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Overview

OMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS proliferated dur-
W ing and after the civil war that ravaged El

Salvador from 1979 through 1991. By
war’s end, more than a hundred different women's
organizationsexisted in El Salvador, each generating
local and regional projectsand frequently workingin
the national political arena as well. Unlike women's
movements in other Latin American nations, the
women'smovement in El Salvador has grown stron-
ger in the postconflict period of emerging democ-
racy. Thetwo movements—democracy and women’'s
rights—appear to be mutually supportive. The case
of El Salvador suggeststhat hel ping women’ sgroups
establish autonomy and stability during, rather than
following, a conflict may be crucia to ensuring fu-
ture women'’s activism and a vital democratic civil

society.

A critical accomplishment of Salvadoran
women’ sorganizations during and after thewar has
been the stimulation of public debate on women’s
issues. The organizations have sparked discussion
of child support, domestic violence, reproductive
rights, prenatal and health care, rape and trauma,
and unequal economic opportunities and working
conditions. These issues had not been raised con-
sistently in the legislature, political parties, town
meetings, or private and public settings before the
conflict. Working with the attorney general, the Sal-
vadoran Institute for Women’'s Development, the
Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Agriculture,

and the Ministry of Public Health and Social Assis-
tance,” women’ s organizations have influenced gov-
ernment policy and trained government employ-
eesto integrate gender concernsinto their services.
But what has earned Salvadoran women’s organ-
izations legitimacy is the host of vital services—
projectsto generate income, to provide health care,
to provide child care—they now supply. These pro-
grams, many of which began in the 1980s, are now
receiving funding from international donors.

In the postconflict period, Salvadoran women's
organizations have built national and international
coalitions to accomplish their goals. These same
organizations have pressed to increase women's
participation in electoral politics and to influence
the political platforms of the major parties. Some
groups have devel oped and carried out projects us-
ing new funding channels, such as solidarity com-
mittees, small international foundations, and non-
governmental organizations. El Salvador now has
acorpsof hundreds of articul ate, educated, and po-
litically skilled women leaders who can help gen-
erate policy. But many remain untapped resources
and must beintegrated into the larger development
process. Theinvolvement of these politically savvy
women is essential for the further empowerment of
all Salvadoran women.

“Thework of Salvadoran women’ s organizationsled to the creation
of thisministry.
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Six Decades of Conflict

For Salvadorans 1992 marked the end of 60
years of political repression and conflict, including
more than 12 years of civil war that cost at least
70,000 lives. Today El Salvador’'s 6.3 million citi-
zens, half of whom are women, struggle to rebuild
economic and political institutions in the post-
conflict era.

Under Spanish rule from the early 16th century
to 1821, El Salvador would assume sovereign pow-
ersin 1841 after abrief period as part of the United
Provinces of Central America. Wealthy landown-
erscontrolled the economy and political institutions
until a 1931 coup placed authoritarian Gen.
Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez in charge. From
the 1930s through the

Arenaheld on to the presidency of El Salvador, but
in March 2000 theFMLN gained asmall majority in
the national legislature.

Women’s Groups
Strengthened in Conflict

During the civil war, women’s organizationsin

El Salvador mobilized around basic survival, eco-
nomic issues, and human rights. A few of these
groups began to work with battered women and to
guestion women'’ slegal, political, and domestic sub-
ordination. Late-conflict and postconflict women’s
organizations challenged gender hierarchieswithin
mixed grass-roots organizations and put forth a
gendered critique of the society that included de-
mands for protection from violence, correction of
labor force inequities,

1970srepressive military
leaders excluded most of
the population from eco-
nomic and political par-
ticipation.

The 1972 electoral de-
feat of reformist leader
José Napoledn Duarte in-
spired the establishment of
acoalition of leftist organ-
izations dedicated to end-
ing military rule. In 1979
the coalition launched a
guerrilla movement that
became known as the
Farabundo Marti National
Liberation Front.” TheFMmLN fought against the army,
police, and other security forces of the Salvadoran
government and the rightist Nationalist Republican
Alliance, or Arena, political party.

During the conflict, both government forces and
the AMLN committed human rightsviolationsinclud-
ing rape, kidnapping, and murder. The civil war
ended officially in January 1992 after two years of
negotiation and mediation by the United Nations.
The FMLN demobilized as a military organization
and emerged as one of several competing political
parties, including the still-powerful Arena. In 1999

"Cuba, France, Mexico, and the Soviet Union all supported the
FMLN.

‘During the civil war, women’s
organizations in El Salvador
mobilized around basic survival,
economic issues, and human
rights. A few of these groups
began to question women’s
legal, political, and domestic

subordination.’

and full political partici-
pation. By 1990 the first
women’s groups to de-
fine themselves as femi-
nist emerged. They in-
cluded Women for Dig-
nity and Life (better
known asDignas) and the
Norma Virginia Guirola
de Herrera Center for
Women’s Studies (or
Cemujer).

The signing of the
peace accords in 1992
created new conditions
for women’ sorganizational efforts. With the end of
armed conflict and the increasing support and in-
fluence of international feminism, Salvadoran
women’s organizations openly challenged perva-
sive discrimination in the FMLN and other organ-
izations, such as labor unions and peasant federa-
tions. The peace process also created room for
women’s organizations to forge a new path by
working with opposition sectors, agencies of the
government, and women’ sgroupsin other nations.
Dignas is an example. Soon after its founding in
1990, Dignas had to fight sabotage from party lead-
ers of the Resistencia Nacional, or RN, an arm of
the FMLN. By 1992, Dignas leaders had asserted
independence from the RN and FMLN. They began
working with an array of government agencies and
feminists from throughout Latin Americato create




programs to improve child support from negligent
fathers.

Not all Salvadoran women’s groups have fol-
lowed the same path as Dignas. Some have chosen
to expel militant feminists from their ranks while
remaining associated with FMLN party organ-
izations. Most Salvadoran women'’s organizations
have struggled to gain some measure of autonomy
from the AMLN but remain

remain committed to establishing a distinctive
women’s platform and to integrating women’s
issues into mainstream party platforms.

Increasing women’s political participation at
local, regional, and national levels and effecting
social and economic changethrough legislation are
intertwined goals of postconflict women’s organ-
izations in El Salvador. Efforts to elect women

candidates to municipal

connected to the party
financially, organization-
ally, or ideologically.

Postconflict
Activism

Women's postconflict
activism in El Salvador
seeks systemic and insti-
tutional reform in four
broadly defined catego-
ries. political participa-
tion; labor, land, and
economic relationships;
health and the results of
violence; and education
and outreach.

Political
Participation

In the postconflict period, political coalition
building and the establishment of a distinctive
women’ spolitical platform are among the most sig-
nificant ways Salvadoran women’s organizations
have exercised influence. Through a coalition
known as Mujeres '94 (or Women of '94), more
than 30 women'’ s organizations created a common
platform calling for agrarian reform, educational
reform, reproductive rights, gay rights, women’s
inclusion in development, improvements in the
health-care system, programs to prevent violence
against women, elimination of gender discrimina-
tion from the legal code, and drastic improvements
inworking conditionsfor womenin all sectors. The
platform also demanded establishment of quotas
for women holding political office and positions of
authority in political parties. Women'’ sorganizations

‘Almost all Salvadoran
women’s organizations have
attempted “productive projects”
aimed at supporting small-scale
activities that could increase
household income and raise
women’s living standards.
In the postconflict period,
economic projects for
women have encouraged
microenterprise and
entrepreneurship and provided

training in concrete business.’

offices have been more
successful than those
aimed at national offices.
Dignas estimated that 500
women had been elected
to municipal councils as
of late 1999.

In addition to creating
a broad women’s plat-
form and electing female
officials, women’ s organ-
izations such as the
Mélida Anaya Montes
Women’s Movement
(known as MAM) have
lobbied for specific
legislative initiatives.
Working with several
other groups, the MAM
Citizen’s Initiative for
Women generated pro-
posals for labor laws
in the free-trade zones
(where most workers are women) and laws requir-
ing political candidates to certify they are current
in child-support payments before taking office.

Labor, Land,
And Economic Relationships

Many women’s groups currently activein ava-
riety of causes began as grass-roots organizations
devoted to improving women'’s lives as workers,
consumers, and procurers of household goods and
services. Almost all Salvadoran women’'s organ-
izations have attempted “ productive projects’ aimed
at supporting small-scale activities that could in-
crease household income and raise women’sliving
standards. For example, until 1993, the primary goal
of Dignas was to develop projects (such as baker-




ies, animal raising, and local cooperative stores)
that would generate income for peasant women.

In the postconflict period, economic projects
for women have encouraged microenterprise and
entrepreneurship and provided training in concrete
business skills. In 1996 MAM created four pilot
projects that taught women how to establish their
own businesses. Projects that encouraged women
to enter nontraditional fields—such as a Dignas
training program in

ally transmitted diseases have brought significant
improvements in recent years.

Reproductive health projectssponsored by Dignas
have encouraged the Salvadoran government to de-
velop and fund services formerly provided by non-
governmental organizations(NGOs). One of themost
active organizations in health care has been AMmS,
which was aleading participant in the usaiD-funded
Maternal and Child Hedlth Project (or Prosami). In

1998 AmMS becametheonly

carpentry, masonry, and
auto mechanics—met
with only limited success.
Despite extensive prepa-
ration and assistance with
child care and emotional
support, few graduates
were able to find jobs or
set up their own busi-
nesses in fields tradition-
ally dominated by men.

In a nation still pre-
dominantly rural, wo-
men’ s organizations have
been challenging land re-
form policies that largely
excluded women’ s access
to land. The Institute for
Research, Training, and
Development for Women
(better known asiMmU) has
investigated the effect of land reform on women
since the peace accords of 1992. Dignas, the As-
sociation of Salvadoran Women (known as AMS),
and national coalitions such as Mujeres ' 94 have
worked at municipal, regional, and national levels
for women'’ sinclusion in postconflict land reform.
They have succeeded most often at thelocal level,
capitalizing on connections to local politicians.

Health and the Results of Violence

Postconflict women’s organizations in El Sal-
vador have stressed the need for better general
health care and health education for women and
children. Projects dedicated to nutrition, birth con-
trol, reproductive health, maternal health and in-
fant care, and the prevention of AIDS and other sexu-

‘Dignas maintains a center to
treat female victims of violence,
and its program analyzes public

lobby for improvements.
Cemujer provides legal,
medical, and psychological
services for victims of sexual
abuse. Work in domestic
violence has resulted in a new
movement that pressures fathers

to pay child support.’

women’ sgroup chosen by
the Ministry of Public
Health and Social Assis-
tance to work in its new
Salud Saludable (Healthy
Health) program.

services so it can propose and

Health-care concerns
for Salvadoran women
include not only tradi-
tional issues such as
nutrition and reproduc-
tive and prenatal care but
also problems arising
from the nation’s history
of violent conflict and
human rights abuses.
Although federal alloca-
tions for health care in-
creased in the 1990s,
women’s organizations
are doing most of the
work to help women cope with the physical and
psychological toll of war. These organizations have
offered workshops and counseling for abused
women that address the impact of rape and tor-
ture. A major Dignas project treats extreme trauma
cases resulting from women’s experiences in the
war. With usaiD support, Dignas investigators are
carrying out research on women who sought sanc-
tuary in the refugee camps.

Domestic violenceisacentral concernfor most
women’s organizations in El Salvador, as it isin
many other nations. MAM organized Casas de las
Mujeres (Women's Houses) across the country to
provide individual attention to survivors of vio-
lence, whether it be family violence, sexual abuse,
or workplace harassment. The casas also serve as




training centers for community leaders and coun-
selors who advise on legal issues, mental health,

and women'’ s health. Dignas maintains a center to

treat female victims of violence. It also analyzes
public services so it can propose and lobby for
improvements. Cemujer provides legal, medical,

and psychological services (including atelephone
hotline) for victimsof sexual abuse, rape, and other
violence. Work in domestic violence has led
women to challenge unequal power relations
between men and women and has resulted in a
new movement that pressures fathersto pay child

support. The Association of Women Seeking Child

Support has promoted “irresponsible fatherhood”

to anational issue.

As women’s organizations in ElI Salvador
worked against domestic violence, they began to
recognize how often chil-

Educating Ourselves With Sergiais a program
AMS created to promote literacy training while also
preserving Salvadoran cultural heritage. Through
casas abuelas (grandmothers’ houses), elderly
women passtheir knowledge to young women who
develop teaching materials.

Although the efforts of women’s literacy
programs are important, women’s organizations
consider improving the overall level of funding
for education in El Salvador and integrating a
gendered perspective into the general education
program their most important goals.

A Need for Assistance
And Autonomy

Many women’ sgroups

dren, too, were victims of
abuse. With USAID sup-
port, AMS created a pro-
gram to prevent child
abuse and keep children
in school. The project,
now funded by other
sources, provides psy-
chological counseling to
youths at community
centers, reports child-
abuse casesto authorities,
and accompaniesvictims
through legal processes. AMS also works to pre-
vent the trafficking of women and children for sex.

Education and Outreach

Salvadoran women’ sorganizations have devel -
oped gender-sensitive educational and training
materialsfor literacy purposesand to sensitize gov-
ernment employees to gender issues. Several
groups began developing literacy programs for
women when schools were shut down during the
civil war. Dignas and other women'’ s organizations
founded literacy circles, and MAM developed an
education program that recognized differences be-
tween young and old women and between women
who could read and those who could not. In 1997,
MAM education programs embraced 92 groupsin
38 municipalities spread over 12 departments.

‘Mélida Anaya Montes
developed an education program
that recognized differences
between young and old women
and between women who could

read and those who could not.’

currently active in El Sal-
vador formed before the
peace accordsweresigned.
But becausethey achieved
clear identitiesand agendas
that went beyond the needs
generated by the war, the
end of conflict did not
threaten their existence.
Somecluesto theseorgan-
izations' longevity and les-
sons for the development
community may be found
by examining past funding patterns, contacts with
international women'’s groups, and funding options
for building credibility and sustainability.

Past Funding Patterns

In the late 1980s international development
agencies made funding available for women’s
projects. The FMLN, hoping to take advantage of
thisfunding and to recruit as many women as pos-
sible to its cause, created women's committeesin
its various branches. Women FMLN membersthen
proposed projects to potential funders. By allow-
ing projects that specifically addressed women's
needs, the VLN provided women opportunitiesand
incentivesto investigate the roots of their own sub-
ordination. Women'’ s organizations soon evolved
from clandestine groups to open, legal entitiesre-




sponsible for avariety of nonmilitary development
projects.

International assistance to Salvadoran women’s
organizations has significantly influenced both the
organizations and the women they serve. Small,
progressive foundations committed to spotlighting
gender have developed better lines of communi-
cation with their Salvadoran counterpartsthan have
large international do-
nors. Salvadoran wo-

ment of plansfor financial sustainability, or admin-
istrative and operational overhead. Thus, Salva-
doran women'’s organizations face obstacles in
meeting their administrative costs and structural
needs, as well as in establishing long-term finan-
cial sustainability. Funding organizations want to
support projects, not organizational costs. Ironically,
the institution building needed for future stability
often becomes a low priority.

Salvadoran women's

men’ s organizations cur-
rently subsist primarily on
donations from private
foundations in Western
Europe, Canada, and the
United States. Most of the
funding is for short-term
projects. USAID has
provided funding to five
of the organizations sur-
veyed, but funds have
often been channeled
through umbrella organ-
izations such as the Sal-
vadoran NGO Prosami.

Sincethe peace accords
were signed in 1992, Sal-
vadoran women'’s organ-
izations have had accessto
fundsfrombilatera or large
international donors, such
as USAID, the United Na-
tions, and the European
Union. The large bilateral donors have encouraged
Salvadoran women’s organizations to professional-
ize their accounting controls, report writing, and le-
gal status. Though positive, this has limited the au-
tonomy women'’ sorganizationshaveto set their project
agendas. The current strength of women’'s organ-
izations stems from the period before they received
funding from large international donors. Smaller
amounts of aid but greater control over its allocation
in the early years allowed groups to develop strong,
independent profiles.

Most funding that Salvadoran NGOs receive is
earmarked for specific projects and cannot be used
for general organizational needs such as staff train-
ing, accounting controls, management systems, pro-
fessionalization of governance structures, devel op-

‘Salvadoran women’s groups
are experiencing competition
from mixed-gender
organizations. Many of these
organizations have not actually
incorporated a gendered
perspective into their mission
and project implementation.
Even so, they write project

language, hoping to obtain new
grants at a time when many

funding sources are drying up.’

groups now are experi-
encing competition from
mixed-gender organiza-
tions. Many of these
organizations have not
actually incorporated a
gendered perspectiveinto
their mission and project
implementation. Even so,
they write project propos-
alsusing gender-sensitive
language, hoping to ob-
tain new grants at a time
when many funding
sources are drying up.

proposals using gender-sensitive

I nternational
Contacts

Another important
contribution to the au-
tonomy of some FMLN
women’s organizations
was their contact with international women'’s soli-
darity committees through tours, sister-city pro-
grams, and idea exchanges. From 1980 until the
Salvadoran elections in April 1994, some 5,000
Americanswent to El Salvador as part of solidarity
delegations. Such delegations continued in smaller
numbers after 1994. Women made up amajority of
participantsin the U.S. solidarity tours. Europeans,
Australians, and New Zealanders al so sent tours and
formed support committees.

Although no systematic study has been con-
ducted on the politics of women involved in soli-
darity organizing, it appearsthat asignificant num-
ber identify themsel ves asfeminists and have a spe-
cial interest inwomen’ sissues. In many cases, tours
that brought women together resulted in American




or European women inviting Salvadoran women to
their countries for extended tours and to exchange
ideas. In some cases, solidarity committees funded
Salvadoran women'’ s organizations. In other cases,
they introduced Salvadoran women to alternative
funding sources such as Oxfam International and
the Ford Foundation. Thisfunding allowed women's
organizations more autonomy in setting up projects
than did larger, multilateral donorsor theFMLN par-
ties. Many Salvadoran women'’ sorganizationshave
received support from small women’s groups
throughout North America and Europe.

is considering selling health-care services to the
Ministry of Public Health and Social Assistance. But
this is problematic. Even though its creation was
prompted by women’s organizations, the ministry
does not stress gender or consider domestic vio-
lence a public health problem.

Little progress has been made in encouraging
donations to women'’ s organizations within El Sal-
vador. Some Salvadoran businesses and wealthy
individuals donate significantly to their own chari-
tiesor interests but not to women'’ s organi zations—

especially not to those

Many directors of
women’s organizations
acknowledge benefits
from training in account-
ing, administration, and
management procedures,
particularly the help
received from USAID.
Donors have provided
guidance and funds for
increased oversight capa-
city, adding to the admin-
istrative efficiency and
professional growth of
AMS and other women’'s
groups.

Funding to Build
Credibility and
Sustainability

Women’ s organizations in El Salvador have en-
dured the difficult and dangerous transition from
conflict to postconflict society. They have discov-
ered that their sustainability depends on building
credibility, developing stableinternal structures, and
maintaining funding. The sustainability of Salva-
doran women’s organizations will depend on ob-
taining long-term project funding that includes
money for institutional strengthening. Thewomen’s
organizations analyzed currently depend on inter-
national funding, with none generating more than
15 percent of their own annual budgets.

Organizations may pursue income generation
for financial stability, building on fees for service.
For instance, a microcredit organization can earn
income from theloan interest it charges clients. AMS

‘Little progress has been made
in encouraging donations to
women’s organizations within
El Salvador. Some Salvadoran
businesses and wealthy
individuals donate significantly
to their own charities or interests
but not to women’s

organizations—especially not to

those viewed as feminist.’

viewed as feminist. The
only women’s organ-
izations the CDIE team
interviewed that are gen-
erating domestic dona-
tionsare the Organization
of Salvadoran Women
for Peace Association
(Ormusa), the Foundation
for the Development of
the Salvadoran Woman
(Fudem), and AMS.
Ormusa is approaching
banks and the newly pri-
vatized telephone com-
pany, while Fudem has
built anetwork of doctors
who donate time to
the organization’s vision
clinic. AMs has a small but steady income from
individual Salvadorans.

Recommendations for the
| nter national Community

1. Integrate the projects of women’s organ-
izationsinto |large-scal e devel opment initiatives. Do
not treat them as peripheral. Salvadoran women'’s
organizations are carrying out development work
that needs to be integrated into the overall process
of recovering from the conflict and constructing an
economically, socially, and politically sound coun-
try. When important national projects are defined
in health, education, democratization, rural devel-
opment, and the environment, Salvadoran women’s
organizations should be part of the planning and
evaluation process.




2. Encourage government institutions and the
private sector to support, acknowledge, and work
with women’s organizations. Many Salvadoran
women’s organizations have existed for aimost a
decade, some much longer. They have awealth of
experience and expertise in many areas important
to government institutions. These include literacy,
domestic violence, reproductive health, child-sup-
port payments, and gender-sensitivity training. The
expertise should be recognized and used as a re-
source in reconstructing Salvadoran society. Com-
prehensive gender-sensitivity training and gender-
oriented programs are needed in almost every
branch of government and in many private-sector
institutions.

3. Support coalition efforts between different
women’s organizations and different sectors. Do-
nors should build on successful funding efforts that
bring women’ s organizations together. Such links
are akey to empowering women in the larger Sal-
vadoran society.

4. Provide greater autonomy in funding mod-
els that permit women’s organizations to build
projectsin relation to their own agendas. Until the
early to mid-1990s, many Salvadoran women's
organizations received their funding from small
foundations and international support committees.
That afforded more egalitarian rel ationships between
women'’ s organizations and their supportersand al-
|lowed the organizationsto devel op an autonomous
vision for their work. Future funding should follow
that model.

5. Support financial stability and institution
building among Salvadoran women’s organ-
izations. Salvadoran women’s organizations often

overlook financial sustainability because of the more
immediate problems they confront. Major donors
interested in promoting the financial sustainability
of Salvadoran women'’s organizations need to free
up fundsfor institutional strengthening so the organ-
izations themselves can decrease their dependence
on donors.

6. Permit women’s organizations to negotiate
project time lines and funding cycles. Treating
women'’ sorgani zations as planning partnersand al -
lowing them to help determine project time lines
and funding cycles could result in better projects
and more consistent outcomes. USAID and other do-
nors should consider permitting multiyear funding
and longer project time frames.

7. Streamline use of third-party intermediaries
in channeling funds. Women'’ s organizations have
many concerns about receiving UsaiD funding
through third parties—often other NGOs or govern-
ment-sponsored programs. Some organizations
reported that they often had to negotiate project
details, including funding, twice—first with the
donor agency and again with the third party. While
direct funding of women's organizations is pre-
ferred, USAID may be unable to handle the associ-
ated management burden. Alternatively, the Agency
could give more attention to the selection of the
third party and establish streamlined proceduresfor
subgrant approval and implementation.

8. Continue to provide women’s organizations
with accounting, monitoring, and evaluation train-
ing. Many women’ s organizations have responded
positively to the training UsAID and other donor
agencies provide. Such training should be expanded
to reach new organizations.
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