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Introduction 
 
This was my fourth visit to El Salvador since WHRI began working with the community if Valle Nuevo 
in late 2009.  Our invitation to become involved in the development efforts of this community came 
initially from its Directiva, a traditional, but formally recognized group of elders who have guided the 
172 families since they returned from eight years as refugees in Honduras.  Their top priority for WHRI 
was creation of economic opportunities for their youth, many of whom have enrolled in University 
programs, but have very few possibilities for employment in their home community once they graduate.  
Our advice has been to start with vegetable production, focusing on high-value crops with a potential for 
commercialization. 
 
Although WHRI’s initial call and mandate was clear, identifying what parties to work with toward this 
goal has been more challenging.  Several informal groups of community youth have shown initiative and 
vision, but want to include a broader selection of the Santa Marta community, of which Valle Nuevo is a 
part.  A regional non-governmental organization, the Asociatión Desarollo Económica y Sociál (ADES) 
has worked actively in the community for 20 years, and shares many of the same aspirations and ideals.  
The Directiva, meanwhile seems to have substantial fears about collaborating with larger community 
efforts, due in part to having been ignored by such efforts in the past. 
 
Because a commitment to respond to the initiatives of local partners is 
fundamental to WHRI’s development philosophy, over the past year 
we have discussed possible projects, but waited for proposals to 
emerge from the Directiva.  Meanwhile, the Santa Marta youth, led by 
Peter Martinez, approached us both during our September visit, when 
they asked to meet and discuss collaboration, and through the winter, 
as they developed a proposal for organic vegetable production on a 
training site to be used in collaboration with the local school.  They 
also agreed to help with restoration of an irrigation system to bring 
water to a site where a women’s group, led by Directiva member Juana 
Lanines, plans to grow vegetables. 
 
This trip was intended to verify and document these activities, and to 
encourage their implementation.  I also wanted to make sure the 
Directiva was aware and in favor of WHRI supporting these efforts 
financially. 
 
Emerging Partnerships  
 
I was pleasantly surprised throughout this visit to receive the attention and logistical support of ADES.  
When they picked me up at the airport, they already had my time pretty well planned out, including 
visits to their projects around Santa Marta and Sensuntepeque (the Department capital & location of the 
main ADES offices).  I concluded that they were principally interested in my feedback on their organic 
agriculture initiatives, and this added a consulting dimension to the trip (for more details see my report 
to ADES).  Further discussions of collaboration on training and personnel exchange left me with a sense 
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that this relationship has the potential to develop into a genuinely collegial, mutually beneficial 
partnership between our organizations. 
 
The Santa Marta youth initiative also appears full of potential for rich collaboration.  After visiting the 
production site, for which WHRI is providing partial funding, Peter introduced me to the Director of the 
local school, which has received approval from the Ministry of Education to expand their curriculum to 
include an extra year of technical training.  Their vision is to use the production site for practical 
training, and they are interested in WHRI’s help developing a curriculum for the program.  Because this 
will be a larger undertaking than we have personnel for, our role may well be to connect them with other 
resources in the U.S. or Central America. They intend to employ three Santa Marta/Valle Nuevo 
students, who will soon graduate with University Ag degrees, and who will need to do two years of 
community service in order to receive degrees as engiñeros.  Major funding for these efforts will come 
through the Ministry of Education and the UN’s Millennium Development Fund. 
 
Throughout these discussions, I reiterated the fact that our invitation to the community came through 
Valle Nuevo, and that we will solicit their advice and approval of any activities we become involved in.  
I chose to stay in the home of Pastor Torres, head of the Directiva, despite invitations from ADES 
President, Carlos Bonilla, a resident of Santa Marta.  I also included Pastor in the process of delivering 
funding to the youth project, and he asked for a copy of their proposal to share with the rest of the 
Directiva members.  I still have hopes of supporting Valle Nuevo activities, but I sense that helping 
them develop and process their own ideas will require the help of other parties, especially given our 
struggle to sustaining long-term discussions from a distance.    
 
Vegetable Production 
 
By March, 2010 four groups in Santa Marta began 
planting vegetables on a modest scale.   While I 
expected these efforts to expand considerably this 
season, the story was somewhat mixed.  The youth 
group has a beautiful crop of hydroponic tomatoes in 
one greenhouse, and plans to expand their outdoor, 
organic production in the coming month.  They will 
also be experimenting with organic methods in one 
greenhouse.  The women’s group mentioned above 
plans to plant vegetables on a similar scale to last year, 
when they successfully grew cucumbers and beans in a 
fish pond that doesn’t hold water during the dry season.  
 
Two newer vegetable production efforts include restoration of an irrigation scheme the Aradona area 
owned communally by residents of Santa Marta.  This area has the potential to irrigate over five 
hectares, and they have received funding through the Millennium Development Fund to begin with one 
hectare in the next month.  I also visited several private plantings of vegetables in the San Felipe 
community (part of larger Santa Marta) as part of an ADES tour.  This community has abundant water 
piped from a spring in a mountain pass, and probably has the largest production potential in all of Santa 
Marta. 
 
A Valle Nuevo group, led by Salome Asenscio, discontinued their efforts after their hopes for an 
irrigation system faded.  REDES, a national NGO, funded a project designed to pump water from a 
shallow well to a holding tank on the mountain side, but the gas pump they provided never had the 
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strength to lift the water that distance.  I have tried to encourage Salome to consider planting closer to 
the well, but at this point they seem resigned to their fate.   
 
This story clearly illustrates the critical need for developing water resources if dry-season vegetables are 
to become a viable part of the local farm economy.  Before the next dry season begins, I hope to connect 
the community with additional help for water resource development.  International Development 
Enterprises, an organization promoting innovative small-scale irrigation technologies is active in 
Honduras, and has indicated they are interested in moving into El Salvador. 
 
Organic Promotion 
 
ADES has clearly made promotion of organic methods a major priority for their agricultural outreach.  I 
suspect that this has been initiated from the top (Director Antonio Pacheco), but the four agricultural 
staff all seem to have fully bought into the idea.  The Lutheran church has provided further impetus by 
planning an extension of their national university’s Agro-Ecology program to their regional campus in 
Sensuntepeque.  Despite this wide-spread support, the ADES agronomists indicated the practices may be 
challenging to sell widely at the farmer level.  Several ideas would appear to increase their odds of 
success: 
 
First, the enthusiasm for organic methods needs to be backed by a better, more practical knowledge 
base.  For example, farmers apparently complain of the strong smell of the “bocachi” compost the 
agronomists have been promoting.  As I discussed this with them, it was clear they didn’t realize the 
ammonia smell came from high nitrogen levels, and that increasing the C:N ratio of their compost would 
eliminate this problem.  The Santa Marta youth, express a similar lack of knowledge.  Even those 
attending Ag school get virtually no training in organic or agro-ecological methods.  Fortunately, both 
the youth and the ADES staff seem eager to learn, and a modest effort on the part of WHRI to provide 
this knowledge should go far to improve their effectiveness. 
 
A parallel need is for more consistency and focus of the organic methods being promoted.  This is 
particularly true of organic pest management products being promoted.  In a relatively short stay I saw 
everything from the widely promoted M-5 (a home-made insecticide with a garlic-hot pepper base) to a 
fermentation of fruit and aromatic leaves, to preparations of cow urine and milk.  Apparently various 
European projects have come through the area, each promoting their own approach, and local 
individuals have added their own creativity, leading to a curiously diverse collection of methods.  The 
hopeful agro-ecologists seem to accept them all uncritically, and as a result can’t provide useful 
information to farmers.   
 
ADES agronomist, Walter Hernandez, took me to visit an agro-ecology training center they are 
developing.  The farmer-manger of the facility had more creative mixtures fermenting than I could keep 
track of.   Walter seemed to like the idea of testing these products alongside chemical alternatives and 
no-treatment controls in order to convince farmers of their effectiveness (or, I added, their lack of 
effectiveness).  I hope to work with them to focus their recommendations in a participatory, experiment-
based manner.  This would also be a great project for short-term WHRI interns who choose to spend 
time in the community. 
 
A similar, but larger, need for focus seems to exist in ADES’s sustainable agricultural outreach.  They 
currently promote vegetable production, fruit trees, native maize varieties, soil conservation, chicken 
projects, rabbit raising, and fish ponds.  Whereas I understand their interest in integrated approaches, I 
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also see a need to focus on fewer agricultural innovations if any one of them is going to have a 
significant economic impact.  We need to ship them a stack of Spanish copies of 2-Ears of Corn!   
 
Conclusion 
 
As long as WHRI remains committed to the underlying importance of our relationship with the Valle 
Nuevo Directiva, our partner interactions in El Salvador will remain complicated.  Nonetheless, 
broadening our involvement with ADES, providing their agronomists with information and connecting 
them with other technical resources, seems like an unquestionable priority.  Because of their broad reach 
and reputation even beyond Santa Marta, an investment in ADES staff will have a large compounded 
return.  At the same time, WHRI should continue to respond to initiatives from the Santa Marta 
community, especially those involving the youth.  Ironically, the youth appear to be turning our initial 
mandate upside down by partnering with us to help their elders, and the larger community, rather than 
vice versa. The role of the Valle Nuevo leadership may be more to lend advice and legitimacy rather 
than to participate directly in programs supported by WHRI.   


