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1. The local poverty-environment dynamic

The La Montañona area in El Salvador
encompasses seven hilly counties in 
the Department of Chaletanango, one 
of the country’s poorest and more 
environmentally degraded regions. 
The population is evenly split between
urban and rural sectors, with the urban
engaged in small businesses and services
and the rural engaged in subsistence
farming and other small-scale income
generating activities. La Montañona has 
a strong tradition of civil organization for
social and economic goals, including
farmers’ cooperatives, community
management of public resources, and a

network of committees and task forces for
addressing local issues. Despite some
economic progress in the last decade,
however, livelihood opportunities are
limited and poverty is widespread. 

The area has little good agricultural soil
and the steep hillsides have been
degraded by unsustainable farming and
overgrazing. However, La Montañona also
features one of El Salvador’s few
remaining natural forests, which, along
with other features, could help develop
tourism and improve watershed manage-
ment. The key question facing the area 
is Can environmental degradation be
reversed while benefiting the poor?
PRISMA, one of WWF’s partners in the
area, has identified social capital as the
best path for achieving these goals.

2. Operation of meso level institutions

PRISMA’s local assessment in La
Montañona revealed that while national
economic development strategies had
largely bypassed the Department of
Chalatenango, the area’s intricate system

of social organization was capable of
establishing strong links to the national
level. Strengthened by integrating citizen
participation with strategic planning that
incorporates long-term vision, these
institutions are able to influence national
policy discussions. One such organization
is CACH (Environmental Committee of
Chalatenango), which has become a
nationwide model for environmental
management.

3. The national policy setting 

and international influences

El Salvador is the smallest and most
densely populated country in Central
America. Until recently its rural economy
was based on coffee and cotton exports.
Increasing concentration of land owner-
ship and power in the 1960s and 1970s
fueled a civil war during which La
Montañona was at the core of the conflict
that ravaged the country during the 1980s.
While neither side came out a clear
winner, the 1992 Peace Accord that ended
the civil war was part of the sweeping
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changes that transformed the country in
ways no stakeholder had anticipated, and
opened up new-found development
possibilities in La Montañona.  

Beginning in the 1980s and abetted in the
1990s by the peace accord, a major land-
reform drive distributed approximately 20% of
the El Salvador’s land among 22% of the rural
households. Although undoubtedly
beneficial, this land distribution failed to
improve rural livelihoods to the degree
expected. This failure stemmed from the
decline in market value of traditional
commodity exports, decreased viability of
small rural farms due to import competition,
and government withdrawal of much of its
traditional support to the rural sector.
Pending improvement in these areas, La
Montañona’s economy has stagnated, as the
country’s economic center has moved to the
cities, increasing not only urbanization but
migration to the US and Canada. 

El Salvador has no explicit poverty alleviation
policy, because the government believes that
economic growth will do the trick. That
strategy notwithstanding, recent govern-
ments have directed a part of their education,
health, rural road, and catastrophe relief
funds to poverty-stricken areas. They have
done so partly because programs in these
sectors depend mostly on foreign aid, which
comes with some poverty-targeting
conditionalities. 
The environmental situation in El Salvador is
also cause for great concern. The Meso-

american Pine-Oak Forest that originally
covered most of the country disappeared
long ago. Soil erosion has rendered many
areas unsuitable for agriculture and
increased the human and economic toll of the
frequent natural disasters that befall the
country. On the positive side, “shade coffee”
farms—one of the main uses of rural land,
have helped maintain a man-made forest that
harbors significant environmental values.
Also, as has happened elsewhere, war
emptied many rural areas, with natural
restoration of vegetation the unexpected side
benefit. During the 1990s El Salvador
established a national environmental agency
and, with support from foreign donors,
undertook several sustainable agriculture
projects. Unfortunately, environmental policy
remains a minor concern for the government,
both as a stand-alone issue and as part of its
overall rural development policy. 

4. From assessment to action—

selecting strategic interventions 

Based on the experience of La Montañona
and other Salvadorian communities, PRISMA
has concluded that –strong social capital,
access to land, and an enabling policy
framework are all necessary preconditions
for improving rural livelihoods and managing
the resource base in a more sustainable way.  

Leading from this assessment, PRISMA is
focussing on strengthening the social capital
of La Montañona and helping community
organizations find innovative ways to benefit

from local natural resources. PRISMA
expects that enhancing this community’s
base of social capital will enable it to better
leverage national support and resources. To
achieve this will require: technical support,
better  community capacity to use its organi-
zations to reach agreement on key economic
and social goals and ways to achieve them by
leveraging external resources... The example
of, some local communities in El Salvador
who have used their social capital to conduct
campaigns that overcome the limitations of
national polices and directly leveraged
external support is an achievable model for
this area. 

PRISMA’s agenda for strategic action focuses
on facilitating the integral territorial
management of La Montañona, strengthen-
ing collaboration between central govern-
ment and local institutions, and helping to
promote a vision of rural areas that
highlights the potential that impoverished
and degraded territories have for providing
environmental services, sparking cultural
revitalization, and diversifying the
economic base. 
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