Anti-Terrorism Law Fails to Silence Salvadoran Social Movement 

On July 2, 2007, peaceful protesters in Suchitoto learned who would be the real targets of the “Special Law Against Acts of Terrorism” that was pushed through the National Assembly in September of 2006. Despite the name, this new law does not explicitly define terrorism, but only states that its objective is to prevent, investigate, and punish crimes committed with “the intention of provoking states of alarm, fear or terror in the population, putting in immediate danger people’s life or physical or mental integrity, material goods of significant value or importance, the democratic system or security of the State or international peace.”  

On July 2, President Antonio Saca planned to announce his government’s “National Policy of Water Decentralization” in the town of Suchitoto. Community organizers, including members of SETA (the national water workers’ union) and rural development organization CRIPDES, view this policy as a preliminary step towards the privatization of water. They met President Saca’s arrival with a peaceful protest demanding that the government uphold its Constitutional responsibility to assure the human right to water. President Saca was forced to return to the capital by helicopter and announce the policy via press conference after protesters blocked his caravan from entering Suchitoto. 

The government responded to the protest by sending in the riot police (UMO) and the specialized forces of the National Civilian Police (PNC) in mass. They opened fire on demonstrators with rubber bullets, tear gas, and pepper spray, in the largest joint police- military operation against social movement protest since the signing of the Peace Accords in 1992. They violently detained 14 community leaders on charges of “terrorism” and injured an estimated 75 others. 

Five days later, on July 7, Judge Ana Lucila Fuentes de Paz of the Special Tribunal of San Salvador, granted the government prosecutor’s request to send 13 of the 14 people charged with terrorism to 90 days of “preventative imprisonment.”  The prisoners were not indicted at this time under any specific section of the Anti-Terrorism law, but were held under charges of terrorism in general. The fourteenth prisoner, Facundo Dolores García, was released on July 13 due to lack of evidence.

The Salvadoran social movement and the FMLN immediately denounced the arrests as politically motivated, demanded the release of the political prisoners, and organized public demonstrations against government repression and its new tool: the overly broad Anti-Terrorism law. Edgar Mejia, whose wife Beatriz Nuila was detained, described the events as “evidence that once more in this country we are traveling down a dangerous road of repression and human rights violations.” 

Salvadoran Human Rights Ombudsman Oscar Luna called for revisions to the law and stated that the application of the Anti-Terrorism law in the Suchitoto case did “not seem to me to be the most adequate given the actions.”  In response to these statements and international pressure, President Saca announced his supposed openness to a revision of the Anti-Terrorism law, saying, “I think that…the law can be improved to more clearly define terrorism.” However, this lack of clarity and commitment is what allowed the government to hold the protestors as “terrorists” without charging them with specific legal violations, and sent a message to would-be protestors about the consequences of voicing dissent in El Salvador.

On July 19, four more prisoners were released, but their charges still held. The social movement occupied the central plaza of San Salvador and the Salvador del Mundo monument 24 hours a day until July 27, when the judge reversed her previous ruling and the 9 remaining prisoners were freed. The charges of terrorism still stand, however, and the prisoners will face trial on October 7.

Chapter III of the Anti-Terrorism law used to prosecute this case criminalizes “acts of terrorism against the lives, physical integrity or liberty of public officials and internationally protected persons.” The 13 defendants were cited with throwing rocks and blocking the street, which fall under a provision criminalizing actions seen as “destroying or damaging” the belongings of government officials and is punishable by 10-15 years in prison (Article 5). As José Miguel Vivanco, Americas Director of Human Rights Watch, states: “blocking roads and throwing rocks may well be crimes, but they’re not acts of terrorism.” 

Saca has been vague when commenting publicly on the Suchitoto case, but he has noted the importance of distinguishing between “public disorder” and acts of terrorism. However, Security Minister Rene Figueroa was candid with the media, saying that “our interest is that those who are rebellious be punished; they must be punished, either with the Anti-terrorism law or the Penal Code.” Attorney General Garrid Safie maintains that the terrorism charges apply.

Human Rights Ombudsman Oscar Luna has demanded an investigation of police brutality, particularly in the case of prisoner Gertrudis Valladares Aquino, who was beaten mercilessly by the UMO and spent 7 days in the hospital as a result. The FMLN leadership applauded Luna’s efforts, and went even further to demand an investigation of the entire process. Chief among the FMLN’s grievances are the torture tactics employed by the police as they transported several prisoners to the local jail via helicopter. As they flew over Lake Suchitlan, prisoners claim they were told the helicopter was going to drop them—a common practice during the Salvadoran armed conflict. 

FMLN deputy Walter Duran asserted that “the President is showing that we are entering a time of civil dictatorship, announcing that his government will continue to respond to the increasing protest with more repression.”  This repression and disregard for human rights by the government and its increasingly militarized police forces are a dangerous indication of the lengths to which the government will go to push its neo-liberal agenda. The Anti-Terrorism law and the way in which it is being enforced are blatant attacks against the social movement and the voice of the Salvadoran people. 
And the Struggle Continues! The 12th CISPES Convention

By Susana Solis, Bay Area CISPES

For the twelfth time, CISPES carried out its National Convention, this time on the right side of the belly of the beast, which is to say the east coast, in Boston, Massachusetts.  Forty-five valiant people came together from July 27-29, people who fight for real democracy and social justice, representing 9 different CISPES committees in the U.S. and El Salvador.  For two days, CISPES held deep and intense discussions about different proposals in order to decide the strategy and program priorities of CISPES for the next 2 years.

The Convention started on the evening of July 27, with a public event that attracted around 100 participants and included long-time members of different CISPES committees and Salvadoran social organizations, whose participation is an inspiration for those of us younger folks who have incorporated into the struggle in recent years. Our evening event involved guess speakers Vijay Prashad and legendary Salvadoran legislator Lorena Peña from the FMLN sharing their experiences and analysis on the situation of El Salvador and Latin America. Prashad and Peña made concrete the important advance of the popular struggle in the Global South, leaving us with a great feeling of hope, given that it looks like the next country to join the leftist tide in Latin America may be El Salvador!  

However, before reaching this goal, there are challenges a head of us, especially during these next 2 years. CISPES pledged to be presente! through our accompaniment to the Salvadoran people and the strategy and program decided at the Convention.

July 28 and 29 were intense days for the representatives of CISPES committees, who had the fortune to take in the great input of the FMLN legislator Lorena Peña as well as that of Adalberto Cortez, leader and union organizer from the SETA Water Workers’ Union. These long-time Salvadoran organizers enriched our discussions by giving us a broader analysis on the current situation in El Salvador, the challenges the social movements and the FMLN are confronting, and the projections of possible political and social challenges they will confront in the next 2 years.  The right-wing is aware that their repressive politics and their devastating economic policies are failing, and the Salvadoran people are refusing to accept another period of ARENA’s government. Thus, the Salvadoran right-wing, supported by the US government, is desperate, repressing the social movement, criminalizing organized people, and preparing vast electoral fraud to prevent the left from taking power in 2009.

CISPES decided that our strategy will focus on supporting the social movement in El Salvador and the rest of Latin America. We will confront US intervention through the defense of people’s right to organize, denouncing government repression, and supporting a left victory in the Salvadoran elections of 2009 through preventing US intervention and accompanying the elections of 2009. In particular, these strategies will be developed through a vast program that will include a campaign for the Defense of the Real Democracy in El Salvador, accompaniment of the Salvadoran people and the FMLN during the 2009 electoral process, and continued focus on the political development and leadership within CISPES committees. 

Finally, CISPES couldn’t leave aside one of the most vital aspects of our work: organizational development. We decided to expand CISPES by prioritizing the creation of new committees and outreaching to existing solidarity groups to join campaigns and programs, while also working to strengthen the fundraising capacity of each local committee. We also decided to make intentional our efforts to incorporate more Salvadorans into our organization, developing their leadership as well as that of other Latinos in CISPES at the local and national level. 
This may seem like a heavy, ambitious load, but we know that the decisions we have taken are necessary in order to reach our principal objective: to see that the people of El Salvador are living in a country that has justice, dignity, real democracy, and sovereignty.   This is the only way that peace will be achieved, so that the goals of many people who have given, and continue to give, their lives will be reached.  As a Salvadoran living outside of my country, there is no other choice but to struggle from here – from within the belly of this beast – and with the best tool, CISPES, so that substantial changes take place in El Salvador and so that this beast stops terrorizing my people and the people of the world.

QUE VIVA EL SALVADOR! QUE VIVA CISPES! QUE VIVA EL FMLN!






U.S. Social Forum: a United Front for Social Change

By Yohei Kura, Elizabeth Velasquez, and Jacoby Ballard

From June 27th through July 1st, 7 CISPES delegates gathered at the U.S. Social Forum (USSF) in Atlanta, Georgia.  Over ten thousand community activists and organizers, trade unionists, environmentalists, teachers, children and their parents came together to share their organizing experiences and learn about those of others. The USSF was more than a massive gathering for activist circles, for different organizations brought their agendas to the forum to share, and to strategize around unifying and propelling the movement forward, both nationally and globally.

Helicopters circulated overhead on the first day as USSF participants opened the Forum by marching together on the streets of downtown Atlanta in the hot midday sun and swelter.  Under the banner of “If Another World is Possible, Another U.S. is Necessary,” the march was predominantly led by youth and women of color, and artistically and energetically filled with signs, banners, puppets, bands, and lively chants. In this flow of energy, as CISPES, we carried the banner made during the 2007 CISPES May Day delegation to El Salvador, moving back and forth, maintaining momentum with others, raising our voice, “Si se puede!”  

Throughout the 3 days of workshops and plenaries, CISPES organizers were able to see different organizing methods and educate around the issues of CAFTA, privatization, immigration, the rise of the Latin America left governments, and class consciousness. We also learned how to use tools such as popular education, alternative funding sources, and anti-racism to do outreach to youth, people of color, and women, as well as address intergenerational gaps sometimes present in our social movements.  

CISPES director Burke Stansbury helped lead a workshop titled “Resistance to Free Trade Continues: Lessons from the Struggle against DR-CAFTA” which included presentations by partners from El Salvador and Costa Rica. Out of that workshop came a resolution, signed by CISPES and other organizations and presented at the final “People’s Assembly”. The resolution declared our intention to continue the struggle against CAFTA throughout Central America, especially at this moment by supporting the Costa Rican people’s fight to defeat CAFTA through a popular referendum.  

Popular education workshops drew great interest from CISPES delegates: Stefanie from Seattle CISPES participated in a workshop that presented the integral themes on trades/immigration/IMF, drawing the root causes of immigration under IMF policies, demonstrating the complexities on how these issues interact with each other, leaving us with the challenge on how to make this information more digestible to a broader audience. 

Based on the vast amount of workshops focused on the impacts of neoliberal policies in Central and South America, we concluded that the U.S. public remains interested and passionate about the privatization of national resources and services and the expansion of free trade agreements. National staffer Jacoby Ballard observed from the workshops that he attended that  “the issue is still inspiring people to organize.”  As struggles continue in the Global South, and as the Latin American left continues to gain power, the momentum building against U.S. imperialism represents an unprecedented moment of political progress today.  We need to continue our campaign concerning the political and economic impacts of CAFTA in El Salvador and support the Salvadoran struggle in relation to the Latin American left.

CISPES delegates enjoyed attending a series of study sessions, sharing our situations and campaigns with other groups. We also were delighted to think about how we can apply and implement what we learned at the USSF for our future at national and local committees levels.  It is obvious that poverty is everywhere from East to West, from South to North, getting worse. Worse. And Worse. We also witnessed how vibrant, passionate, and broad yet focused the social movement in the United States is, and all 7 of us brought back to our committees and offices great inspiration and gratitude for having been at the first ever United States Social Forum. Adelante!   

Meet Our New Program Director, Elizabeth Velasquez!

My name is Elizabeth Velasquez and I am excited to assume the position of CISPES program director.  I am Salvadoran but have been living in the U.S. for over five years, working with Olympia CISPES for much of that time. Both growing up during the Salvadoran civil war in the 1980s and being involved with the solidarity movement in the United States more recently has given me both a first hand experience of the people’s struggles for social justice and change in El Salvador, as well as the opportunity to get to know incredible companer@s committed to that struggle in the U.S. CISPES has introduced me to an amazing, solid, and radical solidarity movement I had not imagined finding.  

As a child growing up in time of war, I witnessed first-hand repression and injustice. I still remember the numerous times I worried that my parents would not make it home from the National University, a checkpoint, or because they had been targeted as Nicaraguans. Even though I was just a child, it was obvious that the levels of repression and injustice we lived in could not continue; El Salvador needed a change. 

With the signing of the Peace Agreements in 1992, the armed conflict came to an end. This gave birth to a new Salvadoran social and political context, opening up new spaces to continue the effort to build the just and democratic alternative society Salvadorans struggled for during the war.  Out of a guerrilla movement the FMLN transitioned to become a political party, and other new institutions were created to facilitate the construction of the society we dreamt about. 

As El Salvador was reshaped, I had the urge to look deeper into the Salvadoran history of                                  struggle. My own years of inquiry about Salvadoran history taught me about the recent years of  repression and injustice faced by peasants, workers, students, and teachers from the 1930’s through the1980’s, events that led the social movement to rise up in arms.  This learning led to several discussions with my classmates at the National University and others about the role of the social movement and the FMLN in building this alternative society. These conversations gave me the opportunity to learn more about the Salvadoran history of struggle and gave me a post-war understanding of the social context. This period consolidated my belief that we needed to support a social movement that strives for the construction of an alternative, socialist, anti-neoliberal society. 

In the late 1990’s, I met people from the international community for the first time. People from different countries had come to El Salvador as international observers. They expressed how they converged their beliefs and practice of social change through solidarity work with El Salvador. For the first time, I was introduced to a hopeful, energetic, international community who not only understand the concept of international solidarity – they actually practiced it! Yet I still was not warmhearted about gring@s. The whole idea of separating people from the US from their government’s policies still didn’t totally make sense in my head since I had grown up under repression and had learned about how U.S. military aid helped to nearly destroy my country. But destiny played its cards and I ended up living in the U.S., putting to test these challenging beliefs. Of course my mind did change and I began to get more involved with CISPES.

Now, as I write  I can not stop smiling, thinking about how exited, overwhelmed, and surprised I continue to be about CISPES and community members who are deeply engrained in activism, organizing work, and who have a commitment to social change, as well as solidarity work with the people of El Salvador. I am glad to be part of this vibrant and solid Left community in the U.S., and there is no other place that I would rather organize with than CISPES.  

In the next coming two years, CISPES has a great role to play in the history of El Salvador. The 2009 Salvadoran municipal, legislative, and presidential electoral processes are giving the international solidarity movement the opportunity to organize people in the United State to support and contribute to the shift to the left in Latin America. As the social and economic crisis continues to deepen in El Salvador, and as the social movement grows stronger and pressures the ARENA government to stop the implementation of CAFTA, the FMLN has a great opportunity to win power in El Salvador.  Now, as CISPES we are presented with the beautiful challenge to defend the democratic electoral process as well as to protect the victories and the upcoming struggles of the people of El Salvador. 

¡En solidaridad, venceremos!

We Are Not Terrorists! Organizing IS Democracy!

CISPES West Coast Touree: Josefina Lazo

Joining CISPES for the West Coast Tour “We Are Not Terrorists! Organizing is Democracy!” is Josefina Lazo, a member of the national leadership of the vendors’ movement. While fellow leaders were victims of political persecution in May, Josefina assumed a strong leadership role and carried the denouncement of state repression to the broader social movement, the FMLN and the governmental Human Rights office.  She has participated in the series of negotiations facilitated by the Human Rights office with the Ministry of Economy to seek true solutions or alternatives for the ever growing informal sector. 

Please join Josefina and CISPES in events and rallies from Los Angeles to Seattle and at the School of the Americas protest in Fort Benning Georgia, from October 28- November 18! Go to www.cispes.org! 

CISPES East Coast Touree: Marielos Pleitez
Marielos Pleitez is a healthcare worker and national leader in the public hospital workers’ union SIGEESAL. Marielos has played an active role in the leadership of the union and in the national Salvadoran Union Front (FSS), leading workshops, forums, and outreach to non union members.  SIGEESAL and the FSS are leading the national fight against the government’s plans to privatize the public healthcare system.  

Come hear first-hand about the social movement from Marielos! Attend CISPES tour events From October 16-31 Washington D.C., New York, Pittsburgh, Minneapolis, and Boston- see www.cispes.org for details! 
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Pledge of Protest
If the U.S. backs Draconian laws, increases military funding to El Salvador, intervenes in the Salvadoran elections, continues to fund and staff the International Law Enforcement Academy, attacks immigrant communities with raids and deportations within the U.S., or otherwise significantly escalate its intervention in Central America, I pledge to join with others to engage in acts of nonviolent civil disobedience as conscience leads me...  I pledge to engage in nonviolent action in order to prevent or halt the death and destruction that such U.S. political, economic, and military policies causes the people of Central America.

Further, knowing that the Saca administration of El Salvador has the unconditional support from the U.S. government, I also pledge to act when the Saca administration backs death-squad activities, passes or applies repressive laws that criminalize the Salvadoran social movement, sends more troops to Iraq, takes steps to privatize public goods such as water and healthcare in the name of profit, undermines the elections process, or attacks a popular protest. 
I make connections between local issues and the international. Military escalation in Colombia and Mexico is not unlike police brutality against communities of color in the United States. Social justice organizers face terrorism charges in the U.S., El Salvador, and other places. The displacement caused by gentrification is not unlike forced emigration due to harsh economic realities created by ‘free trade’. 
In solidarity with the social movement of El Salvador, the greater left-ward momentum in Latin America and social justice everywhere, I will participate in a local affinity group, CISPES committee, or other organization addressing U.S. intervention and imperialism.  

By pledging, I place myself on "active alert," poised to hold peaceful vigils, protests, actions, respond to Action Alerts, and to call U.S. government officials as repression and intervention occurs. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I pledge to (please check what you will commit to):

Call on the Bush administration and Congress (lobbying, letter writing, phone calling) 

Engage in peaceful witness and action (vigils, marches, demonstrations, etc.) 

Actively organize with CISPES in my area 

Name____________________________________________________Email______________________
Address___________________________________________________Phone number____________

City/State/Zip__________________________________________________________
Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador * w w w.cispes.org * 212-465-8115

