extremely conservative
institution at the service of the oligarchy, in
the wake of the Second Vatican Council the
church began to take seriously the call for a
'preferential option for the poor'. This shift in
allegiance transformed the social landscape
throughout Latin America. In El Salvador,
no understanding of the growth of a mass
opposition is possible without reference to
the pivotal role of the 'popular' church.
Armed with a new, socially-progressive
reading of the Bible, many young priests and
nuns began to organise small groups for study
and reflection in their congregations. These
'Christian Base Communities' multiplied
rapidly and became the basis of a sustained
demand for better living conditions. Once
people decided that life need not be a time
of suffering in anticipation of salvation after
death, they became capable of previously
unthinkable acts of defiance.4 The Salvadoran army knew only one response to such
insolence — brutal repression. But now,
repression only served to harden resolve.
Popular organisations grew quickly in the
capital and the countryside despite increased
killings and disappearances.
Moved by what he saw as the injustice
of the military's response to the cry of the people,
Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero of San
Salvador underwent his own transformation
and became a national voice for the rights of
the poor.5 Salvadorans remember the late
1970s as a time when one could walk through
rural hamlets on a Sunday morning without
missing a word of Romero's homily. Every
house had its radio tuned in to 'Monsenor'.
Cayetano Carpio and his fellow
revolutionaries were not idle. In addition to
the FPL, the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (ERP),
the National Resistance (RN), and the Central
American Revolutionary Party (PRTC) all
emerged in the first half of the 1970s. They
gained members as repression and electoral
fraud radicalised the popular movements;
and developed the capacity to carry out
increasingly sophisticated armed actions
throughout the country.

Hope for a peaceful resolution to the conflict
flickered briefly in October 1979, when a group
of young army officers engineered a coup that
promised to end military rule and initiate a
transition to democracy. The victorious plotters
put in place a five-person civilian-military junta
to lead the country until elections, promising
democratisation and structural reform of the
economy. The extreme right responded with
a spate of murders and disappearances. The
spiral of violence presented the junta with a
painful dilemma over how long to continue
legitimising the repression by their presence.
By the time of Monsenor Romero's assassination on 24 March, 1980, the first junta had
completely dissolved. This opened the way
for a group of opportunistic politicians
committed to pressing forward with formal
democratisation regardless of the degree of
brutality that lay beneath it. Napoleon Duarte,
a Christian Democrat robbed of the presidency
by fraud in 1972, joined the second ruling junta
on the eve of the Romero assassination and
quickly became its leading figure and the rock
upon which the United States constructed its
El Salvador policy for most of the next decade.
Mutilated corpses began to appear at the side
of the road with increasing frequency, as the
death squads operated with complete
impunity. One source estimates total political
murders at 5000 for 1980 and double that in
1981. Most surviving activists either left the
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the land like seeds carried by the wind. What
measure fully expresses the impact of such a
war on a society built on kinship ties within
and between extended families?

The United States
buys a stalemate

above Simple
memorials to some
of the 1,000 unarmed
civilians massacred
at El Mozote, Morazan,
in 1981.

country or joined the FMLN in the mountains.
Against this backdrop, the revolutionaries
called for an insurrection to topple the
government. In late 1980, they formed the
Farabundo Marti Front for National Liberation
(FMLN), and launched the 'final offensive'
in January 1981. This marked the beginning
of a full-scale civil war: a 'total' war that would
dominate national affairs until early 1992.
The impact of the civil war on this tiny
country almost defies analysis. Of the 80,000
people who died, at least half were civilians
murdered by the army, the security forces,
and para-military death squads because of
their presumed connections to the guerrilla
movement. At least 70,000 others were seriously
incapacitated by a war-related injury.
The fighting displaced one million
Salvadorans (a fifth of the total population)
from their homes. The diaspora sent
Salvadorans all over the world, with many
ending up in the United States, most without
immigration documentation.
As is often the case in civil wars, the
extreme social polarisation of the war in
El Salvador divided every rural village and
urban neighbourhood, every institution of
civil society, and even divided families. The
suffering resulting from the war spared no
family and left many in ruins with some
members dead and the rest scattered over
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In the early stages of the war, the guerrillas
clearly held the upper hand, with major
military victories and dramatic acts of
sabotage. In a variant of the classic pattern
of guerrilla warfare, instead of remote rural
bases, the FMLN substituted widespread
popular support; the guerrilla mantra 'The
people are our mountains' only slightly
exaggerated the real situation.
The corruption and incompetence of the
Salvadoran Armed Forces (ESAF) played into
the guerrillas' hands. Already the dominant
force in Salvadoran society, the army grew
greatly in size and influence during the war.
At its peak in the late 1980s, the army
numbered at least 60,000 members, the vast
majority of them poor, uneducated peasants.
Most young recruits entered the army via a
forced recruitment process that bordered on
kidnapping. Once in, they were subjected to a
programme of physical and ideological abuse
that either broke them completely or prepared
them to do absolutely anything to defend their
country against 'Communist subversion'.
Trained to repress unarmed civilians, the
ESAF proved much less effective against a
clever, highly-motivated guerilla movement.
In the early years of the war, the army pursued
a 'scorched earth' approach to clear the civilian
population from areas of guerrilla activity.
These operations resulted in numerous
massacres — such as the one at El Mozote,
Morazan in December 1981 in which as many
as one thousand civilians were summarily
executed — but they did not defeat the FMLN.
Fearing the fall of the government and its
replacement by an unfriendly pro-Communist
regime similar to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua,
the United States began to rush aid and
advisors to the ESAF. For Ronald Reagan,
El Salvador became the place to draw a 'line
in the sand' in Central America. During the
12 years of war, US aid to this tiny country

amounted to $6 billion.6 On a per capita basis,
only Egypt and Israel received more US aid
during this period.
While the massive intervention in the civil
war represented qualitatively new levels of
participation in Salvadoran affairs, the US
had exerted a powerful influence for nearly
a century. Since the late nineteenth century,
US companies had battled the British for
control of rail and maritime transport, banking,
and other strategic industries in El Salvador
and the rest of Central America. The plan to
open a canal through Nicaragua made the
Gulf of Fonseca a primary strategic concern,
and, as El Salvador's leading coffee customer,
the United States had considerable leverage.
By the 1960s, when the Alliance for Progress
projected a broadened role for US economic
aid throughout Latin America, Salvadorans
recognised the veto power of La Embajada
(the US Embassy) over the country's
internal affairs.
US aid succeeded in propping up the
government, but could only create a military
stalemate in which the FMLN operated freely
in large areas of the countryside, and maintained urban commando groups in San Salvador.
While the existence of a degree of military
balance was obvious to even the casual
observer at the end of the 1980s, the
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Salvadoran military and many of its US
advisors insisted that the guerrillas had been
reduced to decentralised bands with very
limited military capacity.
The guerrilla offensive of November 1989
demonstrated the absurdity of such assertions,
while also showing the limits of the guerrillas'
popular support. Thousands of FMLN fighters
launched simultaneous attacks on over 100
military targets throughout the country. The
rebels actually took and held large areas of
the capital for several days, but the level of
repression prevented the civilian insurrection
the FMLN had hoped for. The superior
firepower of ESAF forced the guerrillas to
withdraw, leaving behind unprecedented
destruction and hundreds of dead.
During those same fateful days, the
murder of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper,
and her daughter demonstrated the moral
bankruptcy of the US government's claim that
a professionalised Salvadoran army had
become a force for democratisation. The US
decided to cut its losses and support a negotiated
peace. For very different reasons, the leaders
of the FMLN, a war-weary civilian population,
and many members of the Salvadoran
economic elite drew the same conclusion,
and peace crept onto the national agenda.

left Demonstration on
the first anniversary of
the assassination of the
six Jesuit priests, their
housekeeper and her
daughter.
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Miriam's story
Miriam Chicas grew up in Perquin, the largest
town in the northern region of the department of
Morazan.
t

It wasn't a very developed town. Most of the wealth

was in the hands of two or three families, with the rest
living in poverty. I came from a family of 14 children.
We were very poor, but my parents knew how to raise us.
The people around Perquin have always survived
from wood-cutting and coffee. There has always been
exploitation around here, but I, of course, didn't
understand it then.
When the war began, most of us here in town didn't
understand what was going on. I remember that in 1978
my father lent the cart to some cousins who wanted to
haul some corn. They brought the cart back printed with
the letters 'LP-28'for the Popular Leagues - 28 February.
Armed groups had begun to operate in the region. Our
family still believed in the goodness of the National .
Guard, that they took care of the people and all that.
The repression came soon after that. Beginning
in 1979, there were captures almost every day; they
brought back all these prisoners. We began to wonder
why all these people were being brought into town.
1 worked in City Hall for a year and would hear
the cries of the people being tortured. But I still didn't
understand why, although I heard people say that the
prisoners were from theFrente.
As the guerrillas became more active, things got
worse in Perquin. Families were divided, and many
people left. Some of us stayed, but in constant fear. In
1981, theFrente took Perquin for the first time, for four
days. We were afraid at first, but we calmed down as we
saw people we knew among the guerrillas: people from
other towns, friends of ours.
After that came a long period of time where the
army would control the town for a while, then the
guerrillas would come back. Often the bombardments
and shooting would be so bad that we'd have to leave
town for a few days.
Why did we stay? No, we weren't supporters
of the guerrillas, and we didn't get used to that sort
of life. We stayed because we saw that the war was
all over the country. We'd have to face it one way or
another wherever we were. We had to be some place:
why not stay in the place we knew?
We finally left in 1984. We crossed into Honduras
and ended up with 500 others in a camp near
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Colomoncagua. I was given work in health and they
put my husband, Oscar, in charge of food distribution.
Since this was our first experience of collective work,
we were hesitant, but we adapted quickly. Life was
hard, but good. What one didn't have, somebody else
had: we exchanged, we borrowed, we shared. Everything
was collective except our kitchens. Each of us had our
own stove.
When we came back to Perquin eight months
later we had a very different vision. We began to work
in community organisations. Oscar became a member
of the community council and I started to work
through the church. We women hadn't been very active
outside of our homes, but we began to sense the need to
do something. Many of us came to that commitment
out of our faith.
I remember when we women took off after the
soldiers that had captured a large group of men and
women for the crime of participating in an administrative training given by the guerrillas. We brought
back some of the prisoners, but not all of them. These
were very powerful experiences for us, our first
activities as the Congregation of Mothers.
The military blockade wouldn't allow even a pound
of sugar into northern Morazan. We women first broke
that blockade in 1987 when we asked the Archdiocese
for food. They approved a six-month supply of food,
but to get it we had to get a pass from the military
garrison. Imagine! We had to go into the garrison and
talk to the colonel. Then we had to get the food back
here, with no bridge over the Torola River. It was worth
it because it really helped people. It also helped me
realise how organisation can give us strength.
We haven't lost the vision that only by organising
can we hope to overcome our problems. The Peace
Accords stopped the bullets and the bombs, but many
of the problems that started the war are still with us.
Maybe they aren't as bad as before the war, but things
haven't advanced as much as they sometimes say.
There are still many difficulties and many things
to resolve in this community.

7

In April 1994, the people of Perquin elected
Miriam mayor. She was the only woman among
the 15 FMLN mayors elected at that time. Subsequent divisions in the FMLN left her party affiliation
uncertain, and probably cost her the 1997 election,
which she narrowly lost to the ARENA candidate.

Carmen and Chica:
A testimony of suffering,
faith, and action
Personal testimony of suffering became a
powerful weapon for church activists in El
Salvador. Today, almost two decades after the
periods of the worst repression, Salvadorans
continue to share such stories as a way of never
forgetting. On a trip to the United States in 1996,
Carmen, a woman with long experience in the
base community movement, told the story of one
of the great moments of revelation in her life.
i I was working in a rural community, sometime
in 1982, at the height of the government repression.
This particular family was deeply involved in the
work of the church: parents, children, extended
family, working as catechists, Delegates of the
Word, maintaining the work of the church among
the people. It was not an easy time to be doing this
work, but they were so strong and determined.
One evening armed men came to the house, in
uniforms, from one of the military brigades. They
told everyone to lie face down on the floor. They said
that if anyone dared to raise their heads they would
be blown away. Then they took two of the daughters
in the family, Zenaida who was 15 and Cecilia who
was 25. They dragged them away as the family lay
waiting in terror. The next morning their mother,
Paula, asked me to accompany her to look for her daughters at the military posts. We went to the barracks of
several different military companies, we went to the
Treasury Policy, the National Guard. No one admitted
to having them. No one knew where they were.

above March 1984.
Living in constant fear
of attack became part
of everyday existence
for peasant families.
right Worshipper at a
Roman Catholic service.

After weeks of searching, their bodies finally
turned up. Their breasts had been cut off. Their eyes
had been pulled out of their sockets. There were signs
of torture all over their mutilated bodies. They had
been raped and finally, mercifully, they had been shot.
What happened next is one of the most powerful
experiences I have ever had. That mother knelt down
beside the bodies of her two mutilated daughters and
she asked the God of Life to forgive those who had done
this to her children. And she prayed that they might
one day repent of the evil they had done, t

t Being a Christian base community is not
simply about praying the Rosary and going to

Speaking after Carmen's story, her friend,

Mass. It is about action. As we reflect on the work

Chica, drew the link between faith and action

of God, we are called to act as a body. Because if we

that gave the base community movement its

do not build the Reign of God here on earth, there

resilience.

will be nothing for us in the hereafter.7 J
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Civil war in
El Salvador:
a chronology
1970 Formation of Popular Forces of Liberation, first guerrilla group
advocating armed revolution.
1972 Fraudulent election robs opposition of victory over militarysupported candidates. Revolt of young army officers put down;
opposition presidential candidate Napoleon Duarte arrested,
tortured, and exiled.
1975 Military kills dozens at demonstration by university students;
general radicalisation of student movement.
1977 Monsefior Oscar Arnulfo Romero named Roman Catholic
Archbishop of San Salvador.
Rutilio Grande, Jesuit priest working with poor peasants north
of San Salvador, murdered by right-wing death squads.
Col. Humberto Romero elected president in a second fraudulent
election. Bloody reprisals against opposition after elections.
Catholic Church boycotts inauguration.
1979 Escalating violence; US-supported coup by young officers
promises an end to military rule and broad reforms.
Ronald Reagan elected President of the United States on a platform
of 'rolling back' communism, especially in Latin America.
1980 Repression worsens. Monsefior Romero assassinated while saying
Mass in San Salvador.
Farabundo Marti Liberation Front (FMLN) formed to coordinate
uprising by armed revolutionary groups.
Entire leadership of above-ground Democratic Revolution Front
(FDR) kidnapped from Jesuit high school in San Salvador and
murdered.
Four US churchwomen kidnapped, raped and murdered.
1981 FMLN launches 'final offensive', which fails, but leads to
generalised guerrilla war.
Death squads kill thousands across country. Activists either leave
country or go underground.
Ultra-nationalist ARENA party formed under leadership of Major
Roberto D'Aubuisson.
War intensifies; military undertakes 'scorched earth' campaigns
against civilian supporters of guerillas. Thousands killed or
displaced. Military massacres over 1000 unarmed civilians at
El Mozote, Morazan.
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1984 US-supported alternative to D'Aubuisson and ARENA, Napoleon
Duarte, elected president on the Christian Democratic party
ticket; initiates peace talks. Opposition from military and hardline posture from guerrillas; talks fail.
1985 Underground since 1980, Salvadoran popular movement
reappears to organise opposition to Duarte government.
1986 Earthquake in San Salvador worsens already desperate conditions
of war-displaced population.
1987 Regional peace initiatives under leadership of Costa Rican President
Oscar Arias begin to show results. Esquipulas II Peace Accord
commits Central American governments to the search for peace.
1988 Catholic Church initiates National Debate for Peace with over 60
participating organisations.
George Bush replaces Ronald Reagan as US President.
1989 FMLN makes conditional offer to participate in elections.
Government refuses offer.
ARENA candidate Alfredo Cristiani wins presidential elections,
agrees to negotiations with FMLN.
Bombing of FEN ASTRAS trade union headquarters; FMLN
withdraws from negotiations, launches military offensive,
attacking range of targets throughout country. US-trained elite
army unit enters Central American University and murders six
Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, and her daughter.
1990 Government and FMLN resume negotiations with UN mediation.
Caracas agreement signed, setting agenda for a negotiated
solution to conflict.
Partial agreement signed in San Jose, Costa Rica formalising
human rights guarantees and UN monitoring role.
1991 Legislative elections: first left-wing opposition parties in
Legislative Assembly. Second and third partial agreements
remove final barriers to peace.
UN monitoring mission (ONUSAL) in San Salvador and other
cities. President Cristiani and FMLN agree on general outlines
of Peace Accord.
1992 Peace Accord signed, 16 January, Chapultepec, Mexico, with effect
from 1 February.
facing page,
top to bottom
• Protest march after
the arrest of four members
of a co-operative.
• Army on patrol.
• Woman at an antigovernment
demonstration.

• The Town Hall at
Perquin, destroyed
during the war.
right, top to bottom

• Funeral of a campesino.
• Mural on the campus
of the National
University in San
Salvador.

• Member of the 1st
brigade, Mariona.
• Peace demonstration,
1991.
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iGANAMOS LA PAZ!

W

below Rally to support
the peace talks in 1990.
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hen the sun rose from behind the San
Vicente volcano at dawn on 1 January,
1992, San Salvador stood unusually silent.
After a long, hard night of celebrating, few
residents had emerged from their homes. Not
everyone had been sleeping: on what seemed
like every other street corner, supporters of the
FMLN had painted, in large, red block letters,
jGANAMOS LA PAZ! (We Won the Peace).
During the very last minutes of 1991,
President Alfredo Cristiani and the FMLN's
General Command had signed an agreement
which would lead, two weeks later, to the
signing of a formal Peace Accord in
Chapultepec, Mexico.

There had been many obstacles on the
bumpy road to Chapultepec. A small group
of public figures — including Arturo Rivera
Damas, Romero's successor as Archbishop,
and Jesuit leader Ignacio Ellacuria — had
spoken out in favour of a negotiated solution
to the conflict.8 For the Salvadoran right,
however, any talk of negotiations with the
'terrorists' of the FMLN amounted to treason.
Despite the risks involved, the demands for
peace grew stronger, especially from within
the Salvadoran churches.
Christian Democratic President Napoleon
Duarte orchestrated dramatic dialogue
sessions with the FMLN in the mid-1980s,

but his initiative was more show than
substance. At one point, Duarte stood near
the town of La Palma, Chalatenango and
shouted over a loudspeaker for the guerrillas
to come down from the hills and talk.
In 1988, the Catholic Archdiocese
convened dozens of popular organisations
to form the Permanent Committee for the
National Debate for Peace (CPDN), and
organised regular mobilisations calling for
the government to negotiate peace. To the
surprise of many observers, the right-wing
ARENA government sought negotiations with
the FMLN soon after taking power in June
1989, but neither side was ready to gamble
everything on peace, and the talks failed.
In the aftermath of the November offensive,
the government and the FMLN returned to the
negotiating table in early 1990 with renewed
seriousness. They agreed to include a new
player in the peace process: The United
Nations. Other international actors helped
the momentum toward peace. Colombia,
Mexico and Venezuela formed a group of
Friends of the Secretary General and mobilised
diplomatic support for the negotiations
throughout Latin America; the European
Union spoke with one voice in favour of peace;
and the Bush administration even dispatched
its Under-Secretary of State, Bernard Aronson,
at several key moments to 'encourage flexibility'
among Salvadoran government and military
leaders. Secretary-General Javier Perez de
Cuellar intervened personally in the talks and
invited the parties to the UN in New York to
complete the agreement. In the waning
moments of 1991, as the self-imposed deadline
for the negotiations approached, the President
and the FMLN signed the protocol leading to
the end of the armed conflict.

The Salvadoran Peace Accord
While the Peace Accord signed at Chapultepec
Park in Mexico City on January 16,1992 was
the crowning achievement of the peace
process, earlier agreements had laid some
of the foundations.

The San Jose Human Rights Agreement, June
1990: established a mutual commitment to
respect for human rights even as the war
continued. Gave the task of monitoring
compliance to a UN commission (ONUSAL).

above Singing for
peace, 1 9 9 1 .

The Mexico Agreement, April 1991:
detailed constitutional amendments related
to the Armed Forces, the judicial system,
and the electoral system just in time for the
outgoing Legislative Assembly to vote on
them. Planned the establishment of a Truth
Commission to investigate human rights
violations during the war.
The New York Agreement, September
1991: set aside percentage of places in the new
National Civilian Police for ex-combatants of
the FMLN. In return, the Frente withdrew its
demand that its units be integrated directly
into the Armed Forces. Established The
National Peace Commission (COPAZ), a multiparty body to co-ordinate supervision of the
implementation of all peace agreements.
The Declaration of New York, December 1991:
With time running out on the term of UN
Secretary General Javier Perez de Cuellar, the
government and the FMLN made a dramatic
declaration just before midnight on New Year's
Eve, calling for the signing of an agreement on
16 January 1992 and a cease-fire as of 1 February.9

The Caracas Agreement, May 1990: set the
agenda and ground rules for peace talks, and
established the critical role of the UN.
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The Chapultepec Accord,
January 1992:
This historic document finalised all the partial
understandings reached in the previous agreements and incorporated the results of the last
three months' of negotiations. History will most
likely remember the accord for ending the guerrilla war and altering the relationship between
the military and society, but it also included
important agreements in many other areas.
Demilitarisation: size of the military reduced
by half; worst human rights violators purged
from Armed Forces officer corps; functions
of army constitutionally limited to national
defence; public security removed from
military control and placed in the hands
of a newly-created National Civilian Police;
military 'doctrine' altered to reflect civilian
control of society.
Justice System: system professionalised and
de-politicised through creation of new process
for election of Supreme Court justices and
overseeing the work of local judges;
constitution amended to streamline the legal
process and assure the rights of those accused
of crimes; new institution, the Office of the
Human Rights Ombudsman, created as a
quasi-governmental monitor of respect for
human rights throughout society.

All participants realised that the implementation of the Peace Accord would be at
least as difficult as its negotiation. While both
sides committed themselves to specific actions,
much of the responsibility for the actual implementation lay with legislators and governmental officials. Steps had to be taken quickly
to establish good faith, before the FMLN
demobilised its troops, but many of the most
critical actions would not take place until after
the FMLN had destroyed its most powerful
bargaining chip, its arms. In that sense, the FMLN
made something of a leap of faith, trusting that
international pressure and the determination
of the Salvadoran people would make up for
any lack of political will on the part of the
government to carry out its side of the bargain.
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Electoral System: accords speak of the
need to redesign the entire electoral system
(registration, voting, campaigning, votecounting) to make it more accessible and
democratic, and to guarantee the rights of the
FMLN and other opposition parties, but the
specific changes are much less significant: a
new, less partisan Supreme Electoral Tribunal
formed to oversee the process and guarantee
the fairness of all elections.
Economic System: relatively little advance
in this area: government and FMLN agreed
to make further changes as necessary through
new democratic system; government
committed to carry out a National
Reconstruction Plan to integrate the excombatants of both sides into the national
economy, to repair social infrastructure
destroyed by the war, and to rehabilitate the
economies of the ex-conflictive zones; land
would be transferred to about 40,000 excombatants of both sides and civilian
supporters of the FMLN; a Socioeconomic
Forum set-up to promote discussion of
economic problems among all sectors of
society.10

One FMLN leader summarised the danger
by saying, 'We're paying for this house before
the walls are even finished. We'll need lots of
help to make sure the job gets done.' He was
referring to the need for the Salvadoran public
to demand full compliance, but also to the
important role of international verification,
especially that carried out by the UN
verification mission, ONUSAL.

ONUSAL:
The need for a good example
The UN entered the Salvadoran peace process
in early 1990 when both sides agreed to solicit
the 'good offices' of Secretary-General in the
search for peace. Under the leadership of
Alvaro de Soto, the UN team quickly assumed

the role of mediator in the talks. They urged
both sides to clarify positions, made proposals
to resolve sticky issues, and pushed for partial
agreements along the way to keep the process going.
There has been some criticism of the UN's
tactics; for example, that the failure to involve
UN economists to consider resource needs
during the demobilisation worsened post-war
dislocation.11 But no one questions the UN's
central role in the successful conclusion of the
peace talks. The UN was anxious to demonstrate its effectiveness in peacemaking and
peacekeeping, given the concurrent fiascos
in Bosnia and Somalia.
In July 1991, the UN launched ONUSAL
(the United Nations Observers Mission to
El Salvador) to oversee the implementation
of the human rights agreement signed the
previous year. While many social organisations
in San Salvador hailed the arrival of ONUSAL
as a 'popular victory', not everyone showed
the same enthusiasm. Right-wing groups
distributed flyers threatening the owners
of exclusive restaurants with reprisals if they
served members of this meddling mission.
But ONUSAL soon became an established,
if controversial, presence in El Salvador,
setting the stage for an even wider post-war
role. With unprecedented access to information
and government officials, an annual budget
of as much as $32 million, and almost complete
freedom of movement for its team of over 1200
observers, ONUSAL had tremendous capacity
to intervene in the implementation of the
Peace Accord.
When the Land Transfer Programme
stalled, ONUSAL set up a special commission
to address bottlenecks in the assignment of
titles. When voter registration problems
threatened the viability of the 1994 elections,
ONUSAL conducted endless high-level
negotiations and directed its field staff to move
people and documents around the country to
improve registration tallies. When disgruntled
ex-soldiers took over government buildings in
January 1994, Chief of Mission Enrique ter
Horst personally mediated negotiations
between leaders of the ex-soldiers and the
President. At least seven times during 1992
and 1993, Perez de Cuellar's successor as

Secretary-General, Boutros Ghali, sent in his
personal representative, Marrack Goulding,
to help untangle such problems.
ONUSAL involvement peaked at the time
of the 1994 elections as the mission operated
a special election division with hundreds of
international observers. ONUSAL officially
closed in April 1995, leaving behind a small
technical mission, MINUSAL, which became
the United Nations Verification Office.
As the fifth anniversary of the Peace Accord
approached, President Calderon Sol opposed
the extension of the UN role, while the FMLN
and other opposition sectors argued that the
tenuous state of the transition continued to require
the presence of a formal UN verification team.
In December 1996, the UN officially closed its
verification office in El Salvador, leaving behind
a small staff reporting directly to the Secretary
General's special envoy, Alvaro de Soto.
Was ONUSAL a success? The mission
clearly helped the peace process over many
rough spots, and maintained international
attention on El Salvador during the immediate
post-war period. Many Salvadorans have
stories about ONUSAL observers driving their
white Toyotas like maniacs through town, and
no one could easily accept the idea of Mexican
police being paid a small fortune to tell the
Salvadorans how to solve their problems. At
the same time, others speak of the UN policeman who brought their grandmother to the hospital
or the young chele (white guy) who helped their
sister get registered to vote. While they may not
be able to say exactly how they helped, most
Salvadorans feel that the presence of UN
personnel made the post-war transition easier.
A second critical element of the UN
mandate involved the consolidation of the
new institutions created by the peace process,
such as the National Civilian Police, the Office
of the Human Rights Ombudsman, the
Supreme Electoral Tribunal, and the National
Council of the Judiciary. Predictably, this task
proved even more challenging than achieving
formal compliance with the main elements of
the Chapultepec Accord. Even five years after
the signing of the Accord, the extreme fragility
of these institutions made an extension of
the UN mandate a necessity.
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Land:the
unresolved problem
facing page, above
Land distribution, San
Vicente. 'If we gain land,
we will achieve
demilitarisation'
facing page, below
Campesino family,
proudly holding their
land-title.

below Bank and Finance
Workers' Union banner
protesting against
redundancies and
unemployment. 'Don't
generate misery: we
demand our jobs'

24

A

group of campesinos has set up camp
under pieces of plastic on the road leading
to a large coffee plantation near Sonsonate.
They recently occupied the plantation
demanding land, but the police arrived and
threatened them with arrest so they have set
up this camp on the road.
One of the men, Jose Argueda, says bitterly:
'We thought the war, and then the peace,
would make things better. But we've found
that, in reality, there's nothing for us. The war
brought us nothing and peace brought us
nothing.'12 Argueda and his fellow members
of the ADC (Democratic Campesino Alliance)
insist that the government has not fulfilled its
Peace Accord pledges to complete the agrarian
reform by distributing the land of farms over
245 hectares.
War in El Salvador had no single cause,
but increasing landlessness and rural poverty
during the 1960s and 1970s created the
conditions for rural insurrection. As early
as 1976, the military government of Gen.
Arturo Molina attempted a timid experiment

in land distribution, but opposition from
the military and large landowners rendered
the plan totally inoperative. Aware of the
explosiveness of the land situation, in the late
1970s USAID began promoting a new plan
to distribute land to poor campesinos. A
complicated and contradictory set of laws
provided for the redistribution of the land
of all farms exceeding 500 hectares. With the
support of the army, the land reform
programme redistributed almost 20 per cent
of the country's agricultural land, the majority
of it to co-operatives made up primarily of
families that had been working on these
estates. Over 85,000 campesino families
received land.
Using the intensification of the war as
a pretext, the government failed to provide
the co-operatives with the services necessary
to make them viable productive units. Even
though they controlled a significant percentage
of the production of the country's most
important exports, the co-operatives struggled
throughout the war to resolve problems of
credit, technical capacity, and organisation.
The war itself brought about further land
transfers, as campesinos occupied abandoned
estates. The Peace Accord set up a Land
Transfer Programme (PIT) whereby such
squatters, and ex-combatants from both sides,
would be able to purchase land. Finally, the
government committed itself to proceed with
the long-overdue final phase of agrarian
reform and redistribute the land of all
estates over 245 hectares.
External donors provided the money for
the PTT, but the government Land Bank was
responsible for legal transfers, and its National
Reconstruction Secretariat was to provide
credit and technical assistance. The plan was
for the PTT to distribute an average of 3.2
manzanas of land to 38,000 people.

Distributing land through the PTT was
a giant task, but creating the conditions for
people to become viable farmers proved even
more difficult. Even those lucky enough to
receive PTT land often ended up with an impossible burden of land debt, housing debt, and
short-term debt for productive inputs. In mid1996, the government offered to forgive 70 per
cent of the land debt of agrarian reform and PTT
beneficiaries, provided that they could pay off
the remaining 30 per cent within one year.
Farmers with relatively small amounts of
debt, including most PTT beneficiaries, looked
favourably on the offer, but few of the agrarian
reform co-operatives could hope to come up
with 30 per cent of a debt that had been
accumulating interest since the early 1980s.
They would have to sell off their most valuable
land to make such a payment, and many saw
the offer as a sophisticated attempt to get the
best land back into the hands of wealthy
Salvadorans. The debts of those unable to pay
off the 30 per cent would be taken over by a
private bank, empowered to foreclose in the
event of continued failure to repay. This led
one analyst to refer to the new measure as
The Law of Guaranteed Foreclosure'.
Although land redistribution between
the period 1980-92 distributed land to upwards
of 100,000 families, USAID found that, at the
end of the war, at least 370,000 adults in rural
El Salvador still had little or no land.13 In
terms of rural poverty, the current situation
is surprisingly similar to that immediately
before the war.
Around the country, other ADC members
occupied over 50 more properties. The
government called for negotiations to solve
the problem, but also passed laws toughening
the penalties for illegal trespass on private
property. The participants in the ADC action
eventually packed up and headed back to the
dismal conditions from which they had come,
with little to show for their efforts. The
government claimed to have resolved the
'threat'; but the problem of rural landlessness
in El Salvador remains far from resolved.
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