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INTRODUCTION

The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars (Wilson Center) sponsored a 
congressional study trip to El Salvador and Guatemala from April 13 through April 
18, 2009.  It was organized by the Wilson Center on the Hill Program and the Latin 
American Program at the Wilson Center.  

The trip focused on two issues that are critical for the United States’ rela-
tionships with countries across Central America – security and economic 
development.  On the security front, the delegation examined how security 
challenges have constrained opportunities for economic growth and devel-
opment in El Salvador and Guatemala, as well as the impact of gangs and 
organized crime on local communities in Central America and in the 
United States.  Additionally, it reviewed the implementation of the Mérida 
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The recently enacted mérida Initiative, 
through which the United States provides 

$465 million in support to Central america to 

fight drug trafficking and crime, offers a new 

opportunity for security cooperation.

and the opportunities that it has provided for U.S 
investment in the region.  Finally, the delega-
tion explored the effect that remittances from the 
United States have had on these countries; remit-
tances represent approximately 18 percent of El 
Salvador’s GDP and 12 percent of Guatemala’s 
GDP, but have fallen significantly during the global 
financial crisis.

The delegation’s visit to El Salvador was particu-
larly timely – it came less than a month after the 
country’s March presidential election.  The victory 
of Mauricio Funes, candidate of the Farabundo 
Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN), the party 
of the former guerilla movement, is significant: 
the right-wing Nationalist Republican Alliance 
(ARENA) Party has now stepped down from the 
presidency for the first time since 1989.  On this 
trip, the delegation had extended discussions with 
Funes in his capacity as President-elect and several 
officials who are likely to assume key senior posi-
tions in the new government.  

The visit to Guatemala also came at a key 
moment.  As drug trafficking and related violence 
have spilled over the border from Mexico, dete-
riorating economic conditions are worsening the 
living conditions of the Guatemalan population and 
making trade and domestic growth more difficult.  

Initiative, as well as other bilateral and multilat-
eral programs to combat drug trafficking and 
gang violence.  

On the economic front, a series of meet-
ings and visits to key economic facilities pro-
vided the participants with the opportunity to 
assess the effects of the security situation and 
the global financial crisis on the economies of 
both countries.  The delegation also examined 
the impact of the Central America-Dominican 
Republic-United States Free Trade Agreement 
(CAFTA-DR), including the potential avenues 
it has opened for the United States to support 
sustainable development and economic growth in 
agriculture and other key sectors of the economy 
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The recently enacted Mérida Initiative, through 
which the United States provides $465 million 
in support to Mexico and Central America (the 
vast majority of which goes to Mexico) to fight 
drug trafficking and crime, offers a new oppor-
tunity for security cooperation. The delegation 
examined the priorities of the Mérida Initiative 
and whether it provides adequate support for 
both Guatemala and El Salvador.  Additionally, the 
delegation gained an increased understanding of 
the evolving economic and trade relationship with 
Guatemala and the region of Central America 
under CAFTA-DR, which will provide a useful 
background against which they can evaluate the 
several other Free Trade Agreements now pending 
before the Congress.  

The delegation was accompanied by Maureen 
Taft-Morales, a specialist in Latin American 
affairs with the Congressional Research Service, 

el Salvador’s homicide rate
is one of the highest in the world, at 

63 people per 100,000, which is more 

than 10 times the U.S. rate of 5.6 

per 100,000.

as well as staff from the Wilson Center’s Latin 
American Program,1 Wilson Center on the 
Hill Program,2 and the Program on Science, 
Technology, America, and the Global Economy.3  
The trip was funded by a grant from the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation.4  

BaCKGROUND

EL SALvADOR

El Salvador is a democratic republic of 5.7 mil-
lion people with a growing economy and a 
close relationship with the United States. Much 
has been achieved since the end of the coun-
try’s 12-year-long civil war and the signing of 
the 1992 peace accords, including  significant 
progress in the transition to democracy and the 
transition from war to peace, the opening of the 
economy, and increasing trade.  Yet, the coun-
try still faces many challenges – establishing an 
adequate level of security, developing an effec-
tive judicial system, and combating high levels 
of poverty and inequality.  El Salvador’s ability 
to fight gang violence, minimize drug trafficking 
in the region, and improve the quality of life for 
its citizens are of particular significance for the 
United States and the region.  More than 2 mil-
lion Salvadorans have immigrated to the United 

examine how security challenges have constrained •	
opportunitites for economic growth and develop-
ment in Guatemala and el Salvador.

Review the impact of gangs and organized crime •	
on local communities in Central america and the 
United States.

Review the implementation of the mérida •	
Initiative, as well as other bilateral and multilat-
eral programs to combat drug trafficking and 
gang violence. 

assess the effects of the security situation and the •	
global financial crisis on the economies of both 
countries.

examine the impact of the Central america-•	
Dominican Republic-United States Free Trade 
agreement (CaFTa-DR). 

explore the effect that the drop in remittances •	
from the United States have had on these 
countries.
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States seeking better economic opportunities and 
safety and more immigrate every year.

At the time of the delegation’s visit, the coun-
try was in the midst of an unprecedented politi-
cal change.  With Mauricio Funes’ victory in the 
March 15, 2009 elections, the left-wing FMLN 
party won the presidency, defeating the right-wing 
Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA) that 
has ruled the country since 1989.  Although the 
FMLN party’s roots are in the guerrilla move-
ment, it has been part of the country’s democratic 
architecture over the past two decades, with a 
strong presence in the legislature and in municipal 
governments throughout the country.  President 
Funes campaigned as a moderate with a goal to 
unify the nation, and, since winning the election, 
has expressed his interest in strengthening relations 
with the United States and U.S. President Barack 
Obama.  The peaceful transition of presidential 
leadership has been a great success for the country 
and a demonstration of the strength of Salvadoran 
democracy.

President Funes will, however, face a number of 
complex challenges while in office.  Although El 

Salvador’s GDP grew by over 4 percent in 2006 
and 2007, the figure was down to 2.5 percent 
in 2008 and 0.5 percent growth is considered 
an optimistic projection for 2009.  The global 
economic crisis has threatened the country’s 
income from exports and remittances, putting 
the population at risk of slipping into poverty, 
reversing the recent trend that brought the 
poverty level down to 35 percent.  The country’s 
police force is understaffed and underfunded, 
and parts of the judicial system suffer from poor 
training and corruption.  The country’s homi-
cide rate is one of the highest in the world, at 
63 people per 100,000, which is more than 10 
times the U.S. rate of 5.6 per 100,000.  Further, 
the country’s conviction rate is just 4 percent.

The political and economic situation in El  
Salvador is important to the United States for 
a number of reasons.  Though President Funes 
has extended a hand both across party lines and 
across borders, the coming months will dem-
onstrate the direction of his government and 
the nature of its relationship with the United 
States.  El Salvador not only sent troops to assist 
the U.S. mission in Iraq, but also jointly operates 
a Transnational Anti-Gang unit with the U.S. 
government and has agreed to the operation of 
a U.S. Forward Operating Location (FOL) out 
of Comalapa International Airport to moni-
tor drug trafficking activity in the Pacific.  The 
strength of the relationship between the United 

Guatemala’s exports  
to the rest of the world currently  

amount to over $7 billion annually and 

imports from the United States amount to 

more than $4 billion each year, a number 

that has risen since the passage  

of CaFTa-DR. 

CONGRESSmEN ROSkAm, SENSENbRENNER, AND NUNES mEET WITH EL SALvADOR’S 
NEWLy ELECTED pRESIDENT, mAURICIO FUNES, SECOND FROm RIGHT.
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States and El Salvador will affect not only the 
gains they each reap from CAFTA-DR, but also 
the progress they are able to make in combating 
drug trafficking and gang violence in the region 
and in reducing the number of Salvadorans that 
migrate to the United States each year. 

GUATEmALA

Bordering El Salvador to the north is Guatemala, 
the country in Central America with the largest 
population, at 13 million, and the highest GDP, 
at $68 billion (purchasing power parity in 2008).  
Its democratic government has pursued macro-
economic stabilization and has sought to attract 
foreign investment since the signing of a 1996 
peace agreement to end a 36-year-long civil 
war.  Guatemala’s exports to the rest of the world 
currently amount to over $7 billion annually and 
imports from the United States amount to more 
than $4 billion each year, a number that has risen 
since the passage of CAFTA-DR.

Still, Guatemala faces significant challenges.
These mirror those of El Salvador but in many 
respects are much more profound.  The global 
economic crisis adversely affects the coun-
try’s population due to falling remittances and 
declining exports to the United States, down 8 
percent and 30 percent respectively in the first 
quarter of 2009.  Guatemala also has a weak 
rule of law, with an impunity rate estimated at 
93-98 percent.  Its homicide rate is 48 people 
per 100,000, and the nature of the murders 
and violence make it one of the most danger-
ous places in the world.  Moreover, the security 
situation in Guatemala has worsened recently as 
the Mexican government’s crack-down on drug 
trafficking has caused drug gangs to move their 
operations across the border into neighboring 
Guatemala.  Because its police force is among 
the least trusted institutions in the country, 
Guatemala will continue to have difficulty in 
lessening the prevalence of crime and violence.5

On the other hand, some of the prob-
lems that Guatemala must address are unique.  
Income inequality is among the worst in 
Central America.  Furthermore, despite sig-
nificant pressure from the international com-
munity, its tax revenue (at just 10 percent of 
GDP) remains low even by Central American 
standards.  That lack of revenue gives the 
government little opportunity to address vast 
economic and social problems in the coun-
try.  Over 50 percent of the population lives in 
poverty, while the wealthiest 10 percent of the 
population receives almost half of the country’s 
income.  Further, over 50 percent of all chil-
dren under age five experience stunted growth 
due to malnutrition.  These hardships are even 
more acute for the large numbers of indigenous 
peoples, who make up a high percentage of the 
country’s total population (estimates range from 
43 to 63 percent).

More than 1 million Guatemalan immi-
grants now live in the United States,6 largely in 
response to the economic hardship and inse-
curity they suffered in Guatemala.  Thus, the 
United States has vital interests in working with 
Guatemala on improving its domestic economic 
situation and minimizing public security issues 
such as drug trafficking.  Because Guatemala 
shares a border with Mexico, 300 metric tons 
of cocaine worth $6 billion moved through 
the country in 2008, according to U.S. govern-
ment sources.  In response, the United States 
has recently included Guatemala in the Mérida 

more than 1 million 
Guatemalan immigrants now live 

in the United States6, largely in response 

to the economic hardship and insecurity 

they suffered in Guatemala.
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fies a deepening of democracy and reaffirms El 
Salvador’s political path for the future.

Yet, this transition could produce other changes 
as well.  As the United States grapples with issues 
such as immigration, combating drugs, and pursu-
ing trade with the region, it will be evermore 
important for the U.S. Congress and for President 
Obama to understand Salvadoran President Funes’ 
plans for the political, economic, and security 
direction of his country.

Upon arrival in the country, the delegation 
was briefed by officials from the U.S. Embassy 
in San Salvador.  The briefing was led by Charge 
d’Affaires Robert Blau, and focused on the 
overall status of the country’s government, crime 
level, and economy.  Embassy representatives 
also discussed key elements of the U.S. relation-
ship with El Salvador, including the Mérida 

Initiative, through which Guatemala will receive 
$3.6 million in the first year to combat gangs and 
the trafficking of narcotics and firearms.  Many 
criticize the Mérida Initiative for devoting too 
few resources to Guatemala and Central America 
in general.

TRIP RePORT

EL SALvADOR

The delegation traveled to El Salvador at a unique 
moment in the country’s history.  Few would have 
predicted a peaceful transfer of power between the 
ARENA and FMLN parties through a national 
election within just two decades of the signing of 
the peace accords in 1992.  The transition signi-

CAFTA-DR HAS HAD A SIGNIFICANT, pOSITIvE ImpACT ON THE ExpORT OF ETHNIC FOOD pRODUCTS TO THE U.S.
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Initiative, which aims to combat transnational 
crime, USAID programs addressing youth 
health and education, the CAFTA-DR, and the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation compact 
focused on developing the northern region of 
the country.

Economic Challenges and Prospects in a 
Time of Transition

The delegation began its program with a series 
of briefings by independent experts regarding 
the recent elections and the Salvadoran economy.  
Carlos Dada and Jorge Simán, the co-founders 
and directors of El Faro (The Lighthouse), Latin 
America’s first online newspaper, provided an 
analysis of the factors that led to the change 
of political power in El Salvador.  From their 
perspective as representatives of the indepen-
dent media, they explained that years of public 
corruption and a lack of progress on three main 
problems – poverty, lack of public security, and 
impunity – are the primary factors that led to 
the election of Mauricio Funes, who prom-
ised pragmatic change.  According to Dada and 
Simán, the people who live in the “real country” 
of El Salvador, who have not seen the benefits 
of economic growth under the leadership of 
the ARENA party, are struggling.  They noted 
that only one in five Salvadorans has “decent” 
employment and only three out of ten young 
people envision a future in El Salvador.  The rest 
hope to move to the United States for a brighter 
future.

A more in-depth look at the economy was 
provided by Héctor Dada, a distinguished 
scholar and Secretary General of the Democratic 
Party for Change, and Luis Membreño, a Board 
Member of the Salvadoran Foundation for 
Economic and Social Development (FUSADES), 
an independent think tank.  Dada explained to 
the delegation that the country faces simultane-
ous crises: the global economic crisis, years of bad 

management, and political transition.  Both 
Membreño and Dada pointed to the coun-
try’s growing deficit and declining exports as 
substantial hurdles to managing the situation.  
Dada emphasized that dollarization, whether 
positive or negative for the country at the time 
it was established, now limits the government’s 
monetary policy options.  The government can 
no longer print money to finance the national 
debt, but must instead turn to the International 
Monetary Fund and other multilateral institu-
tions for financial support.   

From a more positive angle, the delega-
tion had a first-hand look at the benefits the 
country has received through its open trade 
relationship with the United States since 
the passage of CAFTA-DR.  They visited 
Pahnas, a frozen-food company that stands 
as an example of the great potential of small, 
family-owned businesses to grow by export-
ing goods to the United States.  In its start-up 
days, Pahnas received advice and equipment 
from USAID and has grown steadily since 
then, largely due to its attention to strict 
quality standards, which allow its goods to be 
competitive for export.  The company pro-
duces 12,000 pupusas and 15,000 tamales each 
day for the export market and its profit grows 
every year.

In el Salvador, post-war challenges,  
including drug trafficking, organized 

crime, and common crime, have 

overwhelmed the new civilian police force, 

which has endangered the development of 

democratic institutions.

CAFTA-DR HAS HAD A SIGNIFICANT, pOSITIvE ImpACT ON THE ExpORT OF ETHNIC FOOD pRODUCTS TO THE U.S.
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Security Issues and the Growth of 
Transnational Gangs

The delegation met with Ricardo Córdova 
Macías, Executive Director of the think tank 
FUNDAUNGO, for an overview of security 
issues in El Salvador.  He explained that, since the 
signing of the peace accords, the security focus 
has shifted from national defense to public safety.  
Post-war challenges, including drug traffick-
ing, organized crime, and common crime, have 
overwhelmed the new civilian police force, which 
has endangered the development of democratic 
institutions.  Córdova asserted the need for stron-
ger municipal governments, safer public areas, and 

better youth programs.
Oscar Bonilla, President of the National Public 

Security Council and a respected scholar who 
many expect to be deeply involved in developing 
the Funes Administration’s approach to security 
issues, spoke further with the delegation about the 
crisis of public security.  Since the signing of the 
peace accords, the country has enacted measures 

to improve the protection of human rights, but 
its institutions lack the capacity to deal with the 
high levels of violence and homicide.  Gangs in El 
Salvador communicate across borders, between the 
United States, Europe, and Central America, mak-
ing them transnational entities.  The complexity 
of gang networks occurs across generations as well 
– parents pass on a tendency toward gang involve-
ment to their children.  Bonilla’s recommenda-
tions for the future included stricter arms control, 
which he suggested could reduce the homicide 
rate by as much as 47 percent, along with stronger 
preventative measures and enhanced cooperation 
between the United States and El Salvador.

The delegation developed a fuller view of 
the intertwined issues of gangs, drug trafficking, 
and public safety through site visits to a non-
profit organization called Homies Unidos, to the 
International Law Enforcement Academy, and to 

the U.S. Forward Operation Location (FOL).
Homies Unidos was started by former gang 

members to address the problems of gangs 
and to help ex-gang members transition back 

THE DELEGATION mET WITH LEADERS OF HOmIES UNIDOS, AN ANTI-GANG GROUp COmpRISED OF FORmER GANG mEmbERS.
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ics operations in the region.  Its primary objective 
is to monitor maritime and air traffic in the Pacific 
and over Central America to alert local authorities 
to drug trafficking and human trafficking situa-
tions.  According to FOL staff, a very large portion 
of the targeted cases have resulted in arrest and 
the operation has been highly effective, though it 
receives a small budget of just $2 million per year.

As the delegation arrived in El Salvador,  the 
continued operation of the FOL was in ques-
tion, as the agreement governing its use of the 
airport was set to expire.  Whether the Funes 
Administration would support a renewal of the 
lease agreement was unclear.  However, the del-
egation learned during its time at the FOL that 
President Saca had recently re-signed the agree-
ment with the United States and that this was 
done with the knowledge of newly-elected Funes.  
Its continuation is widely seen as a positive sign 
for ongoing U.S.-El Salvador cooperation in com-
bating drug trafficking.  

President Funes and the El Salvador-U.S. 
Relationship

After gaining a more thorough understanding of 
El Salvador’s economic and security challenges, 
the delegation had the opportunity to meet with 
Mauricio Funes in his capacity as President-elect.  
He was accompanied by Hugo Martinez, a legisla-
tor and member of the transition team who is 
widely seen as a likely choice for a senior position 
in the Funes Administration.  Although Funes has 
been in contact with President Obama and several 
Democratic Members of the U.S. Congress since 
the election, this was his first face-to-face meeting 
as President-elect with U.S. Members.  Thus, it was 
a significant opportunity for both Funes and the 
members of the delegation to gain a better under-
standing of their respective views on the chal-
lenges that El Salvador faces and their hopes for 
progress on issues of common interest, especially 
security, the economy, and immigration.

into society.  At the delegation’s site visit, Luis 
Ernesto Romero Gavidia and Edgar Ramírez 
described their own experiences in a gang and 
the importance of the organization’s work.  
Romero estimated that as many as 90 percent of 
gang members want to come out of them – and 
Homies Unidos is there as a resource to help 
them in that process.  The organization connects 
the people that walk through its door to services 
such as tattoo removal, employment services, 
health care, and skills development.  It also works 
towards prevention, by reaching out to over 
5,000 young students to discourage them from 
joining gangs.  According to Romero, the orga-
nization’s biggest challenge is acquiring funding, 
especially since U.S. non-profit contributions 
have dropped off considerably.

The delegation also visited the International 
Law Enforcement Academy (ILEA) in San Salvador 
and was briefed on its operations by director Javier 
Jaquez.  The ILEA is run by several U.S. govern-
ment agencies with the objective of providing 
training and education to improve civilian police 
capacity in El Salvador.  Jaquez explained that it 
has graduated over 23,000 police officers and jus-
tice officials in 72 countries, having trained them 
on issues such as gangs, violent crimes, and human 

trafficking.
Finally, the delegation toured the U.S. Forward 

Operating Location (FOL) at the Comalapa 
Airport.  As the only FOL in Central America, it 
serves as the main airbase for U.S. counter-narcot-

Ilea has graduated over 23,000 
police officers and justice officials in 72 

countries, having trained them on issues  

such as gangs, violent crimes, and 

human trafficking. 
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THE DELEGATION DISCUSSES THE U.S.-EL SALvADOR RELATIONSHIp 
WITH pRESIDENT-ELECT FUNES AND HIS TRANSITION TEAm. 

matic approach.  Further, he reiterated his hopes 
of strengthening his relationship with the United 
States, President Obama, and the U.S. Congress – a 
message welcomed and appreciated by the U.S. 
Members.  All three Congressmen at the meet-
ing extended an open hand to Funes, emphasiz-
ing that Members of both political parties in the 
U.S. Congress are interested in working with him 
to address issues of common concern to both 
countries. 

Ultimately, the group agreed that El 
Salvador’s greatest challenges transcend politi-
cal party and will require that ideology be 
adjusted to the real situation in the country.  
The country’s future prosperity and the well-
being of its people will be most possible through 
strong cooperation and partnership between the 
United States and El Salvador.

GUATEmALA

The delegation’s meetings in Guatemala focused 
on the potential for the country to address the 
interrelated problems of inadequate security 
(particularly the growing threat of organized 
crime), a declining economy, social inequality, and 
the migration of a large portion of its population 
to the United States – problems that have rein-
forced each other and left the country particularly 
vulnerable.  The delegation also examined recent 
developments that have exacerbated the hard-
ships that the Guatemalan population endures: the 
global economic crisis and the movement of drug 
traffickers from Mexico across the border.

The first meeting in Guatemala was at the 
U.S. Embassy, where members of the del-
egation received a comprehensive briefing 
from Ambassador Stephen G. McFarland and 
embassy officials.  The briefing focused on eco-
nomic, security, and political developments in 
Guatemala, including Guatemala’s relationship 
with the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank, and the challenges it faces in estab-

The group discussed several priorities for the 
country, including combating transnational gangs, 
improving public safety, strengthening the agricul-
tural sector, and restructuring public debt.  These 
goals, if achieved, would attract further investment, 
allow for economic growth, and, perhaps most 
importantly, minimize the desire of large numbers 
of Salvadorans to immigrate to the United States.  
All parties agreed to the complexity of factors 
contributing to immigration and the substantial 
problems this trend causes in El Salvador, especially 
through the separation of families and a growing 
dependency on remittances.

President-elect Funes emphasized his desire to 
lead the country through a moderate and prag-

 

el Salvador’s greatest challenges 

transcend political party and will require that 

ideology be adjusted to the real situation 

in the country.
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CUATRO pINOS IS ONE OF THE LARGEST AGRICULTURE COOpERATIvES IN CENTRAL AmERICA.

necessities such as education, housing, and food, 
which the government is unable to provide.  As 
exports and tourism fall, unemployment rises.  
Still, the main challenge of the country is the high 
impunity rate and the lack of consequences for 
criminal behavior.  Zelaya explained that, while 
the monetary support from the U.S. government 
and the international community since the sign-
ing of the peace accords has been very help-
ful, the country still needs significant technical 
support and training to build a law enforcement 
and judicial system that can provide security for 
Guatemala’s population and establish a climate for 
economic growth and development.

José Andrés Botrán Briz, President of Edifica 
S.A. (a real estate development company) and 
member of the Central American Leadership 
Initiative, provided the perspective of a business 
leader and social activist to the economic discus-
sion.  He discussed the gains from CAFTA-DR, 
citing as an example the agricultural cooperative 
Cuatro Pinos, and suggested that the U.S. and 

lishing a rule of law, combating drug trafficking, 
and improving the quality of life of its people.  
The briefing highlighted the country’s pressing 
need to improve its investigative capacity, trans-
form subsistence farming into opportunities in 
the market economy, and mitigate the impacts of 
the global economic crisis.

Economic Development and Agricultural 
Capacity

The delegation was briefed on economic and 
social developments by several independent 
experts.  Raquel Zelaya, Executive Director of the 
Asociación de Investigación y Estudios Sociales 
(ASIES), focused on the current global economic 
crisis that has caused significant decreases in 
remittances from the United States, exports, and 
tourism.  Remittances are critical, as they are one 
of the primary sources of income in Guatemala. 
Studies show that they are allocated mainly to 
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company that is the largest coffee grower in the 
Antigua region.  Robbie Dalton, the owner, 
pointed out that coffee requires specific grow-
ing conditions and, as such, will not be able 
to benefit the entire population or transform 
agriculture for the country as a whole.  Still, 
Guatemalan coffee production represents an 
important economic sector; it accounts for $675 
million of the country’s income.  About 50,000 
pounds of coffee are produced in the region 
of Antigua alone.  The impressive growth of 
the Guatemalan coffee industry over the past 
several years cannot, however, be attributed to 
CAFTA-DR, because the agreement did not 
reduce U.S. tariffs on imported coffee or other-
wise provide new opportunities for access to the 
U.S. market.  Dalton suggested that the increase 
in Guatemalan coffee exports is driven by the 
strength of global demand and will likely con-
tinue into the future.

Security and the Work of International 
Organizations

The delegation held several meetings and brief-
ings focused on the problems of impunity in 
Guatemala – a country where the conviction 
rate is estimated at just 2 percent.  The delegation 
examined the work that international organiza-
tions and civil society are undertaking to address 
this issue.  

One of these meetings was with represen-
tatives of the UN International Commission 

Guatemalan governments should focus on proj-
ects and programs that expand economic oppor-
tunities.  Yet, Botrán also emphasized that it will 
be impossible to achieve significant development 
gains in Guatemala as long as 50 percent of the 
children under age five suffer from malnutrition.  
Further, he described the importance of public 
security; although migrating to the United States 
is very dangerous, many Guatemalans feel that 
they are less safe in their own country and are 
thus compelled to make the trip.

The delegation then had the opportunity to 
visit two economic facilities that have benefitted 
greatly from trade with the United States.  Cuatro 
Pinos is an agricultural cooperative that was started 
30 years ago as a social economic project and now 
serves about 6,000 farmers, most of whom own 
small or medium-sized plots.  The cooperative 
focuses on making the agricultural products of its 
members exportable to an international market; 
80 percent of these exports end up in the United 
States.  The director of the cooperative explained 
that the farmers involved make 30-40 percent 
more than they would if their products were sold 
in the local market.  In addition, the coopera-
tive provides its members with access to medical, 
dental, and educational services that would be 
otherwise unavailable or too expensive to obtain.  
The delegation was briefed on the procedures 
the cooperative uses to train its member farmers 
in food safety and toured the cooperatives own 
on-site labs that constantly measure and assure 
the quality of its products.  In order to sell their 
goods globally, the cooperative’s processing facili-
ties and farms must meet high international safety 
standards.  Cuatro Pinos is an impressive model 
of the positive impact that access to U.S. markets 
and strong U.S. training and support can have 
on the lives of even the poorest members of the 
population.

The Filadelfia coffee plantation is another 
example of a Guatemalan agricultural enterprise 
that mostly sells its product in the export mar-
ket.  Filadelfia is a family-owned and managed 

Cuatro Pinos focuses  
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market; 80 percent of these exports end 
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The delegation also was briefed by Carmen 
Rosa de León, an Advisor to Interpeace, regard-
ing the organization’s efforts to build an increased 
capacity for civilian security, develop a more open 
and democratic government, and achieve higher 
effectiveness in criminal investigations.  Interpeace 
is an international organization that has been 
working since 1994 to manage post-conflict situa-
tions in Latin America, Africa, Asia, and the Middle 
East.  In each region, it seeks to bridge the efforts 
of local political parties, academics, and other 
organizations.

Guatemala’s Future and Its Partnership 
with the United States

The delegation had the opportunity to meet 
with Guatemalan Vice President José Rafael 
Espada to discuss the priorities in the country 
and its relationship with the United States.  All 
agreed that one issue of utmost importance is 
transparency in the government and the cre-
ation of a strong institutional base.  They also 

Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG).  Ana 
Isabel Garita, the Chief of Staff of CICIG, and 
Aníbal Gutiérrez, a political advisor at CICIG, 
explained the low investigative and judicial 
capacity of the country and the Commission’s 
mandate to improve the situation.  Under a 
2-year agreement between the government of 
Guatemala and the UN Secretary General, the 
Commission acts as a third party in criminal 
and administrative cases and also works for legal 
reforms and sustainable policies within the state 
for improving its judicial capacity.  Specifically, 
the Commission focuses its efforts on those cases 
that involve organized crime and acts as an inde-
pendent, complementary prosecutor after the 
Prosecutor General has presented a case.  Garita 
described past successes in the country, aided 
by the work of the Commission, including the 
passage of a package of legal reforms to increase 
the penalty for arms trafficking.  Finally, she 
explained the importance of empowering police 
officers and justice officials, giving them better 
protection, autonomy, and insurance, so that they 
will have the necessary support to be effective.

GUATEmALAN vICE pRESIDENT ESpADA DISCUSSED THE U.S.-GUATEmALA RELATIONSHIp WITH 
THE DELEGATION AND U.S. AmbASSADOR STEpHEN mCFARLAND.
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and the potential for cooperation in minimizing 
immigration pressures.

The Members of Congress agreed that the 
security crisis in Guatemala, combined with 
the devastating effect of the global economic 
recession, seriously hinders development.  While 
Cuatro Pinos has been extremely successful, in 
part because of support from USAID programs, 
the potential for broadening that success hinges 
on the creation of an adequate judicial system 
and the enforcement of contracts.  Members 
of the delegation stressed that security prob-
lems and economic inequalities, especially in 
rural and indigenous areas, make Guatemala 
particularly vulnerable to transnational gangs.  
As anti-drug policies pursued by the Mexican 
government of President Felipe Calderón push 
drug traffickers out of Mexico, the situation in 
Guatemala will only get worse.  Although it is 
clear that the Mérida Initiative provides needed 
and important support to Mexico, the mem-
bers of the delegation concluded that, in order 
to effectively address the threats and growth of 
transnational gangs in Guatemala, additional 
funds from the Mérida Initiative and other 
sources must be directed to Guatemala and the 
other Central American countries facing similar 
difficulties.

El Salvador is entrenched in some of the same 
problems.  As in Guatemala, impunity pervades 
the entire legal system.  The members of the 
delegation stressed that, for businesses to be able 
to prosper, the country will need to develop 
stronger long-term security.  To achieve this goal, 
U.S. assistance and involvement in training police 
officers, prosecutors, judges, and officials will be 
crucial.  Optimistically, President Funes’ inter-
est in finding a middle ground domestically and 
his sincerity in working with the U.S. govern-
ment demonstrate the possibility of progress and 
growth in El Salvador.

The delegation concluded that fostering a 
strong relationship between the United States 

discussed Guatemala’s economy and the high 
potential of the agricultural sector to improve 
the economic well-being of the majority of 
the population, especially with improved infra-
structure and the use of new technologies.  In 
responding to the economic crisis, education, 
healthcare, and financial assistance, especially 
for women, will also be very important.  Espada 
and the members of the delegation emphasized 
the historical friendship of Guatemala and the 
United States and the openness of the two gov-
ernments in working together.

CONClUSIONS

The delegation traveled to El Salvador and 
Guatemala from April 13-18, 2009 to examine 
the complex challenges facing the two countries 
and much of Central America – a public security 
crisis, high economic inequality, undeveloped and 
ineffective judicial systems, and the pressures of 
transnational gangs and drug trafficking.  The abil-
ity of these countries to meet these challenges will 
determine the future of their populations and will 
also be of increasing importance for the United 
States.  The direction of the Funes government 
in El Salvador and the economic and security 
situation in both countries will directly affect the 
consolidation of democratic governance, the devel-
opment of strong political and trade relationships, 
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4 The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation 
has provided a two-year grant to the Woodrow 
Wilson International Center for Scholars to fund 
the establishment of Wilson Center on the Hill 
program.  It does not specify the destinations or 
agendas for the congressional study trips.  

5 Recently, Guatemala has been thrown into a 
deep political and institutional crisis.  A promi-
nent lawyer, Rodrigo Rosenberg, was murdered 
and a videotape that he had made shortly before 
his death was released.  In the video, he accused 
Guatemalan President Álvaro Colom and his 
wife of murder and corruption.  The video has 
prompted calls for Colom’s resignation as well as 
popular demonstrations in his support.  The cur-
rent scandal has brought into sharp relief broader 
issues of corruption, impunity, and public insecu-
rity in the country.

6 Estimate of the Embassy of Guatemala to the 
United States of Guatemalans currently living 
in the U.S., including documented and undocu-
mented individuals

and both El Salvador and Guatemala should 
be an important focus of both the Obama 
Administration and the U.S. Congress.  Issues of 
security, development, trade, and immigration 
bind the United States tightly with its Central 
American neighbors.  Such interdependence 
requires cooperative approaches to protect com-
mon interests.

NOTES

1 Dr. Cynthia J. Arnson, Director, and José Raúl 
Perales, Senior Program Associate. 

2 David M. Klaus, Consulting Director, and 
Elizabeth Byers, Program Assistant.  

 
3 Jacqueline Nader, Program Assistant, accompa-

nied the delegation and was primarily responsibil-
ity for the preparation of this report.  Yoon-hee 
Rho and Andrew McNamara, interns with the 
STAGE program, provided research support.  
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