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Trip Report: Valle Nuevo, El Salvador 
November 14-20, 2011 

 
Introduction 
 
In the past three years, World Hunger Relief, Inc. (WHRI) has developed a relationship with the 
community of Valle Nuevo, located in the town of Santa Marta in north-central El Salvador. WHRI was 
asked by the Valle Nuevo Directiva (elders council) to concentrate on activities that provide economic 
opportunities for their youth.  Several dozen Santa Marta young people are in University studies, but 
will have very few options in their home community once they graduate.  For this reason, our initial 
efforts have focused on promoting vegetable crops with a potential for commercialization.  A key 
partner in this effort has been a local non-governmental organization, ADES, active throughout the 
department of Cabañas for over 20 years. 
 
This trip was also the third visit to the community by Mark Menjivar, a documentary photographer and 
long-time friend of WHRI.  Mark is developing a photo-documentary telling the story of the Valle 
Nuevo community.  An initial show took place at the Art Center of Waco in March, 2011 and with the 
images acquired during the current trip, the full show will begin traveling to cities around North 
America. 
 
Vegetable Production 
 
During my previous two trips, enthusiasm for vegetable production had increased considerably, and 
there were four local groups producing cucumbers, peppers, onions, radishes, and a few other 
vegetables.  Of these, the youth group led by Piter Natarán, is by far the most active. They have been 
growing vegetables hydroponically in greenhouses supplied by a Spanish-funded project, but more 
recently began trying organic methods, and producing on land outside the greenhouses.   
 

This past winter, they planted 1300 organic greenhouse 
peppers which produced for 2 ½ months despite foliar fungal 
problems and flooding.  Whereas hydroponic peppers 
normally produce six months, and produce far more income, 
they seem to recognize that they’re still learning, and it will 
take some time to learn how to use organic methods 
efficiently. The topsoil in the greenhouse was mostly 
removed when it was built, and they have been using 
compost to improve it.  We discussed the use of green 
manures (e.g. sorghum in fallow periods) and other ways to 
speed the process. They don’t seem discouraged and a new, 
organic cucumber crop was two-weeks old at the time of our 
visit.   
 

A large plot outside the greenhouses was intended to be planted to watermelons in the late winter, and 
WHRI supplied funding for fencing and other supplies.  Beds were made, and an irrigation system was 
put in with help from the USAID Fon Milenio project, but the field was never planted due to flooding 
and aggressive weed growth.  In addition, the irrigation system was didn’t work because of too much 
water pressure. We discussed how to solve this and I’m confident they’ll have a functioning system 
before year’s end.  They also want to plant rice on this land next summer. 

Youth member examines young, organic 
cucumber plants. 



 

Page 2 
 

 
Three ag students will finish coursework in January return to the community to complete their 
practical/service requirements. Piter plans to hand more leadership of the vegetable production to them 
as he will return to University in the winter to study philosophy.  
 
The Santa Marta/Aradona land is currently in dispute because the original seller didn’t have legitimate 
papers and they’re trying to re-purchase the land from multiple owners.  Nonetheless, Carlos Bonilla is 
confident they’ll be able to move forward with development of high value crops on two manzanas in the 
coming season.  He’s very excited about having us work on this project with the youth who will be 
finishing Ag school, and encouraged me to communicate with them as well as with the ADES 
agronomists.  It’s not clear to me whether the Aradona land will be a project of the youth, or of a large 
group. 
 
A women’s group led by Juana Layines, which also manages the four fish ponds, used WHRI funding to 
repair a pipe bringing water from a mountain spring to water gardens and fill a fishpond.  The repair was 
not completed in time to produce vegetables last winter, but in the coming months, they plan to plant 
near Juana’s house. 
 
Another adult group, led by Salome Ascencio, seems to have given up on vegetable production due to 
the difficulty of getting water to their plot.   
 
Other Activities & Issues 
 
During our visit, we observed tilapia harvest at one of the 
fishponds managed by the women’s group led by Juana 
Layines.  For the past three years, they have received their 
fingerlings through ADES as well as some of the feed needed 
to raise the fish to market size.  This funding has ceased, and 
they lost some of their fish in a 10-day inundation which 
caused one fishpond to overflow.  For these reasons, the group 
asked about funding a 4,000 fish production cycle in the near 
future.  The have saved $500 of the total $1000 needed, and 
requested that WHRI supply the rest plus $100 for new nets. 
 
My initial response was that we weren’t interested in funding on-going production costs.  If the 
production system can’t generate enough income to fund the next cycle, it’s not sustainable.  They 
agreed there isn’t much profit margin (each of the eight members gets around $40 profit from a 3-month 
cycle of raising fish).  However, they seem to view to growing fish as much as a service to the 
community as a money-making venture.  They also feel they can sustain production with a one-time 
boost to replace the loss of income from the flooded fishpond.  We also discussed ways to make the 
system more cost effective including identifying locally-available food sources and raising tilapia 
species that reproduce on their own instead of the sterile (but fast-growing) hybrids they currently raise. 
 
Mirtala Ayala proudly showed us her indigenous corn she had grown organically using seed she brought 
back from our field trip to the highlands last September.  She reports that the indigenous seed produced 
reasonably well, and tastes far better than the hybrid seed most area farmers now plant.  We discussed 
how to keep this seed from out-crossing with other corn planted in the area. 
 

Tilapia harvest in Santa Marta 
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Next Steps  
 
Although the Valle Nuevo Directiva did not meet during this trip, we made a point of visiting most of 
the principal members and discussing our activities with them.  As the group that initially invited us to 
the community, we covet their counsel and blessing on how we have chosen to work in the community.  
All members affirmed our decision to work with the youth group associated with Piter, though they 
expressed a lack of knowledge regarding what they are doing.  We should attempt to forward our 
communication with the youth to Pastor Torres through his daughter.  We will also continue to ask for 
their counsel and blessing on funding decisions.  For practical communication reasons, since the 
Directiva doesn’t seem to meet frequently, this will most likely be done through communication with 
Pastor and/or Juana. 
 
While enthusiasm for vegetable production seems to be waning among some of the adult groups we 
have been working with, the Santa Marta youth seem more and more motivated, especially as regards 
organic vegetable production.  In some ways this may simplify our involvement especially since 
communicating with so many different groups has been extremely difficult.  The coming year may be 
the time to shift our efforts more fully in support of the efforts of the youth, especially the returning 
University students.  In doing so, we are not abandoning the interests of the elders, but rather honoring 
the mandate they gave us at the outset. 
 
In order to develop this level of involvement, we’ll need more face time than was possible in this trip.  
Over the six days we spent in Santa Marta, I only spent 3-4 hours with the youth, and we didn’t have 
nearly enough time to discuss experimentation, market timing, etc.  Piter seems to be committed to 
many activities outside the community.  I hope as leadership shifts to the returned Ag students, they will 
be more rooted in the local community.  In January, I plan to spend most of my visit working alongside 
and talking with these individuals. 
 
A strong relationship with ADES will also be key in empowering the youth movement in Santa Marta 
since they seem committed to many of the same long-term goals (they are apparently bringing in Cuban 
agronomists next month to consult on organic production methods!).  Although we did not have time to 
visit with the ADES agronomists during this week, we did have a long conversation with their board 
President, Carlos Bonilla, and he promised to convey our interest in collaboration.  Spending time with 
ADES staff should be a second key goal of the upcoming January visit. Investing time in developing 
their skills will benefit Valle Nuevo as well as the rest of the Department. 
 
The presence of WHRI volunteer, Ali Stanke, in the community from January-April will hopefully 
enhance our ability to communicate.  Nonetheless, we need to work hard at long-term communication 
channels, including regular phone contact and upgrading of our Spanish capabilities.  
 
I’m also hopeful Ali can help deepen our understanding of the religious movement taking place among 
the local Catholic laity.  Since Santa Marta does not have a resident Priest, nor an Evangelical protestant 
presence, developing significant local church partners, has been elusive.  We should, nonetheless, 
develop a better understanding of the local church, in order to place our agricultural outreach within this 
larger faith context. 


