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February 4, 2009 
 
 

Dear friends, 
 
We use it everyday.  Every time we cook, clean, bathe, drink, or swim, we use it.  It makes up 65% of 
our bodies.  Yes, of course, I am talking about water.  Although we come into contact with water 
everyday, across the world and particularly in El Salvador, few people have access to clean water.  
In fact, 90% of water in El Salvador is contaminated. This year we remember the challenge of Oscar 

Romero. On this, the 29th anniversary of his death, each one of us has an opportunity honor his 
legacy by weaving his wisdom into our commitment to raising awareness of the lack of access to 
this most vital resource.  
 
Much like the rest of our world, Archbishop Romero’s homeland faces unprecedented social and 
environmental challenges.  Mining companies press at El Salvador’s doorstep – yearning to exploit 

the country for gold, regardless of the irreparable toll it will take on El Salvador’s watershed. A 
government that is more concerned with accommodating big business than enforcing 
environmental regulations turns a blind eye while factories dump untreated waste into the nation’s 
rivers.  When we look at the communities affected by contaminated rivers and the threat of mining, 
it is painfully clear that the marginalized suffer most from these circumstances.  
 

After 25 years of accompanying El Salvador’s poor, SHARE continues to seek sustainable 
alternatives for el pueblo salvadoreño, working to empower citizens in their struggle against 
polluters and exploiters of natural and human resources. Enclosed you will find information on these 
issues and what can be done to address them. We encourage you to use these tools to educate 
others. 
 

This year, we hope that you will host a gathering in honor of the 29th Anniversary of Oscar Romero’s 
martyrdom. As you plan your gathering, please consider the following suggestions: 
 

• Show a movie like Romero or FLOW: For Love of Water.  Use the enclosed questions to 
generate discussion about Romero’s legacy and water rights.  

• Utilize the enclosed sample spiritual service to plan a Lenten worship around the issues 
mentioned here.  

• Sign the petition to add a 31st article to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that 
establishes access to clean water as a fundamental human right.  

• Ask all those gathered to support water rights around world to support SHARE with a monthly 
contribution through our Sustainers Program. (See flyer, enclosed) 

 
Gracias – thank you so very much for your efforts! If you have any questions or could use some 
support planning your gathering, please contact me at skinner@share-elsalvador.org. Also look for 
the packet online! As always, thank you for your commitment to the people of El Salvador! 
 
Suerte – good luck on the event! 

 
 
Sara Skinner 
US Grassroots Coordinator 
SHARE Foundation 
415 Michigan Ave., NE 

Washington, DC 20001 
ph: (202) 319-5540 
fax: (202)319-5541 
skinner@share-elsalvador.org  
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Romero’s Legacy and the Right to Water 
 
 

“You know that the air and water are being polluted as is everything we 
touch and live with, and we go on corrupting the nature that we need.  
We don’t realize we have a commitment to God to take care of nature.  
To cut down a tree, to waste water when there is so much lack of it, to let 
buses poison our atmosphere with those noxious fumes from their 
exhausts, to burn rubbish haphazardly – all that concerns our alliance 

with God.” 
(3/11/79) 

 
“The gospel is the great defender and proclaimer of all the great and fundamental rights of the 
person.  The fundamental right to…food and water, shelter, protection, medicine, education, work, 
rest, freedom, respect, dignity, fullness of life.” 

(8/6/78) 
 
“A civilization of love that did not demand justice of people would 
not be a true civilization: it would not delineate genuine human 
relations.  It is a caricature of love to try to cover over 
with alms what is lacking in justice, to patch over with an 

appearance of benevolence when social justice is missing.  True 
love begins by demanding what is just in the relations of those who 
love.” 
(4/12/79) 
 

“I am glad, brothers and sisters, that our church is persecuted precisely for its preferential option for 
the poor and for trying to become incarnate in the interest of the poor and for saying to all the 
people, to rulers, to the rich and powerful: unless you become poor, unless you have a concern for 
the poverty of our people as though they were your own family, you will not be able to save 
society.” 
(7/15/79) 

 
"When the church hears the cry of the oppressed it cannot but denounce the social structures that 
give rise to and perpetuate the misery from which the cry arises.” 
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Spiritual Service in Honor of 
Oscar Romero: 

 
May Justice Roll Down as an 

Ever Flowing Stream 
 
Note: This is a sample of a spiritual service, based 
on materials created by the Religious Task Force 
on Central America and Mexico, and includes 
prayers, readings, and rituals from a variety of 
spiritual traditions. 

 

Beginning Processional 
 

This procession could be led by a group 
of children, a dancer, or spiritual leader.  
The procession could include 
representatives of the community, as 
diverse as possible, especially Central 
Americans.  They may carry incense, 
palms, a cross, Romero’s name or image 
on a banner, candle, or a bowl of water.  
A special table could be placed in the 
front of the room to receive the object, 
perhaps with drawings from children 
about water, a map of El Salvador or 
Central America, or a Romero quote. 
 

Moment for Reconciliation 
 

Leader: Oscar Romero reminds us that we 
have “not always given full importance 
to what was really going on in the world” 
or in our own communities.  We 
acknowledge the times what we have 
not given our attention to the conditions 

of our global neighbors, the environment, 
and the human right to clean water. 
 
All: May we seek renewal. 
 
Leader: Romero has shown us what really 
matters when he said, “You know that 
the air and water are being polluted, as is 
everything we touch and live with, and 
we go on corrupting the nature that we 
need.  We do not realize we have a 
commitment to God to take care of 
nature.  He also continues to remind us 
that “the gospel is the great defender 
and proclaimer of all the great 
fundamental rights of the person, 
[including] the fundamental right to 
water.”  We acknowledge the times that 
we have focused on mundane concerns 
and forgotten the well being of our 
brothers and sisters both in our 
communities and abroad. 
 
All: May we seek renewal. 
 
Leader: Loving creator, look with mercy 
upon your people, for we are human and 
overwhelmed by the many difficult 
challenges we face in the world.  We call 
upon the memory of Oscar Romero, who, 
in the face of so many challenges, never 
ceased to act with love.  Help us to 
overcome the desire for convenience 
and to confront the grave injustices 
experienced by our brothers and sisters, 
and do what it is necessary to promote 
access to clean water all over the world.  
 
All: Amen 
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Sharing Words and Prayers 
 

O God,  
who brought water from stone 
help us to remember,  
that, for some, the earth is parched.  
 
We lift to you 
those who walk hours to distant streams, 
who kneel beside rivers and ponds 
to collect all that they will use 
to drink, cook and wash. 
 
We lift to you 
those for whom clean water is 
not a basic right but a luxury, 
not a common good but an expensive 
commodity,  
out of reach for those who cannot pay.  
 
We cry out, O God, 
against conflict and violence 
that leaves crops to wither 
and drives families from their homes 
to lands where fresh, clean  
water is only a dream. 
 
Today, may we, 
for whom water flows 
at the touch of a tap, 
ponder what it means to thirst.  
In this season of rebirth, 
may we heed your call 
to hunger and thirst 
for righteousness —  
and may your justice and righteousness 
roll down as an ever flowing stream.  

—   Mennonite Prayer for Water 
 
“Between Earth and its atmosphere, the 
amount of water remains constant; there 
is never a drop more, never a drop less. 
This is a story of circular infinity, of a planet 
birthing itself.” 
— Linda Hogan, Native American poet 

and environmentalist 
 
 

“By means of water, we give life to 
everything.” 

— The Koran, 21: 30 
 
“In the world there is nothing more 
submissive and weak than water. Yet for 
attacking that which is hard and strong 
nothing can surpass it.”  

— Lao Tzu, Chinese philosopher 
 

Speaking Up for the Human Right 
to Water 
 

Encourage members of your gathering to 
come prepared to speak to the group.  
Discuss each quote or prayer and ask for 
additional thoughts on the right to clean, 
safe water.  Discuss the inspiration of 
Romero in the context of your own 
community’s daily struggle.  Today, as in 
Archbishop Romero’s time, we are 
challenged not only to bear witness to a 
world where water is scarce for many 
families, but also to act so that we may 
change this reality! 

 
Remembering Those Who Have 
Stood Up for Justice and the 
Human Right to Water 

 
 
This is a time to remember and name the 
many people, like Romero, whose lives 
have been threatened because of their 
commitment to social and environmental 
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justice.  The leader or leaders of the 
service should call the names, and the 
congregations should respond, 
“¡Presente!” which means “he or she is 
here with us.” 
 
You can use this time to lift up people 
from the community or region where you 
have a partnership, community leaders 
who face danger for their efforts to 
promote water as a human right, or any 
other group of people whose lives you 
want to commemorate.  Some examples 
may be: 

 
Oscar Olivera of Cochabamba, Bolivia, 
who protested the privatization of water 
and experienced daily threats of 
violence by the former Bolivian 
government.  ¡Presente! 
 
Vandana Shiva of New Delhi, India, 
founder of Navdanya and who has 
struggled for water sovereignty, 
sustainable agriculture, and women’s 
rights across the globe for over thirty 
years.  ¡Presente! 
 
Hector Ventura of Suchitoto, El Salvador, 
a young activist and member of the 
“Suchitoto 13,” who was arrested for 
protesting against water privatization in 
Suchitoto, El Salvador and was 
assassinated in July 2008. ¡Presente! 
 
Those who died at the UCA, Rutilio 
Grande, the four US churchwomen, and 
the 75,000 civilians who died during the 
Salvadoran Civil War.  ¡Presente! 
 

Prayer for Commitment 
 

Your group could close this time together 
by committing yourselves to go out into 
the world to be agents of change.  Here 
is an example: Start with one blue candle 
in the center of your circle, then hand out 
candles to the community, then have 
representatives of the community light 
candles from the blue candle and 
spread the light to the congregation 
while all join in a song of renewal.  
Following the candle-lighting, have 
children and/or other community 
members lead the following prayers: 
 
Leader: Our candles are lit.  We are 
called to be the light of the world.  We 
take with us today this light lit by the 
great Oscar Romero of El Salvador.  He 
calls us to rethink the way we interact 
with the world and to stand up for social 
justice in all corners of the world. 
 
Romero said that he would be 
resurrected in his people.  May he be 
resurrected in us today as we go forth 
from this gathering to live by his example. 
 
All: We commit ourselves to support the 
struggle for the human right to water in El 
Salvador and around the world. 
 
Leader: Now we are ready to take our 
light out into the world. 
 
All: Amen. 
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Oscar Romero and Solidarity 
By Ralph Robers, SHARE Promoter 

 

 
“A Voice for the Voiceless.” This is the first thought that 
comes to my mind when thinking about Monsignor 
Romero. This is how he saw himself and what he calls us to 
be. I was part of the SHARE delegation in March of 2000 
celebrating the 20th anniversary of his assassination. On 

the first day we traveled to a small community in the 
Lower Lempa for a Eucharistic celebration. On the church 
wall was a large banner with these words of Monsignor 
Romero: “Be a Voice for the Voiceless”. What was there 

about his life that can show us how to do this? How do we go about that? 
 

Most of us are aware that when Monsignor was appointed Archbishop of San Salvador he came 
with a reputation of being very traditional and quite conservative. His appointment was actually a 
disappointment to the poor and those working with them. How did this change so that he came to 
be identified with the marginalized, the poor, and the powerless? How did the campesinos come 
to love him and listen with anticipation to his words? Simply put, he had contact with them and 
listened to them. He heard their stories. He walked among them as one of them. He did not come 

with solutions but with an open heart, an open mind, ready to receive love and be changed.  
 
This must also be where solidarity work begins for all of us. We enter the world of the poor, not with 
ready answers, but with a readiness to learn, to be touched, to see things differently. We must first 
experience their poverty on physical, emotional, and political levels. We must enter their world and 

be touched by it. Only then can we begin to accompany them to where they want to go. 
 
I had the opportunity to be in El Salvador again this past 
December to celebrate the 25th Anniversary of the 
Martyrdom of the Four US Churchwomen. One of the strong 
images from that delegation is the Monument to Memory 

and Truth. This wall contains the names of some 35,000 
Salvadorans out of 75,000 who were killed or disappeared 
during the civil war, 1980-92. One of its most striking features 
is that all the names are etched in the same fashion, the 
same font and size. No one stands out; not Romero or the 
Churchwomen, not even the Jesuit Martyrs. Monsignor 

Romero, as well as the Churchwomen and the Jesuits, would 
be happy with that. Romero totally identified with the 
people. He stood among them, neither above nor below 
them. This is how we in solidarity work must enter the world of the poor. 
 
Monsignor Romero often spoke about the need for the Church, its priests, its women religious, and 

its catechists, to suffer the same fate and dangers as the poor. He invited the Church to literally and 
figuratively walk with, accompany, the poor. This is challenging and scary, at times even 
dangerous. While solidarity work for most of us does not hold the physical risks and dangers which 
Romero faced, it does carry with it its own costs. It can lead us into the unknown, into uncharted 
territory. It calls for personal conversion, a reordering of priorities regarding how time, money and 

energy are spent. It often results in taking unpopular stands and advocating for policies which can 
separate one from family and friends. Solidarity work is demanding in that it makes one pay 
attention to a new set of realities. Ultimately it makes one see all of reality differently. To open 
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oneself to that possibility is an act of courage in itself. 
 
A favorite quote of mine is from a certain aboriginal sister activist: “If you have come to help me 

you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together.” 
 
I believe Monsignor Romero saw his liberation very closely bound up with the liberation of the 
Salvadoran people. Visits to the pueblo, to the people, revived him. He often recognized that they 
changed him, nourished him, and taught him. We must be ready also to be changed, nourished, 

and taught by the poor. 
 
Monsignor Romero was a man of honest Christian faith. He often spoke of and reflected upon his 
relationship with God and his role in God’s Kingdom. His stance with the poor came from deep 
within himself. While I do not think that everyone committed to solidarity with the poor must to be a 
person of Christian faith, I do believe that he/she must be acting out of some deeply held vision, 

value and conviction. Without that vision, and a constant nourishing of that vision, one’s solidarity 
and ability to accompany dries up. We, as Romero, must drink regularly from our own well. 
 
“Those who wish to treat with charity that which must be treaded with justice make a caricature of 
true loving action.” These bold, challenging words of Monsignor Romero must guide those who 
claim to be in solidarity with the poor for the long haul. More is needed than short term help, band 

aids which keep the poor marginalized. SHARE’s philosophy to empower the poor is to accompany 
them physically and spiritually, financially and politically as they create their own solutions to 
change the structures that keep them poor. This has been SHARE’s mission for almost twenty-five 
years. This is also what has, over the years, attracted me to the SHARE Foundation. I believe it 
reflects the vision of Monsignor Romero. It is what solidarity with the poor is all about. 
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Contaminated water pouring into the 
Río Sucio in El Salvador. 

The majestic beauty of a clean river. 

The Struggle for Water in El Salvador 
By Shelley Brodie, Good Shepherd – KS, Parishioner 

 
Have you ever stopped at a drinking water fountain only to 

have the water dribble out?  Do you press your mouth against 
the faucet and risk catching germs or just move along, thirsty, 
hoping for relief at the next watering hole?  Have you been 
dining out and reached for your glass of water, or a refill, to 
complement the tasty meal?  But the waiter is busy and your 
throat becomes more parched?  Minor inconveniences in our 

lifestyle, because we expect clean, cool, refreshing water at 
literally any moment of any day.  Now picture a fresh slice of 
lemon or an ice cube glistening in your glass, offering the 
break our bodies and souls need to keep us healthy, 
energized, and frankly, at peace.  We can live weeks without 

food but only days without water.  It truly is our lifeblood -a 'right' we in the United States - and much 

of the industrialized world - depend on to flourish. 
 
Imagine how many items we touch, use, require each day that would be unavailable if the 
processing plants that created these items could not have a steady supply of clean water?  Think 
of the livestock, much less our own pets, that count on these amazing molecules that without 
which, much of life is diminished if not impossible? 

 
Now, imagine for a moment you are not living here, but are magically transported to any number 
of countries, in this case, El Salvador.  I was part of a group that visited a community there, El Buen 
Pastor. We lived among friends, in their lifestyle.  First, we synchronized our showers so enough water 
(hot or cold) was available. I know big families here have to do the same, but you don't worry 

about what disease may be lurking in that water.   We can contact our government officials, get 
the latest analytical results of our potable water and we live without fear of water-based diseases.  
But, let's go back to El Salvador.  The delicious meals we shared were cooked with bottled water 
while our hosts use water from their only well. 
 
Who is testing their well? As their community grows and their 

need for water increases, where will a deeper well be 
located?  What data is available to guide their decision so 
after great expense and effort, a newly drilled well will indeed 
provide clean water and not be vulnerable to whatever new 
neighbor, and accompanying business, may arrive? 
 

On our trip, we were given a unique opportunity - we were 
allowed a visit to two nearby plants that manufacture paper 
products.  In previous years, no access to these plants was 

provided, in spite of multiple requests. Was it because 
Americans were interested that we were given access?  The 

industries freely use the water resources and make a profit, but 
no information is given to the residents in El Salvador.  Now compare that to the U.S. - where we 
drink water daily, with the certainty that the water supply is protected, regulated and the industries 
that use it must respect and follow the rules and regulations so everyone’s' right to clean water is 
preserved.   Unlike in the United States, no Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) exists in El Salvador 
that permits citizens to inquire and learn the contents of the water they drink. 
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Young girl with sores from 
bathing in contaminated 
water in the Río Sucio. 

Mr. Ramirez shows the paper 
pulp from the factory. 

On our visit, arranged with the help of the SHARE Foundation and 
guided by Roberto Ramirez, President of UCRES, (Union of Communities 
of Northern San Salvador and La Libertad) we visited two facilities:  

Kimberly Clark and Alas Doradas.   Why don't you go on this visit with 
me?  At the facility owned by Alas Doradas, a Salvadoran company 
that produces paper goods, we went on a tour of the facility, walking 
freely about and asking questions about their process and wastewater.  
We were able to observe the pulp, which is no longer being pumped 
out into the adjacent Rio Sucío, but recycled into the processing 

stream again.  Mr. Ramirez was able to ask many questions of the 
chemical engineer, including his length of experience as a process 
engineer.  A secondary filter is in place at this facility so more 
contaminants can be removed.  We were able to question the 
amount of suspended solids [400 parts per billion (ppb)], as well as the 

chemical oxygen demand (300 ppb)  and biological oxygen demand 
(200 ppb) levels that were allowed to be discharged. 
 

Our visit to the Kimberly-Clark facility, a US paper goods company, was a bit different.  At the safety 

meeting, we were required to wear close-toed shoes, or we were not allowed to participate.  No 
cameras were allowed, in contrast to Alas Doradas.  Given that our tour was limited and guided, 
the shoe requirement seemed a bit excessive, but the industry does have a right to make rules they 
deem appropriate while we are on their property.  No engineer was present; an environmental 
technician provided the tour, observed by his general manager.  This facility does not recycle its 
waste stream, but uses a secondary treatment which results in sludge disposal. We were told that 

chemicals were used to treat the water and their discharge limits were as follows:  suspended solids: 
50 parts per million (ppm), chemical oxygen demand: 196 ppm, and biological oxygen demand 22 
ppm.  Given the language barrier and the fact that no data was provided to our group, these 
numbers may not be accurate. However, if they are in the ball park, it can be seen that the Alas 
Doradas facility has met stricter standards.  But many factories are upstream, so without analytical 

data from the river, it's impossible to know the real quality of the water. 
 
That is precisely the point.  The residents in the area use the river for 
drinking water, cooking, bathing, and swimming - all the uses that we 
use water for here.  There is no public drinking water supply. With no 
knowledge and no transparency regarding the operations of the 

facilities, citizens are at the mercy of these and other industries, to 
protect this vital resource.  Can you imagine living in your community 
and relying only on the industries to 'protect' your drinking water? 
 
So, what can we do to help others have the same access to safe water 
that we enjoy?  Many things come to mind:  write letters to your 

congressional representatives join or support environmental groups and 
non-governmental organizations that are working to achieve this goal, 
provide financial support; provide analytical equipment or training. The 
list really isn't long...especially if each of us does a little! 
 
Our friends in El Salvador were clear: they did not tell us about their living 

conditions to evoke pity.  They are strong, capable people, willing to do "the heavy lifting".  They just 
need us to share our expertise, help where we can, to give them a chance to improve their lives.  
The next time you taste cool water, or hot tea, or a great cup of coffee, please think about what it 
would mean if we all could live our lives with these simple, but essential, things. 



SHARE Foundation: Building a New El Salvador Today Romero Week 2009 

 

12 

May Justice Roll Down as an Ever Flowing Stream:  
Romero’s Legacy and the Right to Water 

 

 

Questions for Group Discussion 
 

After reading the packet materials, including the articles published by NACLA and NPR, hold a 
group discussion.  The following questions can serve as a guide for the discussion. 

 
1. How do you think Romero would respond to the lack of access to clean water in El Salvador 

and across the world today? 
 
2. Do you think water is a basic human right? 

 

3. Whose responsibility is it to provide access to clean, safe water?   
 

4. Do you see access to clean water challenged in your own community? 
 

5. How can you support people in other communities who are organizing for the right to 
water? 

 
6. Who in your life represents the same ideals and displays the same commitment to social 

justice as Oscar Romero? 
 

7. What can you do this year to help ensure that people have access to clean water in your 
community and around the world? 
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TAKE ACTION! 
 

What You Can Do to Ensure the Human Right to Water 
 

1. Sign the Petition to add a 31st article to the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights that establishes clean drinking water as a 
fundamental human right.  Visit http://article31.org/ for more details. 

 
2. If you have a Facebook account, make Monsignor Romero your 

profile picture during Romero Week.  When your friends ask you 
about your new picture, talk to them about Romero’s life and 
legacy and talk to them about the status of water rights in El 
Salvador. 

 
3. For students, write Romero quotes and statistics about water with 

chalk on the sidewalks of your college campus. 
 

4. Purchase a Solidarity Gift from the SHARE Foundation that provides 
economic support for anti-mining organizations in El Salvador and 

free water testing kits for families.  Visit http://www.share-
elsalvador.org/solidaritygifts/environjustice.htm. 

 
5. Educate your community by showing a documentary about the global water crisis and 

holding a discussion afterwards.  See the resource list in this packet for ideas! 
 

6. Join FreeFlo, an online social networking site designed to strengthen the water activist 
community.  You can join FreeFlo by visiting http://freeflo.org/.  

 
7. Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper on the water crisis in El Salvador.  

 
Below is a sample letter: 

 

 
Dear Editor, 
 
We are writing to express our concern about the global water crisis and how it affects the poor.  We 
are all aware of the consequences of the lack of access to clean water has on people and the 
environment.  It has become increasingly aware that the poorest members of our international 

community are those who are most vulnerable to the water crisis. 
 
The Central American nation of El Salvador is in many ways a prime example of this situation.  It is a 
place where the effects of the US Government’s policies towards developing nations are most 
apparent.  In turn, El Salvador illustrates how neglecting the environment and the rights of the 
population can affect millions of lives. 

 
US trade policy towards El Salvador, as illustrated through CAFTA (Central American Free Trade 
Agreement), encourages lowering barriers for companies to produce their products cheaply.  
Many international companies have taken advantage of such policies by polluting water sources in 
their pursuit of profits.  Subsidiary factories of companies like Kimberley Clare have polluted key 
rivers with chemicals that cause skin rashes and a myriad of internal illnesses.  Many people rely on 

these polluted rivers for water to bathe, cook, and drink.  Currently, a number of mining of 
companies from the US and Canada seek to exploit El Salvador’s metallic mineral resources 
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through open pit mining, which would leave cyanide residue that would leak into the water table.  
Ninety percent of El Salvador’s water is already polluted; mining would be a death sentence to 
both the land and the people of El Salvador.  US trade policy towards El Salvador has encouraged 

numerous companies to exploit human and natural resources. 
 
As the poor are subjected to polluted water and eroded farmlands, they are forced to leave their 
families and seek financial security by migrating to the United States.  Every day, over 700 people 
leave El Salvador.  Let us in the United States consider the fate of those without access to clean 
water and what we as citizens of this country can do about it.  We encourage the US Congress to 

seek just trade policies towards El Salvador and other countries like it so that our friends in the 
Global South may have access to water, one of life’s most basic necessities. 
 
Sincerely, Your Name(s) 
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It’s in your hands… 

 
Help Us to Sustain Hope for a New 

El Salvador Today! 
 

 

We invite you to become a SHARE Sustainer - to participate directly in 
the creation of a new model for development. Your monthly 
contribution will provide hardworking Salvadorans the support they 
need to overcome the challenges they face. We need your pledge to 

contribute a monthly gift to SHARE. We make it easy by setting up an automatic monthly deduction 

from your credit card! 
 

Your donation could move mountains!  
(Or rather, help us keep the mining companies from moving them!) 

 
• $15 could provide scholarships to help community organizers participate in the national 

working group against mining. 
 

• $25 per month could help to create educational tools i.e. a video to raise consciousness 
about the pollution of the Río Sucio. 

 
• $50 per month could support a community leader’s participation in workshops were they 

learn how to prevent water pollution. 
 

• $100 per month could support purchase of organic seeds so that women can plant 

community vegetable gardens. 
 

• $250 per month could pay to educate and mobilize over 200 communities to stop metallic 
mineral mining in the northern part of the country. 

 
 

¡Sí – YES!   
I’d/We’d Like to Sustain SHARE’s Work  
For a Better Environment in El Salvador! 

 
Name:__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address:_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Telephone:__________________________ Email:______________________________________________ 
 
Visa/master card # ________________________________________ Expiration Date ______________ 
 
Pledge:     $15     $25     $50     $100     $250     other $ ___     per month | quarterly | semi annually | 

annually 
 
 

Please mail to: SHARE – 598 Bosworth St. #1 
San Francisco, CA 94131 
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¡ADELANTE! 
A Resource List Regarding Water Rights and Romero’s Legacy 

 
 
Articles 
 
Beeson, Bart.  “New Wave of Water Movements in Latin America.”  North American Congress on 
Latin America.  31 March 2008.  <http://nacla.org/node/4560>.  

 
Hamiliton, Jon.  “Water Plentiful, but Contaminated in El Salvador.”  National Public Radio.  1 
November 2005.  <http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4983325>. 
 
Wallace, Jason.  “El Salvador: Water Inc. and the Criminalization of Protest.”  North American 
Congress on Latin America.  4 September 2007.   <http://nacla.org/node/1499>. 

 
 
Films 
 
FLOW: For Love of Water.  Dir. Irena Salinas.  DVD.  2008. 
 

Thirst.  Dir. Alan Snitow and Deborah Kaufman.  DVD.  2005. 
 
 
Books 
 
Olivera, Oscar.  Cochabamba! Water War in Bolivia.  South End Press, 2004. 

 
Shiva, Vandana.  Water Wars: Privatization, Pollution, and Profit.  South End Press, 2002. 
 
Lohan, Tara, ed.  Water Consciousness.  AlterNet Books, 2008. 
 
Barlow, Maude.  Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the  Right to 

Water.  New Press, 2008. 
 
King, Jannet and Clarke, Robin.  The Water Atlas: A Unique Visual Analysis of the World's Most 
Critical Resource.  New Press, 2004. 
 

Royte, Elizabeth.  Bottlemania: How Water Went on Sale and Why We Bought It.   Bloomsbury USA, 
2008. 
 
Clarke, Tony and Barlow, Maude.  Blue Gold: The Fight to Stop the Corporate Theft of the World's 
Water.  New Press, 2004. 
 

Del Porto, David and Steinfeld, Carol.  Reusing the Resource: Adventures in Ecological Wastewater 
Recycling.  Ecowaters Books, 2007. 
 
Pearce, Fred.  When the Rivers Run Dry: Water – the Defining Crisis of the 21st Century.   Beacon 
Press, 2007. 
 

Snitow, Alan; Kaufman, Deborah; and Fox, Michael.  Thirst: Fighting the Corporate Theft of 
 Our Water.  Jossey Bass, 2007. 
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Organizations 
 

Center for International Policy (CIP) 
1755 Massachusetts Ave NW #801 
Washington, DC 20036 
www.ciponline.org  
 
Charity: Water 

150 Varick St. 5th floor 
New York, NY 10013 
http://www.charitywater.org  
 
Foro del Agua: El Salvador 
http://www.foroagua-elsalvador.org/  

 
International Rivers 
1847 Berkeley Way 
Berkeley, CA 94703 
http://www.internationalrivers.org/  
 

Presbyterian Church (USA) 
http://www.pcusa.org/trade/thirst.htm#adv  
 
Unidad Ecológica Salvadoreña (UNES) 
Calle Colima # 22 
Colonia Miramonte 

San Salvador, El Salvador, C.A. 
http://www.unes.org.sv/  
 
 
 

 

 
Water Advocates 

1506 21st Street, NW 
Washington D.C 20036 
http://wateradvocates.org/  
 
Waterlines 
302 East Coronado Rd. 

Santa Fe, NM 87505 
http://www.waterlines.org/  
 
Water Partners International 
2405 Grand Blvd., Ste. 860, Box 12 
Kansas City, MO 64108  

http://www.water.org/  
 
Women for Water Partnership 
WfWfW Steering Committee 
p/a Secretariat 
Benoordenhoutseweg 23 

2596 BA The Hague, 
The Netherlands 
Tel +31–70- 3264176 
Fax + 31-70-3459346 
communication-sc@womenforwater.org  
http://www.womenforwater.org  

 
World Water Day 
PO Box 2869 
2601 CW Delft 
The Netherlands 

http://www.worldwaterday.org  
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Two girls drink from a deep well 
recently dug at an elementary 
school in La Paz, El Salvador. 
Contaminated surface water kills 
thousands of people every year in 
the country; most of the victims 
are children.  

Water Plentiful, But Contaminated in El Salvador 
by Jon Hamilton  
Morning Edition, NPR, November 1, 2005 

The road to a small community called Milagro a Dios ends at a 

well, where a barefoot girl with pigtails and a pink T-shirt pumps 
water into a large black bucket. 

She says her name is Elisabeth. She's 8.  

Four years ago, Elisabeth nearly died. Her mother, Teresa de Jesus 
Aleman, says the problem was water from a shallow well. Teresa 
says it used to produce clean water. But things changed after a 
massive earthquake in 2001. 

"The water was ruined. All the water was ruined," she says. "The 

water came out of the wells, some overflowed. It was all ruined 
because the water was contaminated." 

The family couldn't afford bottled water. So they kept using the well. Teresa says lots of people got 
sick, including Elisabeth and another daughter. 

"They got very sick," she recalls. "She was diagnosed with four classes of parasites, and the other girl, 
too, and supposedly it's because of what we drink." 

A Wet Country 

El Salvador isn't a place where you'd expect to find water problems. After all, it gets nearly six feet 

of rainfall each year. But Ricardo Navarro says clean water is in short supply. Contaminated water 
kills thousands of Salvadorans every year. Most are children.  

"When we talk about the water problem in El Salvador, we are talking about that: the lack of clean 
water to drink," says Navarro, president of an environmental group called the Salvadoran Center 
for Appropriate Technology.  

He says the country has failed to protect a precious resource. Farmers have cut down forests that 
used to store rain water. Ranchers have allowed their livestock to pollute rivers. Communities have 
put latrines too close to shallow wells.  

"Big enterprises… use the river as a place where they can throw everything. So whatever chemical 
goes in, it goes out," Navarro says.  

Digging Past Pollution 

One solution is deep wells. They draw from aquifers so far underground they are protected from 
surface pollution. Groups like the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and CARE 
International have funded a lot of these wells as part of efforts to build modern water systems. But 
large, ambitious projects often prove hard to sustain.  

For example, in the mountainous region north of San Salvador, an international coalition raised 
more than $500,000 to bring clean water into more than 500 homes near the town of Montepeque. 
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A Belgian team helped design the system. Local engineers drilled a well 500 feet deep. Residents 
spent months digging trenches for miles of pipe.  

Cornelio Segura, the president of the local water board, shows what all that money has bought. He 
points to a thick iron pipe that carries water from a well to an underground cistern the size of a small 
apartment. "This is what they call the discharge tree. From there comes the water that we put in the 
cistern." 

Then, Segura opens a well hatch that covers a pump. He was there in August when they switched it 

on. Water flowed for a week. Then a power surge fried the pump motor at the bottom of the well. 
The designers hadn't allowed for the unpredictable nature of El Salvador's electrical service. Segura 
says it will take a big crane and $1,800 to fix the pump. 

"The donors gave all the material, tubing, equipment, everything, but they don't give money for 
maintenance," he says.  

Spotty Solutions 

Donors often misjudge a community's ability, or desire, to maintain a costly water system. So for 
now, residents of Montepeque are getting by on rain water and an older well. 

Where will people get water during the dry season? Segura offers to take a visitor there. 

It's a long walk that leads into the mountains and back in time. Roads become footpaths. They 
wind through valleys where guerrilla fighters battled government forces for more than a decade.  

There's a creek. Segura says it's full of cattle dung and pesticides from the sugar cane plantations. 

Then there's a river. "This water is good because it comes from the Huasapa hills," he says. But the 
river disappears in the dry season, he adds. 

Finally, two miles from the new well, a spring trickles from a cleft in a rocky hillside. The water is 
caught by a concrete basin the size of a washtub. The spring provides enough water, Segura says, 

"but the demand is so much that people have to wait to get water to wash their clothes, to take 
water for use around the house." 

People have been coming to this spring as long as anyone can remember. They carry away water 
in five-gallon jugs. "The trail is steep," Segura says. "It's dangerous for older people." 

He was counting on the new pump to end that problem.  

Overall, despite the shortcomings of many water projects, the water situation in El Salvador is 
getting better. Marisol Prima Ponza runs a government dispensary that tracks the health of 375 
children in several communities.  

"There have been fewer cases of diarrhea," she says. "For example, from January to August of this 
year I have only recorded 17 cases." 

Cleaner Water, Better Health 

The improvement, she says, is because of better access to clean water. 
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On the flatlands near the coast, there are several water projects that are likely to succeed long 
after their sponsors have moved on. These projects have strong community support and 
technology that's appropriate and affordable. 

One is a well at an elementary school. Several years ago the school asked a nonprofit group called 
Living Water to dig a well. Last year, the project happened. Now the children drink from a fountain 
of clear, safe water. 

"Everything we have here, everything you see, it's a miracle of God," says Lilian Cornejo, the school's 

administrator. At first, the well had only a hand pump. Then there was another miracle. Cornejo was 
giving blood, when she happened to tell a man about the school's new well. 

"He told me, 'Sister, I have a collection tank here that I am going to give to you so you can use it at 
the school.' This is a gift of God." 

Another gift produced an electric pump. To keep God's gifts in working order, Cornejo has included 
water costs in the school's budget. 

At a church a few blocks away, there's another new well. It has a hand pump. Pastor Eusebio Alfaro 
Aguilar says members of his church are trained to fix the pump if it breaks. "With God's help, it will still 
be here in 100 years," he says.  

Alfaro asks his visitors to join him in prayer. A half-dozen people link hands in the dusty yard next to 
the well. They offer thanks for clean water, closing with "glory to God." 

In Milagro a Dios, people's prayers were answered a few months ago. They got a deep well to 
replace the one contaminated by the 2001 earthquake. It serves 26 families. Since its arrival, no 
child has gotten sick from bad water. 

 

Source URL: http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4983325  
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New Wave of Water Movements in Latin America 
By Bart Beeson 

Mar 31 2008 

The 16th commemoration of World Water Day came and went on March 22 with little fanfare. 

Francisco, a retired Salvadoran construction worker, didn’t have much to celebrate anyway. When 
I spoke with him on the poor outskirts of San Salvador last December, water had not come out of his 
faucets for months. Despite making minimum wage, or about $161 a month, he still dutifully pays his 
$7 dollar water bill every month. “I keep paying the bill, because if my service is disconnected, then 
I'll have to pay even more to get it reconnected,” he reasons. 

The 16th commemoration of World Water Day came and went on March 22 with little fanfare. 
Francisco, a retired Salvadoran construction worker, didn’t have much to celebrate anyway. When 
I spoke with him on the poor outskirts of San Salvador last December, water had not come out of his 

faucets for months. Despite making minimum wage, or about $161 a month, he still dutifully pays his 
$7 dollar water bill every month. “I keep paying the bill, because if my service is disconnected, then 
I'll have to pay even more to get it reconnected,” he reasons. 

Until the water company decides to fix the neighborhood’s water pump, Francisco and his 
neighbors not only pay a useless water bill, but they are also forced to buy barrels of water from a 
tanker truck for an additional $1.50. “We don’t have any other choice,” he explains. “We have to 
have water.”  

Water troubles like Francisco's are common throughout Latin America, but the region’s citizens are 
increasingly joining together to do something about it, channeling their frustration into action. 
Social organizing around water rights is not new in Latin America, but with growing problems of 
access and contamination, these movements have gained greater urgency, strength, and focus.  

One of the most famous victories of this growing upsurge occurred in Uruguay, where organizations 

successfully organized a national referendum on water rights. In 2004, the Uruguayan government’s 
negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) threatened to put the water system under 
private management. But the citizens’ campaign forced the government to adopt a Constitutional 
amendment guaranteeing management would remain in the hands of the state and declaring 
water access a human right. Similar amendment efforts on the right to water have now emerged in 
Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, and Mexico. 

The Problem with Water 

The state of the current world water crisis is well documented: 1.2 billion people are without access 
to safe water, 2.6 billion are without access to sanitation, and nearly 2 million children die every 
year because they don't have access to an adequate supply of clean water.  

With the most annual rainfall of any region in the world, the water crisis in Latin America is 

particularly perplexing. Latin American countries face many of the same problems as countries with 
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chronic fresh water shortages. And less than 20 percent have access to adequate sanitation 
systems. 

So why do so many people lack access to clean water, when water abounds in the region? In 
2006, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) reported the answer clearly: “The scarcity 
at the heart of the global water crisis is rooted in power, poverty and inequality, not in physical 

availability.” And since Latin America has one of the most inequitable income distribution rates in 
the world, water access in the region is equally skewed. What’s more, a 2006 World Bank study 
shows average water bills in Latin America are the highest of all regions in the developing world. 

Poor people bear the brunt of problems associated with water contamination and “scarcity.” 
Additional studies have found the poor pay more for clean water, spend more time and effort 
collecting water, and are much more likely to suffer health problems from contaminated water.  

The UNDP report adds, “People suffering the most from the water and sanitation crisis—poor people 
in general and poor women in particular—often lack the political voice needed to assert their 
claims to water.” Yet the water movements brewing in Latin America are beginning to make their 
collective political voice heard.  

Movements: Turning the Tide? 

Water activists hope building national and regional movements will help protect and preserve 
water resources for future generations. Juan Camilo Mira works for an organization called Ecofondo 
in Colombia. Mira and his partners have organized a nationwide campaign to hold a national 

referendum on the right to water. Soliciting a national referendum on water from the Colombian 
congress involves collecting nearly 1.5 million signatures over the next six months. The proposal calls 
for a constitutional amendment that would legally enshrine the fundamental right to potable 
water, a minimum amount of free water, the public and non-transferable management of water, 
and the special protection of ecosystems essential to the water cycle. 

Juan Camilo Mira knows it’s an uphill battle, but he is confident water issues have the power to 
bring diverse groups together. “Through water, many organizations that had never been able to 
come to a political agreement before have done so now,” says Mira. “Water is such a basic 
necessity; it makes it easy for people to agree on what needs to be done.” 

Claudia Campero, a member of the Coalition of Mexican Organizations for the Right to Water 
(COMDA), agrees: “There are a lot of diverse struggles going on here in Mexico, and water really 
helps us see what we have in common.” COMDA spearheads Mexican efforts for a constitutional 
right to water. 

In October 2007, at least 25,000 people marched in El Salvador in defense of the right to water and 
against water privatization. It was one of the biggest demonstrations since the signing of the 
country’s 1992 peace accords. The array of organizations participating in the march was striking: 
from women’s groups to industry unions, and from environmental organizations to sex workers. The 

march marked the launch of the Blue Democracy campaign, an agglomeration of roughly 125 
Salvadoran civil society organizations calling for increased investment in the water sector, a 
national water law, and a constitutional amendment on the right to water.  

“That's the thing about water,” says Ana Ella Gómez, one of the coordinators of the campaign in El 
Salvador. “It doesn’t matter who you are, how old you are, or how much you make: without water 
you die.”  
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Beyond the Amendments 

Advocates of the referendums say establishing a constitutional right to water will provide a legal 
foundation for holding local governments accountable for water access. The amendments also 
seek to keep water management out of the private sector, which has a history of exponential rate 
hikes and reducing services to maintain profit margins. 

Despite the widely “touted” success in Uruguay, many groups say making water a constitutional 
human right is not enough. Organizers of the Uruguayan referendum have even said the success of 

their initiative has had a greater impact internationally than nationally. Citing the case in Mexico, 
Claudia Campero warns, “There are a lot of things that are already written in [the Mexican] 
Constitution that remain unfulfilled in everyday life.” But campaigning for a constitutional water 
reform is not the only objective. “It’s a way of strengthening the water movement in Mexico, of 
bringing together all the diverse struggles in the country around one common theme,” adds 
Campero. 

Indeed, none of the campaign organizers believe a constitutional amendment is a silver bullet for 
their country’s water woes. But by building national movements advocating water rights, they hope 

the process itself will encourage citizen participation and hold governments accountable, while 
protecting a vital resource. As Ana Ella Gómez puts it, “If we can’t agree on the importance of 
water, what can we agree on?” 

Fierce protests in Latin America—and even wars around the world—show water can be a frequent 
source of conflict. But many of those in Latin America’s water movements actually see it as a 
source of hope. 
 

 
 
Bart Beeson is Campaign Coordinator of the Central American Program at the Center for 
International Policy [1] (CIP) in Washington, D.C.  

 
Source URL: http://nacla.org/node/4560  

Links: 
[1] http://ciponline.org/ 
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El Salvador: Water Inc. and the Criminalization of Protest 
By Jason Wallach 
Jul 24 2007 

Last year, when residents in Santa Eduviges entered their second month without running water, 
everyone knew something had to be done. A town assembly was called. Community members 

expressed outrage that the water company’s $7 per month bill always arrived on time, but taps 
barely flowed. When they did, the liquid that came out was an ugly brown. 

Last year, when residents in Santa Eduviges entered their second month without running water, 
everyone knew something had to be done. A town assembly was called. Community members 
expressed outrage that the water company’s $7 per month bill always arrived on time, but taps 
barely flowed. When they did, the liquid that came out was an ugly brown. 

In the assembly, anger quickly turned toward system operator Roberto Saprissa. He received the 
money, but was doing nothing to fix the system’s problems. They complained that service under 
Saprissa was deficient and polluted. Despite a number of meetings with government officials, the 
company simply did not respond. 

The community discussed the issue and came to a decision. They demanded the de-privatization 

of the town water system and its management to be put under the control of the national water 
agency, ANDA (Administración Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantarillados). 

Days later, residents of this small community near the San Salvador suburb of Soyapango, overtook 
the Gold Highway that leads into the capital. Young and old occupied the busy thoroughfare from 
the morning rush until 6 p.m. The community made their demand clear: "Give us clean water and 
put our system under government control." That evening, police fired tear gas to dislodge the 
crowd and arrested five people. 

Eventually the government dropped the charges and released the five residents arrested during 
the protests. The community won a rare victory: the water system was put firmly under government 
control. But all that may soon change.  
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While dozens of communities in El Salvador have occupied 
roads demanding water service, the particular conflict that 
confronted this village of 300 people—and their unusual 

demand—stands to be repeated now that right-wing 
deputies in El Salvador’s Legislative Assembly are 
threatening to pass a controversial General Water Law. The 
legislation calls for water administration to shift from the 
national to the municipal level and requires local 
governments to sign over water management through 

"concessions"—or contracts with private firms—for up to 50 
years. The proposed law has become a lightning rod for 
opposition from community groups and social organizations 
who say it amounts to a privatization of the country’s water 
system. 

Critics of privatization argue that keeping the water under state-management through the ANDA is 
the lesser among various evils. The national entity is mired in corruption and bribery scandals and 
has been the target of extreme budget cuts by Salvadoran President Antonio Saca. Its budget was 

slashed 15% in 2005, falling to its lowest level this decade—a perplexing reduction in a country 
where 40% of rural Salvadorans have no access to potable water. 

While it is clear that the state-run ANDA isn’t the smoothest-sailing ship in the sea, many believe it 
remains the most accessible and accountable entity for communities with an urgent need for 
water. ANDA workers responsible for repairing water systems agree. They say they want to work, but 
accuse the government of engaging a plan to discredit the agency and thus, justify the 
privatization as a solution to poor service. 

"People complain about ANDA’s slow response time," says Wilfredo Romero, General Secretary at 
SETA, the union of ANDA workers. "But delays don’t happen because workers don’t want to work; 
we do. But to make repairs, we need an assignment order from management." 

Those orders, charges SETA’s International Relations Secretary Jorge 

René Cordoba, "are prioritized for systems that are planned to be 
concessioned off. The rest have to wait their turn." SETA members explain 
that municipalities who reject water concessions are put at the end of 
the line. As a result, service has slowed to a crawl in San Salvador, where 
Mayor Violeta Menjívar from the FMLN political party opposes 
concessioning the city’s water services. 

SETA took out half-page ads in the nation’s two biggest daily 
newspapers opposing the General Water Law, which according to the 

ad, "would privatize water and condemn thousands of our compatriots 
to suffer thirst for the inability to pay." 

SETA members point to the devastating results of the recent 
privatizations of the country’s telecommunications and electricity 
sectors, which led to the firing of thousands of workers. Many of these 

workers were forced to re-apply for the same jobs at half the pay with none of the state-provided 
benefits. The average ANDA worker currently makes about $300 month. 

"If we take the electricity sector and telecommunications as guides, privatization has meant higher 
rates, lower quality, less access, and less sovereign control over public services," says Krista Hanson 
of the Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES). 

 
A banner at a water protest reads, 

"Fighting for water is a right, not a 

crime." 

 
SETA members show a 

copy of death threats 

received by the union for 

its anti-privatization 

activities. 
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Privately run water concessions in Latin America have a terrible track record. The most notorious 
example occurred with a project imposed by the World Bank in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The Bank 
made delivery of a loan conditional on the privatization of the country’s largest water systems. 

When the Cochabamba water services concession ran by the U.S.-based Bechtel Corporation 
raised household water bills by 200%, it sparked a civil uprising that forced the company to leave 
the country and the water system was put under public control. After Cochabamba, the World 
Bank retired the word “privatization” and replaced it with terms like "concessions" and 
"decentralization," or "private sector participation." But critics say whatever the euphemism, the end 
result is the same: higher rates, lower quality, and less access. 

In El Salvador the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), a division of the World Bank, approved 
loan 0068-ES, "Reform Program For the Water Sector and the Potable Water and Sanitation Sub-

sector" in 1998. The main function of the loan was to transfer state-run water companies "under a 
decentralization of services with private sector participation." The IDB directed $36 million of the 
loan for the "promotion of such private sector participation (PSP) using specialized consultants to 
give support and financial advice to the government towards the effective organization of PSP 
schemes."  

It was one of these new “schemes” President Saca planned to announce on July 2 in Suchitoto 28 
miles northeast of San Salvador. The speech was meant to inaugurate a “national decentralization 
policy,” including water administration. Saca arrived by helicopter and was quickly shuffled off in a 

limo to an elite resort area on Lake Suchitoto to make his announcement, but hundreds of invited 
dignitaries, including the Japanese Ambassador never got there. Road blockades guarded by 
unionists, grassroots organizations and community residents against the plan prevented their arrival. 

Militarized police swat teams attacked the peaceful protestors with tear gas and rubber bullets. 
Among the 14 people arrested, were Marta Lorena Araujo and Rosa María Centeno the president 
and vice-president, respectively, of the Association for the Development of El Salvador (CRIPDES), a 
widely respected grassroots organization.  

Araujo, Centeno and two other CRIPDES representatives rode in a red pick-up truck toward the 
protest in Suchitoto when police pulled them over and arrested them near the community of 
Milingo. 

The driver was accused with assaulting a police officer, though footage of his arrest proves he put 

up no resistance to the needlessly aggressive officers. "More than anything, this was a kidnapping," 
charged Julio César Portillo, husband of the jailed Araujo. "With it, the government is sending a 
political message: 'Don't protest.'” 

Charges of “Acts of Terrorism” will stand against thirteen of the fourteen defendants. Judge Ana 
Lucila Fuentes de Paz of the Special Tribunal of San Salvador also denied bail for the jailed activists, 
who will have to wait up to 90 days in El Salvador’s notoriously harsh and crowded jails while 
prosecutors gather evidence for trial.  

Fuentes de Paz threw out “Public Disorder” and “Illicit Association” charges against all the 
defendants, because prosecutors failed to provide evidence. A fourteenth defendant, Facundo 
García, had all charges dropped. Fuentes said García had only sought to aid those being arrested, 

which did not constitute a crime. After more than two weeks in jail, a review panel of judges 
allowed the conditional release of four more defendants on July 20, but the charges against them 
still stand. 
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The “Suchitoto 13” are being charged with “terrorism” through the draconian “Special Law Against 
Acts of Terrorism” (SLAAT) passed after a sniper killed two police officers during a protest in July of 
last year. Activists say the application of the SLAAT confirms their warnings that the law would be 

used to criminalize protest and silence dissent. Amnesty International decisively condemned the 
detentions: “[Amnesty] fears the detentions were carried out to punish people for participating in 
the legitimate protests and to inhibit similar acts in the future.” 

Demonstrations erupted against the detentions with 
protesters calling the 13 detainees El Salvador’s first political 
prisoners since Peace Accords were signed in 1992. A July 4 
statement signed by more than 60 Salvadoran social 
organizations demanded an immediate release of all 

detainees. Barring that, they exhorted respect for the 
physical integrity of the accused by state authorities. The 
demands were made in the wake of reports police had 
threatened to throw some detainees out of a transport 
helicopter as it hung over Lake Suchitoto the day of the 
arrests. Such threats resonate deeply here, with state-

sponsored human rights atrocities of the civil war still fresh in 
people’s minds.  

Meanwhile, U.S. solidarity organizations backed a wide range of Salvadoran groups demanding 
guarantees for the physical integrity of the arrestees, and for their immediate release. The 
Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES) added a call for the repeal of the 
anti-terrorism law.  

"If the U.S. government publicly supported the approval of the anti-terrorism law, as they did, then 
they should denounce it when it is being applied for political purposes," said Hanson, who is 
Program Director for the New York-based CISPES. Representatives from the U.S.-El Salvador Sister 
Cities organization announced that efforts to launch a “Dear Colleague” letter in the U.S. Congress 

had netted two co-sponsors. They said final wording of the letter was finished and that the group 
would start trying to enlist Congressional co-signers in the coming weeks. 
 

 
 

Jason Wallach is an editor at UpsideDownWorld.org [1], a website uncovering activism and politics 
in Latin America. This article is a joint NACLA-Upside Down World production. 
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"We demand the liberation of all 

political prisoners." 


