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January 28, 2005

Intro:

Methodology: Krista and Manuel worked with referentes in El Salvador to develop analysis.

Met with: Milton (coordinator of FMLN), Zoila and Blandino (FMLN deputies)

From Social Movement: Guadalupe (BPS), Carmelina and Berrios (SUTTEL), Sandra (MAM), Leti Mendez (FMLN women’s secretariat).

Information also came from various documents, one on the economy from Salvador Arias.

We’re looking for a new way to understand what’s going on in El Salvador  - the analysis about the last 13 years being a time to construct democracy is changing: what they (esp. the FMLN) are saying is that the elite has converted the country into a “civil dictatorship”. The Right is using extreme methods to get what they want, including passing CAFTA.  

Economic Situation:

Economically, El Salvador is in a crisis.  People feel it – cost of living has gone way up, 6-7% increase in the basic food basket, while salaries have not gone up at all.  Canasta basica (rice, beans, milk, etc.) – minimum that people need to be able to survive - is $136 a month (urban) and $106 a month (rural).  Minimum wage is $144 a month, so even with formal employment you barely survive.  Extended Basket (includes foods, simple housing, transportation, education, water health care.) – is about $625 a month.  Therefore, it’s impossible to live well on standard salary

El Salvador’s estimated economic growth is 1.3-1.8% (government numbers) - lowest in Central America, 2nd lowest in Latin America (with Haiti)!  Despite image of El Salvador as successful economy, it’s not doing well.  Rate of unemployment is 60-70%, lots of jobs will be lost to China and the end of the Multi-fiber agreement (30-60,000 jobs just in the maquila sector, more with CAFTA.)

So how do people survive in El Salvador?  Immigration.  2004 was a record year for remittances in El Salvador, usually poor workers sending money back to keep families alive.  Total was $2.5 billion!  16.2% of the GDP, which is 21% increase since 2003.  Average of 900,000 wires every month to El Salvador at an average of $216 a month.  Working class Salvadorans in the US are maintaining the economy and the especially the banking sector. 

ARENA proposed a fiscal reform last year but it didn’t really address the problem.  Also, there has been a high level of stealing state funds – amount of money stolen over last 15 years would cover the current federal debt.  Nobody with power wants to do away with the corrupt system since they want to get their share of the pie.  Debt level is at 48% of GDP, far beyond IMF recommendations.

Approved budget on January 27 in El Salvador, and had to get big loans to finance budget – much of it goes to payoff previous loans or just interest on those loans.  Very little goes to social investment.  Possibility in El Salvador for a crisis like that of Argentina in 2001, where there wasn’t money anymore and therefore the financial system was frozen. 

The FMLN has presented concrete proposals to the government, in writing, to confront this situation.  Some of the main components are:  

1) enact a real fiscal reform

2) renegotiate the debt (has been done in other countries) – would result in more money for the state which could be invested in social services 

3) recirculation of the Colon – true bi-monetarism

4) real austerity, eliminating discretionary funds (“partida secreta”) and multi-million dollar propaganda campaign 

The social situation in El Salvador:

Crime is a reality.  Homicide rate has risen 27% according to the Prensa Grafica.  Right-wing media like the Prensa does report on some social problems, but never explains the real causes of the problems, and the government likes to blame gangs.  Still, 80% of Salvadorans identified economic problems as greatest worry, while only 20% list crime.  The number of women killed is up, which is often unrelated to gangs.  Rosa Chavez, auxiliary bishop of San Salvador, has denounced existence of new death squads in El Salvador. 

Housing costs went up, related to dollarization of country.  Healthcare is a concern: in last 3 weeks, children have been dying in hospitals from diarrhea; in general, price of healthcare will increase in next year—the so-called “voluntary costs.”  Instead of addressing problem, government responds by arresting traditional healers that families turn to when they can’t afford doctors.  

Another problem is sales tax on medicine, which the FMLN is trying to eliminate. And there is still the likelihood of privatizing social security.  The ISSS administration continues to contract out private specialists instead of hiring public staff, which increases prices.  Finally, rates of HIV/AIDS increasing—lack of access to education and information about disease and about sex. 

More and more people emigrating to U.S.: 600-700 per day leaving the country.  44% of families have woman heads of households.  These women often have jobs at maquilas and make minimum wage.

The Political Situation:

The Right is trying to consolidate its power and impose a civil dictatorship.  The economic and social situations are grave.  Because of this, the Right has to impose a dictatorship style with the face of a democracy in order to keep this going.  ARENA is doing everything right now to prep for March 2006 municipal elections.  It’s illegal to be campaigning this early, yet ARENA has announced that it will win back FMLN municipalities.

Strategy of ARENA is: 1) treat opposition – social movement and the FMLN – like an enemy or terrorist. Identify them and divide or corrupt them.  2) Millions of dollars of propaganda: commercials, paid ads, billboards, etc.  The President appears in almost all ads, media embraces him.  3) Right has support of U.S. Right.  El Salvador keeps troops in Iraq as a way to keep support from U.S.

How are they implementing these strategies?  

At end of 2004 one of the biggest confrontations between FMLN and ARENA is was over the budget — FMLN has enough votes in assembly to stop budget from passing, and they sent a proposal to Saca that laid out conditions for passing budget.  Saca refused to meet with FMLN and instead launched a strategic media propaganda campaign.  Meanwhile, ARENA went to deputies in the assembly and tried to buy votes for $2.5 million.  All refused at first, but then they went to the FMLN substitutes and succeeded in buying one FMLN vote and one substitute vote, allowing the budget to pass.  It was a moral and political defeat for the FMLN.  

How did this happen?  Two individuals that weren’t strong gave in to greed and individualistic tricks.  Aside from the $2.5 million dollars, there is speculation that they were guaranteed exile with their families to the US and jobs once they got there.  The media also tried to play up the split and portray it as part of a bigger fissure within the FMLN, though party leadership on both sides – “orthodoxes” and “reformists” – stood together in condemning the votes in favor the budget.

Meanwhile, there are divisions within the Right.  The neoliberal model is failing for certain groups within the elite, such as in the coffee growing sector, which is falling apart.  Another division is around the search for candidates for 2006 (already about 10 areneros vying to be candidate for San Salvador.)  Ultimately, this propaganda has a limit; they haven’t reached it yet, but the empty promises wont’ last.

Three other small parties in El Salvador should have disappeared at last election because they didn’t get 3% of the vote.  CDU disappeared in July and reformed as the CD (Democratic Change party.)  Other 2 parties disputed the decision and have been in court for past 6 months.  This benefits ARENA; these parties voted for fiscal reform in October, and in December they voted in favor of CAFTA.  Then the next day, the court voted in favor of the parties, to allow them to continue with institutional status, despite unconstitutionality.  ARENA has the resources to buy these parties off, and the Right also wants to keep them alive because they believe that in 2006 these parties will detract votes form the left.

Situation and strategy of the FMLN:
Major things have come up against. 1) March elections, saw what the Right will do to maintain power 2) internal processes.  They are increasingly recognizing ARENA as dictator, while the November internal elections reaffirm the FMLN as a revolutionary, socialist party.  The “orthodox” current has consolidated its leadership and will continue to be a strong opposition.  ARENA has gone to extremes to try to stop them.

Need to mobilize.  FMLN is well organized and have committed activists around country.  They can mobilize and this was seen in the Presidential campaign as people went door to door.  Last Saturday, the FMLN began a new, major information campaign (called “Mision Verdad”) around the debt crisis, the budget, etc in order to counter Saca’s lies (check out www.fmln.org.sv).  FMLN activists have talking point cards and are going house-to-house in a return to “guerilla tactics” and a way to start re-strengthening their grassroots base. FMLN is also looking to use this base as a way to support social movement nationally.  The point of the campaign is to mobilize people, get them to take on these proposals as their own.

Finally, want to use the power they have in the legislative assembly to make reforms, including: 

· fiscal—those who earn more, pay more taxes.  Invest more in social spending.  Reverse and stop privatization.  

· Healthcare—remove taxes on medicine, creating an overarching healthcare system, looking to get generic medicines more available.  

· Judicial—laws to create protection for victims of violence.  

· Gender—divorce and separation laws so that whoever keeps kids, keeps house.

In Summary: Big challenges coming up, but have launched a political offensive and have come out of internal struggles strong and ready to fight.  

The State of the Social Movement

The attack against the Left is not only against the FMLN but also against the social movement.  The problem is the same that the FMLN faces: effective propaganda.  ARENA wants to divide social movement especially unions like the STISSS healthcare union.  The latest phase of this attack has been major repression:  Riot cops out at protests, torture in the case of Gilberto Soto, and the publication of a list of alleged subversives or “extremists”.  A few weeks ago one of those who appeared on the “terrorist list” was taken off a public bus and beaten.

Other challenges:  

Dispersion and lack of coordination within the movement.  BPS explains this division as something that has gone on since the Peace Accords.  Movement coalitions are often not willing to coordinate.  This is related to the problem of “NGO-ism”:  organizations competing for funds, each with their own agenda, to a point that sometimes funding is more a priority than political objectives.  Makes organizations see potential allies as competitors for funding.  Such has happened within the three main organizations that do anti-CAFTA work:  BPS, MPR-12 and Red Sinti Techan.  Representatives of the BPS report that at one point the BPS proposed unified action and was met with resistance from other groups because these other organizations feared losing funding to the larger coalition if they were to work together.

Union movement is also weakened, shown by the example of STSEL’s struggle against the firing of workers over the last three years now. Rather than offering workers their jobs back, the government electricity utility has offered to pay all lost pay since they were fired and up to 2006, which is difficult for a worker to refuse. Shows how many resources the right is willing to pay to break resistance.  

The STISSS has also gone through a difficult period, with its recent convention and internal elections culminating in a division of the former leadership of the union.  The December 16th convention resulted with Ricardo Monge remaining Secretary General of the union, but many of the other former leaders, who had split off and formed a group to challenge Monge, are no longer in the union.  The strategy of the STISSS for 2005:  negotiated an extension of the collective bargaining agreement for the next three years to give them space to build union as they continue to oppose privatization. 

BPS and others are exploring new organizing strategies and defining three focus areas for outreach and movement building:  informal, religious and youth sector.  Launched the year off with an offensive,

Recognizing that in the FMLN there is a strong commitment to supporting the movement

Q&A

1. Discussion of dollarization and the myth of stability:  what ever justifications they gave for dollarizing the Salvadoran economy, the fact is that the use of the dollar makes the economy more unstable, and increases the possibility of a major economic collapse.
2. Who are the new “death squad”-type groups targeting; just gangs or others?  These new “exterminating groups” are armed forces that are willing to kill often depending who will pay most.  Some assassinations have been political like in the case of Gilberto, others are motivated by drug-trafficking or to a lesser extent organ trafficking.  In some cases, they have victimized women, and certainly there have been gang members murdered.  Before, there were inter-gang disputes that caused most of the violence.   Now gang members may be being contracted out, and violence is more related to organized crime and drug-trafficking. 
3. How do suplentes (subs) work in the assembly?  Subs elected with regular deputies.  FMLN still has more than one third of the votes (three people sold out, but only one was an elected official and the other two were suplentes.)  The system that the FMLN uses for subs is that a suplente doesn’t necessarily have to substitute for his/her deputy – shifts rotate, sometimes priority goes to people who need money, since subs get salary.  FMLN now holds 1/3 with just one vote.  The party is going to have to take some serious measures to prevent these things from happening in the future.  ARENA spent some $5 million to not only approve budget but to further ruptures within FMLN.

4. What’s going on with the FESTRASPES?  FESTRASPES is a federation of unions in the public and private sector that CISPES has supported.  Some of these unions have been weakened by the right’s strategies.  The electricity worker’s union suffered the firing of half of its directive, and similar things have happened for water utility workers and airport and ports unions.  The weakening of individual unions has meant the weakening of the federation.  Within FESTRASPES there has also been dispersion.  The divisions might seem ideological, but it may have to do more with internal issues like funding. Federation continues to work, but many internal struggles within individual unions are disrupting that work to some extent.  Currently FESTRASPES is working on getting ILO resolutions approved that deal with right to organize in public sector.
5. Soldiers in Iraq: the political favor of the Salvadoran government to the US is a matter of the their own (poorly paid) troops.  The private soldiers are another question.  These are contracted through private companies that solicit for “guys with experience using guns” (nothing about Iraq.)  Get paid about $1700 a month for that work.  See “Alex’s” article in NACLA.

6. Has Saca declared publicly goals to privatize public sector?  No.  But he has made it obvious what things he wants to privatize:  they are already privatizing education, making structural changes to the water systems to be able to privatize it, and of course health care. 

7. When did the divisions in the FMLN start? At its the formation, the FMLN was based on unifying through armed struggle to fight one enemy, so this was a unity of action.  But there have always been differences – strategic differences that were reflected during the war, but really emerged after it.  In the two major ruptures (Villalobos leaving, then Facundistas), the groups left the FMLN claiming it is because the party is not democratic; however, when former members leave the FMLN, they disappear (if these new projects were democratic, they would really be able to compete with the FMLN, by organizing, but this is not what has happened.) Some former or current FMLN leaders really do have different visions than the revolutionary, socialist vision; they want to change things in El Salvador, but they think that neoliberal model can be reformed to benefit people.  ARENA hopes to cause a third rupture with this most recent buying of deputies, but leadership of the FMLN is working to not let it happen again.    

8. Could more have been done do prevent CAFTA from passing?  The FMLN never had the votes to stop CAFTA, as they knew that ARENA would buy the votes of the other parties to make it pass.  So, they prioritized street mobilization through the social movement.  They were committed to stopping CAFTA but there were some challenges, and thus their strategy was to focus on specific things (water privatization) and relate them to CAFTA.  Their idea was that when the vote comes they would organize major protests.  There has been a self-critical evaluation of this strategy, especially around the miscalculation of when CAFTA was coming up to a vote - people weren’t as ready as them could have been, and generally the movement has been too reactive in this battle.  Now, part of the strategy is to stop CAFTA in other countries; the BPS has announced an offensive this year in order to not fall in the trap of letting the right define their agenda.

Closing words:  The situation in El Salvador is desperate, and neoliberalism will not solve the problems that exist.  The social movement and the FMLN have many challenges ahead, but they will continue to be at the forefront and rise to the challenge.  It is no coincidence that the FMLN is calling the ARENA government a “civil dictatorship”.  During the war the Left defeated one dictatorship and now it can be done again.    

