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INTRODUCTION 
 

Civil society organizations in the Jiquilisco Bay and Voices on the Border (Voices) have 
been concerned about plans to development tourism in the region since at least 2004. At that 
time, Voices on the Border’s Field Director Geoff Herzog wrote an article warning of the 
potential impacts of tourism projects on the Bay’s environment. The article was later published 
in a book entitled Tourism and Responsibility: Perspectives from Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Mowforth, Charlton and Munt 2007). 

 
Over the years, a long series of floods and droughts, the struggle to achieve food 

sovereignty, and other more immediate issues have taken precedence over concerns regarding 
tourism development. It has been an issue to worry about sometime in the future, but the future 
is here. The Ministry of Tourism and other government agencies along with private interests 
have elaborated concrete plans to develop tourism in the Jiquilisco Bay and soon they will be 
ready to break ground on their projects.  

 
Tourism has received more attention this year because of the short-lived debates over the 

Public-Private Partnership Law and passage of the Millennium Challenge Corporation, which are 
promoting private investment opportunities. However, the only information readily available to 
those in the Jiquilisco Bay about tourism plans has been limited to vague reports in the 
newspapers and rumors circulating around the communities. So while concerns about tourism 
have become heightened, most in the Jiquilisco Bay area feel they do not know what is being 
planned, how it will affect their communities, and whether they should oppose it or not. 
 
 Voices on the Border staff, in collaboration with our local partners and communities 
throughout the Jiquilisco Bay, drafted this report to enable those in the region to better 
understand what is being planned and the potential impacts on the local environment and culture. 
In June and July of 2013 a team of Voices on the Border volunteers and staff began researching 
tourism, visiting communities and reading through the development plans.  
 

Voices on the Border staff drafted this report for communities in the Jiquilisco Bay that 
are concerned about how tourism will affect them. (Few of those with whom we spoke believed 
there would be any benefits.) We also tried to provide sufficient context and history for the 
report to be useful to others interested in or concerned about development and social justice 
issues in El Salvador. The goal of this report is to provide a general outline of national and local 
tourism plans, as well as some concrete examples of what some developers are proposing.  
 
 Far from being an academic exercise, Voices on the Border staff is already partnering 
with organizations and communities in the region to disseminate the findings and make the 
information available to as many people as possible. Communities in the Jiquilisco Bay are 
passionate about protecting their land, environment, and culture, and many have a long history of 
organizing strong social movements to defend their rights. This year, as tourism has gained 
increased attention, people in the Bajo Lempa, a region within the Jiquilisco Bay declared their 
intention to make their opinions and voices heard. Our intent here is to ensure that theirs is an 
informed voice. 
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This is a section of undeveloped beach in Coral de Mulas on the San Juan del Gozo 
Peninsula. A wealthy Salvadoran businessman who lives in the United States allegedly owns 
the land in front of the beach and is planning to develop it for tourism. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Since at least 2004, the Salvadoran government and private investors have been 

promoting tourism as a way to grow the national economy. The plan is for tourism to account for 
at least 10% of the economy by 2020. One of their primary targets for tourism plans is the 
Jiquilisco Bay, which offers pristine beaches, mangrove forests, and beautiful bodies of water. 
Many residents of the region and environmentalists, however, are concerned that tourism 
development in the Jiquilisco Bay will cause irreparable harm to the region’s invaluable 
mangrove forests and other natural resources in the region. 

 
The National Tourism Plan says that by 2020, developers should build nationwide 350 

new hotels with 23,000 new rooms; 85% of these facilities ought to be small inns, defined as 
having 50 rooms or less. The National Tourism Plans also says that by 2020 these new facilities 
will host 3 million tourists each year, 45% of which should be North American, and no more 
than 40% Central American. The government also wants to attract 2,000 investors who will 
invest hundreds of millions of dollars in hotels, restaurants, and other amenities. In recent years, 
the government and investors have quietly taken steps to realize their vision. During a 2004 
conference an Argentinian consultant suggested turning the Jiquilisco Bay into the Cancun of 
Central America. He said the first two steps would be building a road out the San Juan del Gozo 
Peninsula and obtaining land. The road was complete in 2011 and land speculators have been 
buying land along the coast for several years. 
 
 In September 2013 the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) approved a $284 
million grant to develop El Salvador’s southern coast. While release of the funds has been 
postponed, many of the projects to receive MCC support are believed to be focused on 
developing tourism infrastructure. At the same time private corporations are developing plans to 
building hotels, golf courses, shopping centers, marinas, and other facilities.   
 
 Plans presented by government agencies and private investors say tourism projects will 
be sustainable and protect the local environment. Their claims, however, seem somewhat 
dubious. The number of tourists and kinds of facilities they envision will put a serious strain on 
the nation’s already scarce water resources and cause serious harm to the country’s mangrove 
forests and beaches. Disturbing or destroying these fragile ecosystems will affect thousands of 
species of flora and fauna, including the Hawksbill Sea Turtle, which is critically threatened with 
extinction. Many people in the Jiquilisco Bay also fear that tourism will destroy the agrarian, 
campesino culture by distracting youth with a more glamorous, consumer-driven culture.  
  

This report will begin with an overview of the Jiquilisco Bay and continue with details 
about what the developers and the Ministry of Tourism are planning. It will conclude with an 
overview of some of the possible impacts that tourism will have on the local environment and 
agrarian culture.  

 



 

 5  

PART I – DESCRIPTION OF THE JIQUILISCO BAY 
 
“[The Jiquilisco Bay] constitutes the largest extension of brackish water and saltwater 
forest in El Salvador, including numerous estuaries and canals, sand dunes and beaches, 
various isles of different sizes, a freshwater lagoon complex and seasonally saturated 
forests connected to the mangroves, of which at least 6 types are present. The site 
supports the habitat of the large majority of coastal water birds in the country and 
nesting site of [various] species. The surrounding beaches are also nesting sites for the 
green turtle (Chelonia agassizi), Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata), olive ridley 
(Lepidochelys olivaceae) and leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriaceae), all of them 
threatened due to overexploitation of their eggs. The site performs a very important 
function in the prevention of natural catastrophes by stabilizing the soil and preventing 
erosion. The most important economic activities involve fishing, shellfish extraction, 
aquaculture, salt extraction, cattle ranching and coconut plantations.” (The Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands 2013)  

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Bay of Jiquilisco is located primarily in the municipality of Jiquilisco, Usulután. The 
Bay covers at least 55 kilometers of El Salvador’s Pacific coastline and has a total area of more 
than 400 square kilometers. Of the entire Jiquilisco Bay region, 57% of the land is comprised of 
mangrove forests. The region also boasts some of the most important estuaries in the Pacific 
Coast of Central America. The longest is 53 km and stretches from Bocana El Bajon until San 
Juan del Gozo. (Trigueros 2012) The Jiquilisco Bay also has 27 islands, and 22,912 hectares of 
Mangroves. Countless birds, aquatic and migratory, as well as reptiles, deer, spider monkeys, sea 
turtles, and many other species of important plants and animals populate the entire region.  

Map of El Salvador and the Jiquilisco Bay 
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History of the Bay of Jiquilisco 
 

The Jiquilisco Bay was originally named Poton Xiquilisco, the men of the Xiquilit. The 
Poton was a group of Lencas that inhabited the region when the Spanish arrived. Xiquilit is the 
Nahuatl name for the plant from which indigo is derived. The region has never been heavily 
populated. In 1770, just 80 families with 451 people inhabited Jiquilisco. In 1890, the population 
had almost quadrupled but was still just 1,640 inhabitants. It is believed that malaria epidemics 
kept the population low. (Díaz 2012) 

 
The Jiquilisco Bay’s economic and social history is a little different than other regions of 

El Salvador. After El Salvador gained independence in 1821 most of the country’s agricultural 
land was dedicated to growing some indigo and a lot of coffee, crops that made a small number 
of landowners very wealthy while peasant workers lived far below the poverty line. Land in the 
Jiquilisco Bay, however, was not suitable for coffee and therefore not desirable, and was the last 
region of El Salvador to be fully colonized.  
 
 Isolated from the rest of El Salvador, the Jiquilisco Bay was inhabited by indigenous 
groups and peasants that had escaped living and working on plantations in other parts of the 
country. The region was heavily forested and residents grew vegetables, basic grains, small 
amounts of sugarcane and other crops upon which they survived.  
 

That changed around 1930 when the demand for cotton grew. The government declared 
that land around the Bay was underutilized and turned it over to plantation owners who began 
growing large quantities of cotton. The monoculture production of cotton was largely 
mechanized and depended heavily on agrochemicals and fertilizers, and plantations only needed 
workers during harvest. With much of the land dedicated to cotton production, the region was 
largely “de-campesino-ized,” meaning that the peasant, agricultural economy and culture were 
destroyed. By 1970, cotton was no longer as profitable, and by 1976 government reforms were 
starting to breakup large landholdings of 500 hectares or more.  

 
By the time civil war broke out in 1980 large-scale cotton production had largely ended 

and most residents of the region left for more secure urban areas. Depopulated for most of the 
war, the Jiquilisco Bay region somewhat recovered from the destructive practices employed over 
the 40-50 years of cotton production. Forests grew back, soil regained some levels of fertility, 
and when peasants resettled they reclaimed properties that had been controlled by large 
plantation owners. In 1996, four years after resettlement began, 32.5% of the Jiquilisco Bay was 
covered with hardwood forests and another 21% was covered in mangroves.  

 
Unfortunately, efforts to protect these natural resources were few and by 2003 hardwood 

forests covered just 18% of the region and mangroves only another 17%. Most of the remaining 
hardwood forests are in the northeastern part of the region near the Jucuarán volcano. Land use 
maps show a dramatic diversification throughout the region. In 1996, less than 1% of land in the 
Jiquilisco Bay was used for sugarcane production, but by 2003 more than 8%. In 1996, more 
than 40% of land was pasture, but by 2003 it was less than 9%. (Díaz 2012) 
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The Jiquilisco Bay Today 
 

The current population of the Jiquilisco Bay is comprised of former military and FMLN 
combatants who were granted land in the Bajo Lempa under the Land Transfer Program, as well 
as inhabitants whose families have been in the region for generations. Most residents of the Bay 
identify as a campesino (a peasant farmer) that survives by growing basic grains and fruits, and 
harvesting salt, fish, shrimp, crab and other seafood. There are some small businesses and shops 
that sell food and other goods, and some locals work as teachers, health care workers, of for 
domestic or international development organizations. 
 
 Though Jiquilisco is not considered an impoverished municipality, many communities in 
the region are visibly poor. The poverty rate in Jiquilisco is 44.3% and the rate of extreme 
poverty is 22.4%. (CONFRAS 2011) In addition to little economic opportunity, water and soil 
pollution, deforestation, inadequate sanitation, natural disasters and the loss of biodiversity 
contribute to poverty. In Jiquilisco, 91.7% of homes in urban areas and 80.0% in rural areas have 
electricity. Only 18.8% of homes have access to running water in their homes – 23.6% of urban 
homes and just 15.1% of rural homes. Even worse, only 6.6% of homes in Jiquilisco are on a 
public sewage system – 13.5% of homes in urban areas and only 1.1% in rural areas. The 
municipal government picks up garbage from 12.2% of homes in Jiquilisco – only 20.7% of 
homes in urban areas and almost none in rural areas. As a result, residents dispose of their trash 
by burning it, polluting the air and water and causing significant public health concerns. The 
literacy rate for residents aged 15 years and higher is 70.4%, and on average locals have a 4th 
grade education. (Trigueros 2012) (Movimiento Salvadoreno de Mujeres 2011) 
 

Over the past 20 years, the Jiquilisco Bay region has been affected by a long series of 
natural and man-made disasters. Earthquakes in January and February 2001 devastated the 
region, damaging homes, businesses, and other infrastructure. The region also experiences severe 
flooding on a regular basis. Hurricanes Mitch (1998) and Stan (2005), as well as Tropical Storm 
12-E (2011) and many other storms have resulted in serious flooding. The government blames 
the increased frequency and size of these storms on climate change. Flooding generally occurs 
when the 14th of September Hydroelectric Dam releases water at high rates. There are levees 
along the Lempa River that are supposed to prevent flooding, but the government never 
completed their construction and has not invested money into their upkeep.  
 
 In May 2010, a year before Tropical Storm 12-E caused extreme flooding, 75 
communities and 12 civil society organizations met in the community of El Angel to participate 
in the “Forum to Analyze Climate Change and Define Strategies to Face the Impacts.” 
Participants released a statement at the end of the conference that stated, “we agree to strengthen 
our efforts to: 
 

- Defend our territory until the bitter end from the consequences of all those who 
threaten to deprive us of our scare resources;  

- Maintain strong campaigns to advocate government agencies for public policies that 
promote proactive mitigation of risk of disasters, including the field of health;  

- Promoting and enforcing municipal ordinances that protect resources and mitigate the 
risk of disaster.  
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- Demand a plan for completing and maintaining flood protection works such as levees, 
drainage ditches, access roads, evacuation routes, and emergency shelters;  

- Strengthen traditional ways of living and reject monoculture production of sugarcane.  
- Achieve food sovereignty with agro-ecological approaches such conserving heirloom 

seeds, defense of land, and conservation of water resources to increase the capacity of 
human growth.”  

 
While this particular forum was in response to climate change, its conclusions are 

relevant to tourism because they reflect the ongoing concerns and priorities shared by 
communities and people throughout the region. These priorities include protecting their land, 
natural resources, agrarian culture, and traditional farming practices, as well as the need to 
achieve food sovereignty. Also important is their commitment to defending these priorities hasta 
las últimas consecuencias (until the ultimate consequences). (CESTA 2010) This last sentiment 
has been expressed in declarations published by communities in the region about sugarcane 
production and tourism. 

UNESCO and RAMSAR Designations 
 
The Jiquilisco Bay is one of El Salvador’s greatest natural resources. In October 2005, El 

Salvador designated the Jiquilisco Bay a RAMSAR Site, meaning that it is a wetland of 
international importance. (The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2005) The designation means El 
Salvador is supposed to manage the region under the “wise use” principle, meaning that 
domestic and international stakeholders should use the wetlands in a sustainable manner. The 
government retains control over the Bay’s management and RAMSAR provides international 
cooperation “concerning… development projects that may affect the wetlands.” (The Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands n.d.)  

 
SustainableTrip.org, an organization that bills itself as “a smart guide for savvy 

travelers,” offers an overview of the importance of wetlands. On their blog, SustainableTrip.org 
states, “Wetlands are among the most complex, bio-diverse, and productive ecosystems in 
nature. They have an essential role in filtering water, connecting aquatic and terrestrial 
ecosystems, and their waters are rich in nutrients, fish, and vegetation, making them a key habitat 
for many migratory birds.” (Soto 2012) All of this is true for the Jiquilisco Bay. 

 
In 2007, UNESCO recognized the Jiquilisco Bay as an official Biosphere Reserve. Under 

the agreement, the Salvadoran government manages and protects the Bay, but “shares their 
experience and ideas nationally, regionally and internationally within the World Network of 
Biosphere Reserves. (UNESCO n.d.) UNESCO listed the Bay as a Biosphere Reserve because of 
the broadleaf evergreens that dominate the region and comprise the mangrove forests. They also 
cite the importance of protecting the habitats of four varieties of sea turtles, three of which are 
vulnerable to extinction and one of which is critically threatened with extinction. The UNESCO 
website states that “from the perspective of sustainable development and community 
participation, [the Jiquilisco Bay] is an ideal space for the development of lessons and 
experiences related to the participatory management of natural resources and ecosystem 
restoration, based on strengthening alliances and productive experiences of sustainable 
conservation and recovery of natural ecosystems that are conserved there.”  (UNESCO 2009) 

 



 

 9  

Local civil society organizations, however, fear the RAMSAR and UNESCO 
designations are more about marketing than protection. They note that the designations came 
shortly after developers began discussing the region for tourism projects, and that the RAMSAR 
and UNESCO designations give the region more of a selling point to visitors and investors. 
(ACUDESBAL 2013) One company, salvadoreantours.com, promotes their tours through the 
Bay region with the following: 

 
“Have you ever visited a RAMSAR site? A Natural Splendor. Enjoy a day visit to the 
mangroves of Jiquilisco Bay, located in the department of Usulután. The Jiquilisco Bay 
has a beauty over many places of Central America. Declared a natural protected reserve, 
it has the largest mangrove area in El Salvador and a coastline of 55 km. Here 54 bird 
species have been identified. During this tour you will live a unique experience in the 
magnificent reserve where, with some luck, you’ll find the home of reptiles such as boas, 
iguanas, turtles and crocodiles. In Jiquilisco Bay there are hosted 27 islands full of 
adventure, where depending on the season, you can see sea turtles lay their eggs. It is also 
the largest nesting site for hawksbill turtles. As the habitat of many coastal marine birds, 
the Jiquilisco Bay is considered a RAMSAR site since 2005. Its natural scenic beauty 
makes it an ideal destination to enjoy a family outing and a nice boat trip through 
mangroves. This tour is a perfect escape from the city and your daily activities. What are 
you waiting for?” (Salvadorean Tours, Discovering Paradise n.d.)  
 
In July 2013, the Ministry of Tourism published a video titled, Bahia de Jiquilisco 

RAMSAR, or Jiquilisco Bay RAMSAR, that promotes tourism in the region. (Suchitoto Tours 
2013) The video is posted on a tourism blog – Suchitoto Tours, a private Tourism Company that 
publishes a tourism blog in English. (Suchitoto Tours n.d.)  

 
Even the SustainableTtips.org, quoted above, uses RAMSAR designation to sell the 

Jiquilisco Bay and many other wetlands as “wonderful tourism destinations.” They advertise, “In 
some wetlands, you can also enjoy activities such as sustainable fishing, boat tours, and 
appreciating the impressive – and increasingly rare – mangrove forests. (Soto 2012) Last year, 
RAMSAR and the UN World Tourism Organization published a book providing an overview of 
existing guidelines on sustainable tourism and other materials on sustainable tourism 
management. RAMSAR officials have identified a “clear need to manage wetland tourism 
wisely through sound policies, planning, and awareness-raising.”  (The Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands 2012)  

 
UNESCO also recognizes the need to keep tourism in check and ensure it does not cause 

“social dislocation, loss of cultural heritage, economic dependence, and ecological degradation.” 
In addressing the issue, UNESCO defines sustainable tourism as “tourism that respects both local 
people and the traveller, culture, and the environment.” (UNESCO n.d.)  

 
Environmentalists and residents of the Jiquilisco Bay are justified in thinking that the 

RAMSAR and UNESCO designations are being used to promote tourism and encourage people 
to visit the region. No matter their intention – relaxing time on the beach or a volunteer vacation 
to save sea turtles – all visitors will have an impact on the region’s environment and culture. The 
natural beauty and value as a natural resource that make the region such a desirable place to visit 
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are the very reason that locals should be very involved in deciding what, if any, tourism projects 
move forward in their region. There may be value, however, in using the UNESCO concept of 
sustainable tourism and the RAMSAR’s guide for managing tourism in the Bay with sound 
policies, planning, and raising awareness.  

Importance of the Jiquilisco Bay 
 
El Salvador’s official population is 6.2 million people, and with an area of 21,040 km2 it 

is one the most densely populated country in the world. It is also the second most deforested 
country in the Western Hemisphere, just behind Haiti. According to Mongabay, an organization 
that monitors rainforest destruction, 85% of El Salvador’s forested cover has been lost since the 
1960s, leaving roughly 5% of the land area forested. Less than 6,000 hectares are classified as 
primary forest. Mongabay also reports that less than 50% of El Salvador’s land is suitable for 
food cultivation. The majority of the country’s remaining water resources is polluted and 
unsuitable for consumption or agricultural use. (Mongabay.com 2006)  

 
With such high rates of deforestation, pollution, and overpopulation, it is extremely 

important to protect El Salvador’s few remaining natural resources, especially an important 
ecosystem like the Jiquilisco Bay. The Bay is a nesting ground for 70% of all commercial fish 
caught off El Salvador’s Pacific coast, and an important habitat for thousands of species of flora 
and fauna. Mangrove forests are important air filters capable of absorbing more than five times 
the carbon than rainforests. The Jiquilisco Bay is also home to El Salvador’s most fertile 
agricultural lands, which have the potential to produce large quantities of grains, fruits, and 
dairy. It is also an important wetland with a complex series of aquifers. Much of the groundwater 
is contaminated with agrochemicals and some has been salinized, but the Jiquilisco Bay is still an 
important source of water for a country that has few remaining resources. Locals also point out 
that the mangrove forests also acts as a buffer that protects the region from flooding caused by 
hurricanes or sea surges.  

Management of the Bay of 
Jiquilisco 
  

As a Natural Protected Area 
the Bay, the Ministry of the 
Environment is responsible for 
managing the Bay of Jiquilisco. 
(Law on Protected Natural Areas 
2005)   The 2004 Management Plan 
of the Jiquilisco Bay, however, says 
that the Ministry of the Environment 
is using a co-manejo or co-
management system, which “shares 
the burden and benefits of 
sustainably managing natural resources between local communities and other state and non-state 
actors.” (Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources 2004) A MARN official told the 
authors of this report that the Salvadoran government lacks the funds to manage the Bay so they 
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depend in part on non-profit organizations like MANGLE, a local non-profit organization, to 
manage the natural resources. (Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources 2013)  

 
To facilitate management of the Bay, the Ministry of the Environment develops Local 

Plans for Sustainable Extraction that allow communities to use local resources, but in a 
sustainable manner. By monitoring and limiting rates of extraction the MARN plan should help 
prevent overfishing and ensure species are able to reproduce. The Plan allows residents in and 
around the Bay to fish and develop some infrastructure in specific areas, allowing local residents 
to survive in a sustainable manner. (Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources 2004)  
 
PART II – TOURISM DEVELOPMENT PLANS IN THE JIQUILISCO BAY 

 
The Government of El Salvador wants tourism to play a larger role in growing the 

national economy. The National Tourism Plan for 2020, published in 2008, says that tourism will 
be the “principal axis of the economy and an indispensible instrument for improving 
employment and the wellbeing and social integration of the population.” (Grupo GDT 2008) The 
plan is to cash in on the natural beauty along the coast – using the mangrove forests, beaches, 
and marine life, to attract billions of dollars in foreign investments and tourism dollars. The 
government plan hopes the hotels, resorts, shopping centers, and other facilities will provide jobs 
and income for tens of thousands of Salvadorans, alleviating the country’s persistent 
unemployment issues and generating economic activities.  
 

Six years out from the 2020 marker, a lot of the groundwork has been laid – roads have 
been built, Millennium Challenge Corporation funds approved, tax incentives approved, 
developers have created investment plans, and land is being bought up. Now is the time when 
investors and developers will begin actual plans to break ground on specific projects. 

Grupo GDT, Ciomijos, and the 
Authors of the National Tourism 
Plans 
 

Since 2004, the Government of El 
Salvador and private corporations have 
produced no fewer than four different plans 
to develop 2004 Tourism Plan for the Bay of 
Jiquilisco (2004), the Sustainable 
Development Plan for Ecotourism in the 
Bay of Jiquilisco (2007), the 2014 National 
Tourism Plan (2006), and the 2020 National 

Tourism Plan (2008). While these plans outline a vision for developing tourism in the Jiquilisco 
Bay and the government has begun developing some infrastructure, details about what is being 
planned are not readily available.  

 
The authors of the 2014 National Tourism Plan for El Salvador are Grupo GDT and 

Turasist. Grupo GDT is a Spanish consulting firm founded in 1987 that specializes in 
“consulting and providing technical assistance and training in tourism.” Turasist is a formal 
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alliance between Grupo GDT and Pricewaterhouse Coopers, a US-based mega-corporation that 
offers, in part, a wide array of consulting services in many areas, including tourism. (PWC n.d.) 
Grupo GDT also drafted the 2020 National Plan on Tourism, but this time they partnered with 
Econlab, a research and marketing firm. (Grupo GDT 2008) Grupo GDT is a managing partner 
in a large tourism training company called Ciomijas, which already trains Central Americans to 
work in the hotel and restaurant industry. (Ciomijas n.d.) When the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC) approved a second compact with El Salvador, they made $115.7 million 
available to private corporations to “invest in human capital to improve education quality and 
much better match workforce skill with the demands of the labor market.” (Millennium 
Challenge Corporation 2013)  

 
While it is unknown to the authors of this report whether Ciomijas or others involved 

with drafting the tourism plans have solicited funds from the MCC or Salvadoran Government, 
these entities are the kinds of organizations that will have access to the $115.7 million dedicated 
to improving human capacity. This is an important point – the authors of the tourism plans had at 
least a potential financial interest in promoting tourism in El Salvador. Acknowledging that there 
might be a negative impact on the environment, local culture, or other sectors of Salvadoran 
society would potentially have a negative impact on their ability to secure future contracts or 
solicit funds like those made available by the MCC. It is also worth noting that the authors of the 
national plans are experts in training hotel managers, chefs, and others who work in the 
hospitality industries. There is no indication that they have appropriate expertise in ecotourism, 
environmental management, land use, or other areas that would allow them to fully understand 
the environmental impacts of what they were proposing or how to mitigate risks of doing harm. 

 
According to staff at CESTA (Salvadoran Center for Applied Technology), the 

Salvadoran Tourism Corporation (CORSATUR), a government agency, held a conference in San 
Salvador for foreign investors and international tourism companies to present their vision for 
tourism in El Salvador. During the event, an Argentinean consultant proposed developing the 
Jiquilisco Bay as the “Cancun of Central America,” a transformation he projected would take 25 
years. The consultant said the development would depend on the construction of a new road and 
the large-scale purchase of land in the region. The final product would be a self-contained 
tourism region that would provide all the amenities needed by foreigners, including high-end 
resorts, a hospital, shopping centers, and more. (CESTA 2013) In 2004, José Barahona, a 
Salvadoran businessman who has made millions in the U.S, also recommended converting the 
Jiquilisco Bay into a “Salvadoran Cancun.”  The next year, 2005, El Salvador designated the Bay 
a RAMSAR site, and the year following, 2006, the Ministry of Tourism developed the 2014 
Tourism plan. In 2007, Jiquilisco developed their plan for sustainable tourism, and in, 2008, the 
Ministry of Tourism published the 2020 National Tourism Plan.  
 
 The 2020 National Tourism Plan calls for the construction of no fewer than 350 hotels or 
resorts that will provide 23,000 new hotel rooms. Of these 350 facilities, 85% or 297 will be 
categorized as small, boutique inns with 50 rooms or less. If all 297 of these small facilities have 
50 rooms, the remaining 15% or 53 hotels and resorts will average 156 rooms each. The increase 
in rooms and resorts will allow El Salvador to host 12 million overnight stays in 2020. (Grupo 
GDT 2008) To provide a little context to these kinds of hotels the Ministry is encouraging, the 
Los Flores Surf Club in San Miguel has only 11 suites, most of which have 2 rooms. Estero y 
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Mar is a fairly large beach resort in San Luis Talpa that has 33 rooms, three swimming pools, a 
small dock, and a conference. The Royal Decameron, which is a very large facility, offers more 
than 552 rooms and covers more than 270,000 square meters with more than a mile of beach.  
 

In the 2020 and 2014 National Tourism Plans the Ministry of Tourism establishes some 
fairly specific goals. The 2014 Plan wants El Salvador to host 1.9 million overnight stays by 
tourism each year. The 2020 plan increases that goal to 3 million. The 2014 Plan says that 
tourism comprised 3.9% of El Salvador’s GDP in 2005, and the 2020 Plan expects it reach 10% 
by 2020. The Plan also wants the average tourist to stay in El Salvador for 7 days and spend 
$160 per day. In the 2014 Plan, the Ministry of Tourism said that by 2014 North Americans 
should make up 45% or more of all tourists that visit El Salvador. The plan also says that tourists 
from Central America should not be greater than 40%. The same plan says that in 2005 North 
Americans made up 24.12% of tourists and Central Americans accounted for 70.15% of tourists 
(p. 21). The 2020 Plan articulates the similar goals, but does not use language that articulates a 
desire to limit the number of Central Americans. With regards to the reason for visiting El 
Salvador, the 2014 Plan expected that 12% of tourists will visit for meetings and conventions, a 
number they hope grows to 20% by 2020. The 2014 also expects that 30% will visit for vacation 
(40% by 2020), 20% for business (down to 15% by 2020), and 28% will be members of the 
Salvadoran Diaspora visiting (down to 20% by 2020). (Grupo GDT 2006) (Grupo GDT 2008) 
 
 To accomplish the goals set out in the 2020 Plan, El Salvador wants to attract 2,000 
investors and $335 million in direct investment in just hotels and resorts – that figure does not 
include investments for other facilities like shopping centers and other tourism infrastructure. 
The 2020 Plan also says tourism will generate 8,000 jobs in the hotel industry alone, and another 
53,000 jobs that are directly or indirectly related to tourism. (Grupo GDT 2008) To encourage 
investment, article 36 of the Law on Tourism, signed by President Funes in 2010, provides a 
series of tax breaks and other incentives for those who invest $50,000 or more. (Law on Turism 
2005) 
  

The 2020 Plan hopes El Salvador can attract more business meetings and conventions with 
its beaches, mountains, archeological sites, spas, golf resorts and shopping centers. While 
business activities would be in San Salvador, the beach and mountains are so close that visitors 
could easily get away (Plan Nacional de Turismo 2014 de El Salvador). The 2014 Plan says that 
developing tourism on the beach and taking advantage of the natural beauty is the most 
immediate goal because they can be developed without a large investment. Once those facilities 
are in place, they can focus on larger facilities in San Salvador. (Grupo GDT 2006)  

 
In outlining the vision for tourism in El Salvador, the 2020 Plan does not mention a specific 

region - just general attractions like the beach or mountains. The 2014 Plan, however, provides 
an overview of several regions, the first of which is the Jiquilisco Bay and Puerto de Triunfo. 
The region’s main asset is that it offers sun and beach, as well as water sports like fishing. The 
2014 Plan offered several general goals for developing the Jiquilisco Bay region, including: 

 
- Promoting foreign investment and local entrepreneurship to develop small, boutique hotels 

and eco-lodges, and restaurants;  
- Equipping, altering, and cleaning beaches so that they meet international quality standards;  



 

 14  

- Creating the structure for services and activities related to sport fishing, bird watching, and 
a coastal route;  

- Recuperating and conserving the coastal environment; 
- Building the capacity of local human resources involved in tourism and those who would 

come in contact with tourists to better serve their clients; 
- Improving the landscape and the beauty of urban spaces; and  
- Improving the infrastructure of the ports. (Grupo GDT 2006)  

The 2004 Tourism Plan for the Bay of Jiquilisco identified several specific sites that should 
be targeted for tourism. They include:  
 
- The Nancuchiname Forest (a subtropical forest along the Lempa River which is home to the 

endangered spider monkey) 
- Isla de Méndez (beach access and camping in the dunes) 
- Isla Espíritu Santo (visit coco plantations) 
- Corral de Mulas I y II (Beach and fishing) 
- Puerto el Triunfo (main urban area in the region with access to the Bay and islands) 
- Chaguantique and El Tercio forests  
- Puerto Parada (village from which tourists can take boats out to various islands and places 

in the Bay, including places such as Isla San Sebastián, Las Pirraya, and La Bocana) 
- Isla de San Sebastián (Beaches, sport fishing, mangrove forests) (SACDEL 2004)  

In addition to these sites, there are many others where developers have expressed interest in 
building. The 30-mile length of the San Juan del Gozo Peninsula, where Isla de Méndez and 
Corral de Mula are located, has beautiful undeveloped beaches to the south and mangrove forest 
and Bay access to the north. A stretch of beach and mangrove forests in La Tirana and 
neighboring Montecristo, which is to the southwest of Isla de Mendez, has been mentioned as an 
ideal location for building a resort and golf course. The region has 27 beautiful, undeveloped 
islands that are also targeted for development. In 2012, the Royal Decameron announced plans to 
build another large resort to the east of the Jiquilisco Bay region. Their new facility will include 
300 cabañas on the beach and cost an estimated $15 million. (Velasco 2012) 

Tourism Development Activities to Date 
 

The large-scale tourism development needed to achieve the Ministry’s vision and goals is 
still in its infancy, but with the passage of the Millennium Challenge Corporation, plans to break 
ground on projects are likely to begin soon, if the United States decides to release the funds. In 
researching current activities for this report, the authors visited the Ministry of Environment and 
Natural Resources who reported that they had not received even one application for an 
environmental permit for a tourism project in the Jiquilisco Bay region. (Ministry of the 
Environment and Natural Resources 2013) According to Articles 19 and 21 of the Law on the 
Environment, developers would presumably have to apply for and receive an environmental 
permit before they could break ground on a new hotel, resort, spa, shopping center, or any other 
project that would affect the environment. (Ley de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales 1998) 
This permitting process requires applicants to submit an Environmental Impact Analysis, make it 
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available to the public, hold public hearings, and other steps meant to involve the public in 
deciding whether to a project should be permitted. (Ley de Medio Ambiente y Recursos 
Naturales 1998) There is reason to believe that tourism projects, especially infrastructure projects 
will be exempt from the environmental permitting requirements, and it is worth noting that 
during a meeting with the authors, Ministry of the Environment officials stated they were not in 
favor of large-scale tourism projects in the Jiquilisco Bay and that no one from the Ministry of 
Tourism had discussed the 2014 or 2020 National Tourism Plans with anyone in the Ministry of 
Environment. (Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources 2013) 

 
Here are some of the actions taken so far to develop tourism in the Jiquilisco Bay. 
 
1. Road to Corral de Mulas and Other Infrastructure Projects 

 
During the 2004 CORSATUR conference, the Argentinean consultant who proposed the 

idea of turning the Jiquilisco Bay into the Cancun of Central America said that there were two 
things that needed to happen to lay the groundwork for tourism in the region – a new road and 
the acquisition of land. (CESTA 2013) In 2011 the government of El Salvador finished building 
a road from La Canoa in the Bajo Lempa out the San Juan del Gozo Peninsula to Corral de 
Mulas. The road is wide and nicely paved, and provides greater access to the beach and Bay 
resources in the area.  
 
 In addition to the new road, the Salvadoran government has been investing in other 
infrastructure in the region. The National Administration for Aqueducts and Sewers (ANDA) is 
developing a project to provide communities along the San Juan del Gozo Peninsula with potable 
water. (La Prensa Grafica 2013) Some residents and civil society representatives believe the 
project is a government investment in tourism development. A representative from CESTA 
reports that the diameter and amount of pipes and tubing that ANDA has proposed to install are 
unnecessarily large to serve the needs of the communities and that it is meant to accommodate 
much larger facilities. (CESTA 2013) The community of El Chile initially rejected ANDA’s 
offer to be on the new water system, which President Funes announced funding for just after the 
October 2011 floods as part of the flood relief program. But ANDA has offered to build families 
in El Chile latrines and provide them with agricultural packages if they accept the project. The 
community is still considering their offer. (CESTA 2013) The small community of La Tirana 
rejected ANDA’s offer, opting instead to continue using filtered well water. (La Tirana 
Community Focus Group 2013) 
 

2. Land Speculation 
 

Tourism Plans for Juiquilisco seem to have encouraged speculators to buy land 
throughout the region. In 2003, one hectare of land in the Jiquilisco Bay was worth about $1,000. 
In 2005, the same hectare of land in the region cost roughly $11,000, $40,000 for a hectare on 
the beach. Land values have only continued to rise over the years. (CESTA 2013) (ADIBAL 
2013) (La Tirana Community Focus Group 2013) 

 
There are several lots in the Jiquilisco Bay area listed for sale. A one-acre (0.57 

manzanas) lot on the Bay side in Corral de Mulas is currently listed for $215,000. Another 17-
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acre lot (9.76 manzanas) out on the Punta de 
San Juan is listed for $200,000. This lot is in 
the middle of the peninsula, five minutes 
from the beach and five from the Bay. There 
is another 58-acre (33.32 manzanas) lot for 
sale in El Espino, an undeveloped fishing 
community east of the Jiquilisco Bay. The 
listing boasts more than 35 meters of beach 
and access to the estuary, and advertises that 
the lot is perfect for hotels, aquatic parks, 
luxury apartments, beach houses, and a 
marina. At $14 per vara (1 manzana is equal to 10,000 square vara), the entire 58-acre lot would 
cost $4.98 million. (Venta Terrenos - Playa arcos del espino (Usulután) n.d.) These are just a 
couple of examples. A quick Internet search reveals a fairly large inventory of land for sale in the 
region.  
 
 CESTA also reports that government agencies have been facilitating the transfer of land 
to tourism investors. In 2004 there were four agricultural collectives in the San Juan del Gozo 
Peninsula. Together these cooperatives controlled a significant amount of land and had great 
influence. Within a few years government agencies convinced cooperatives and collectives to 
dissolve and distribute the land to associates who would own individual plots privately. Land 
owned by individuals is much easier for investors to purchase, especially when individuals 
discover how much more difficult it is to farm without the help of others. According to CESTA, 
the Tesak family has purchased large tracks of land that was once owned by cooperatives or 
collectives. One example is a beachfront property that was once owned by the Isla de Mendez 
Cooperative, but is now home to the Pablo Tesak National Institute, a school aimed at preparing 
youth to participate in the tourism industry.  
 

Another example is a 400-hectare property, which includes a large lagoon, in the 
community of San Juan del Gozo that was owned by the Brisas del Mar (Breezes of the Sea) 
Cooperative. The cooperative had 84 associates who used the lagoon for farming shrimp. 
Tourism developers identified the lagoon as a good site for a development project, causing the 
property value to increase. Recently, one of the associates jeopardized the cooperative’s control 
over their property, including the lagoon. The associate and his attorney convinced enough 
members to split off and form a separate cooperative they call Cooperativa El Rico (the Rich 
Cooperative). The splinter group began illegally clear-cutting trees from the Mangrove forests 
and selling them, but the Brisas del Mar Cooperative was able to stop them. Associates from El 
Rico Cooperative then took out a loan from a local bank and put up the lagoon as collateral. The 
fear now is that the El Rico Cooperative will default on the loan and the bank will foreclose on 
the lagoon, allowing them to sell it off to investors. (CESTA 2013)  
 
 Since the 1980s, Salvadoran law has prohibited any one person from owning more than 
245 hectares (350 manzanas or 605 acres) of land. Local leaders and community organizations in 
the Jiquilisco Bay, however, believe that wealthy landowners own almost double this legitimate 
amount. Residents report large sales of land to a small number of people, but proving who owns 
how much land is almost impossible because the National Land Registry has not been updated in 

The$Pablo$Tesak$Institute,$Isla$de$Mendez$$
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more than 10 years. (ADIBAL 2013) (CESTA 2013) (La Tirana Community Focus Group 2013) 
Another issue is that individuals are able to get around the limit on land ownership by putting 
land in the name of family members, business associates, or friends. (ADIBAL 2013) 
 

3. The Millennium Challenge Corporation 
 

In September 2013 the MCC approved $284 million to fund a second Millennium 
Challenge Corporation project with El Salvador. (Millennium Challenge Corporation 2013) El 
Salvador’s proposal, which was drafted and will be implemented by FOMELINIO, focuses on El 
Salvador’s southern, coastal region. Their projects include a sizable fund for private companies 
to contract with the Salvadoran government, using El Salvador’s new Public-Private Partnership 
Law, in developing investment opportunities. In the year leading up to the approval of El 
Salvador’s proposal, the Salvadoran government and the MCC put out a call for proposals to see 
what kinds of projects private corporations would engage in. The El Salvador Investment 
Challenge (ESIC) said the purpose was “to invest in public projects that catalyze private 
investments in tradable goods and services thereby generating economic growth and poverty 
reduction. The first phase of the ESIC is a competitive call-for-ideas that would catalyze 
investments in El Salvador through public-private partnerships, whereby private entities identify 
public or quasi-public infrastructure and services that are necessary to support private 
investments aimed at increasing productivity and trade of goods and services in El Salvador.” 
(Millennium Challenge Corporation 2013) 

 
MCC funds will not be available for private investments like building a resort, but they 

are or will be available for infrastructure and human development projects that support tourism. 
The 2004 Jiquilisco Bay Tourism Plan lists several such infrastructure projects including, 
installing signs for tourism routes, repairing existing and building new wharfs and marinas to 
facilitate traveling around the Bay and accommodate sport fishing, and constructing viewing 
towers. (SACDEL 2004) It could also include building secondary roads, installing water and 
electrical services, organizing and training a team of tourism police, and developing a network of 
tourism information centers. It will also include training programs to ensure the local population 
is prepared to work in the tourism industry. (Millennium Challenge Corporation 2013)  

 
 According to the Salvadoran government, the calls for proposals yielded more than 50 
responses, of which half were to develop tourism along the coast in the departments of La 
Libertad, Usulután, and La Union. The authors of this report asked an official from PROESA, 
the Salvadoran agency that promotes foreign investment, for a list of the investors and copies of 
their proposals but he denied the request saying they had promised confidentiality, but that the 
names of the companies would be made public once the contracts were granted, likely first 
trimester of 2014. (Cuestas 2013) 
  
 As this report was being prepared for publication, officials from the U.S. Embassy and 
Millennium Challenge Corporation said that they would not approve disbursement of the second 
round of funding until the Government of El Salvador reformed the Public-Private Partnership 
Law. The Embassy made the law a pre-requisite for receiving a second round of funding, and in 
May 2013 the Legislative Assembly approved it. They did so, however, with revisions that 
excluded important services and State assets such as water, health, education, and prison systems 
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from private contracts. Officials at the U.S. Embassy and MCC did not approve of the reforms, 
and in November 2013 stated that the Legislative Assembly had to change them. So far Sigfredo 
Reyes, the President of the Legislative Assembly has sworn that they would not consider 
reforming the law. As of the first of December, the MCC said that they are putting off approving 
the release of funds until after El Salvador’s 2014 presidential elections, which are scheduled for 
February 4. (Belloso 2013)  
 

4. Inter-American Development 
Bank 

 
The Inter-American Development 

Bank is also promoting tourism in the 
Jiquilisco Bay. A few years ago the IDB 
funded a project titled “Enterprise 
Development through Ecotourism in the 
Jiquilisco Bay (2007-2010, project 
number ES-S1013), the purpose of which 
was to diversity local income through 
ecotourism initiatives. While this was a 
relatively small project of $293,082, the 
IDB recently approved a $25 million loan to develop tourism in the coastal areas of San 
Salvador, La Libertad and the Jiquilisco Bay (project number ES-L1066). The loan is 
specifically to help develop infrastructure, including boardwalks, piers, wharfs, handcraft 
markets, scenic outlooks, visitor centers, and wildlife observation points. The funds will also 
help finance “improvements in wastewater treatment in key tourism centers, including… 
Jiquilisco and Puerto El Triunfo.” (Inter-American Development Bank 2013) 
 

5. PROMAR and Marco Guirola 
 

Salvadoran businessman Marco Guirola recently created the Association for Coastal 
Tourism Development (PROMAR) a private corporation that promotes tourism in La Paz, 
Usulután, and La Union. PROMAR is planning no fewer than six tourism projects along the 
coast and stands to benefit significantly from the MCC funds that were approved in October of 
2013. (Cea 2013) While not all of these projects are in the Jiquilisco Bay, it is worth noting them 
to understand the level of investment and development envisioned. (Velasco, Alistan inversión 
turística por $2,000 mills 2012) (PROMAR 2012) 
 
 a) Corona del Mar is a 110-hectare plot of land in San Luis Talpa, La Paz, just 25 
minutes from the Comalapa International Airport. PROMAR will build a series of beachfront 
hotels and condominiums, including the Spa Beach Hotel and the Fishing and Marina Hotel. 
They will also build a marina, convention center, shopping center, restaurants, and a botanical 
garden. PROMAR estimates the plans will need an investment of more than $190 million. 
Among the draws to the region are the rich marine life and the beautiful beaches, which are a 
nesting ground for sea turtles.  
 

A$drawing$from$a$PROMAR$brochure$for$investors$sharing$

their$vision$for$Jiquilisco$
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 b) Playa Secreta is a 245-hectare area in the Puerto of La Union on the Gulf of Fonseca 
where PROMAR is planning for the construction of 12 hotels (3,100 rooms – an average of 
258.3 per facility), a marina, 3,295 condominiums, a golf course, and 26,000 square meters 
(279,862 square feet) of commercial space. The drawing of the plans indicates that the marina 
will be large and deep enough to accommodate cruise ships. PROMAR estimate the project will 
be an investment of $190 million. 
 
 c) Salamar is an extensive area of undeveloped coast in Jucuaràn, Usulután. According 
to a PROMAR publication, “Salamar offers a natural property with extensive private beach of 
beige color sand particular to the pacific coast, combined with the flora and fauna, its visitors 
will be able to enjoy biodiversity that is offered by coastal areas as well as the geography of 
mountains…” The project will include green living, beach clubs, commercial centers, 
conservation areas and eco lodges.  
 
 Icacal is a similarly positioned property that PROMAR says has more than 9 kilometers 
of beach that are home to four species of sea turtles. This site will offer hotels, beach clubs, 
shopping centers, marinas, conservation areas, and ecological parks. In 2012, Royal Decameron 
announced plans to build a resort in El Icacal, a facility that will offer more than 300 rooms and 
offer a full range of customer services.  
 
 d) Velazul Marina will be located in the Gulf of Fonseca and host a variety of sports 
activities. The port will be in a small, rural, and pristine estuary and PROMAR guarantees that 
there will be a steady flow of foreign tourists in the region.  
 
 e) Aeropuerto – Promar is proposing a $200 million investment into an airport that will 
allow tourists to fly directly into La Union.  
 
 f) San Juan del Gozo is PROMAR’s plan to develop projects in the Jiquilisco Bay. They 
are proposing the construction of houses along the Bay in communities such as Puerto El Triunfo 
and near existing facilities like the Club Marino and Hotel Barillas. In one promotional 
document, PROMAR says that the Jiquilisco Bay is one of the most beautiful regions in Central 
America. PROMAR also acknowledges that the Bay is the most important ecosystem in El 
Salvador with more than 38 km of beach, 27 islands, 23,000 hectares of mangrove forest, a wide 
variety of birds and aquatic life, endangered turtles and more. The promotional materials also 
recognize that Jiquilisco is not developed and that there is a lot of natural beauty.  
 
 g) Ventana Beach is another area in La Union that PROMAR wants to develop. Their 
promotional materials state that international developers have called the area a world-class 
location, marked by beautiful landscape, wildlife, ocean, and other assets. The region is 
comprised of several beaches including Punta Mango, Los Flores, La Vaca, El Toro, El Majague, 
and La Ventana. There are four sites for hotels, beachfront properties for building vacation and 
retirement homes, a grand tourism resort and golf club. 
 
 The drawings that PROMAR provides in their materials show extensive development 
projects that will have a large ecological footprint in the areas where they are developed. These 
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do not appear to be the small, eco-friendly, sustainable tourism projects that will protect the 
mangroves and beaches, and the wildlife that inhabits the areas. (PROMAR 2012)  
  

Marco Guirola told IPS News this year that the old approach to doing business in a way 
that violates the environment and rights of local residents “is no longer sustainable, or even 
possible, even if one wanted to, because the level of organization in the area is enough to exert 
the necessary pressure. He added that it is possible to reconcile large tourism investments even 
with areas as fragile as a nature reserve. He then stated, “We should give up opposing 
[investments] just for fun.” (Ayala 2013) 

 
6. Bay of Jiquilisco 

 
Another group, that seems to be referred to as the 

Bay of Jiquilisco, has a website up with galleries of photos 
of various places in the Bay region that they offer as 
potential development sites. The website lists three 
locations, Montecristo, Madresal, and San Sebastian. (Bahia 
de Jiquilisco n.d.) 
 

a) Montecristo is a small, remote community nestled 
among mangrove forests where the Lempa River pours out 
into the Pacific. The community has it all – amazing 
beaches, mangrove forests, estuaries and rivers, agricultural 
land, and diverse wildlife.  

 
b) Madresal Island is another small community 

nestled among the mangroves, right on the Bay. One real 
estate website, lists a 1 manzana lot of beachfront property 
in the community for $60,000, advertising it as ideal for 
residential, retail, or tourism development. Among the photos of the lot is a map that indicates it 
is just one of several divided waterfront lots being readied for development. (Bien Raices en El 
Salvador n.d.)  

 
c) San Sebastian is an island in the Jiquilisco Bay, known for its beaches, which are an 

important nesting ground for sea turtles. The main community on the island is La Pirraya, which 
is already home to a few small hotels and hosts visitors for nature walks. (La Pirraya Restuarant 
n.d.) 
 

Galleries on the Bay of Jiquilisco website of each location contain images of beautiful 
beaches, undeveloped plots of land, mangrove forests, and more. There is little information about 
the company or who is promoting these sites for tourism, but they state that they are friends with 
or related to the Barillas Marina Club. (Puerto Barrillas 2013) The Contact Us page on the 
website only lists a few telephone numbers and a form to receive information.  The main page of 
the website says, “we have found a treasure, and we want to share it with you…” (Bahia de 
Jiquilisco n.d.) 
 

Beach in Montecristo, a small 
community on the San Juan 
del Gozo Peninsula that is 
targeted for tourism projects 
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7. José Barahona 
 

For many years José Barahona, a Salvadoran businessman who made millions of dollars 
in the U.S, had plans to develop tourism projects in the Jiquilisco Bay. In a 2004 Washington 
Post article he said he “envisioned a Salvadoran Cancun, and was trying to raise money to build 
hotels, restaurants, a fishing resort, and a golf course.” (Williams 2004) His idea was to build 
two facilities in Corral de Mulas, a golf club and resort, and a fishing club. (Azucena and Choto 
2009) In 1998 he bought an 800-acre (459.6 manzanas) coconut farm in the region for 
developing tourism. According to a 2009 article, Mr. Barahona was also part of a group of 
investors that purchased 432.5 acres (250.4 manzanas) in Corral de Mulas. He said, “For this 
project there are already groups of investors, not just myself. We are negotiating an agreement in 
which I put up the land, and they would be able to build the infrastructure.” (Azucena and Choto 
2009) 
 

The Need to Stay Informed 
 

The Jiquilisco Bay is a very important and fragile region. In order to preserve the 
mangrove forests, beaches, and other natural resources, local communities, civil society 
organizations and government agencies should stay informed about what is happening or being 
planned, and of opportunities to be involved in policy debates. The projects mentioned in this 
report are just a few examples of what developers are planning for the Jiquilisco Bay. It is only a 
matter of time before one of these plans gets the proper financing and necessary support from 
government agencies it needs to move forward. Speculators have already invested millions of 
dollars in land and infrastructure, and the government has made tourism development a pillar of 
their economic development plan. They will continue promoting tourism until there is a payoff 
or they realize that it is not a viable investment. The only way communities will have a voice in 
whether tourism happens or not is by staying informed.  
 
 One way to stay informed is for communities and civil society organizations to use the 
new Law on Transparency to access government documents related to tourism development. For 
example, communities could request information from PROESA (the Agency for the Promotion 
of Exports and Investments in El Salvador), the Ministry of Tourism, and FOMELINIO about 
the proposals they have received regarding tourism development in the region. It would also be 
very important to request information about the regulations or standards they are using when 
reviewing projects seeking MCC funds or other government support. They could also investigate 
and demand information about who is buying and selling land in the region, a task that will be 
extremely difficult because the National Land Registry is out of date and locals report that 
investors easily subvert the 245-hectare limit on land ownership by deeding in the names of 
corporations, friends, or family members.  
  

Communities and organizations can also solicit information from the Ministry of Tourism 
and the Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources (MARN) about specific plans. 
Under the current system of environmental laws tourism development projects need to apply for 
and receive an environmental permit from the MARN. While there is question as to whether 
those laws will apply to public-private partnerships or other tourism projects, citizens should be 
able to access information about permitting applications. As mentioned above, Voices staff met 
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with MARN officials in July 2013 and told that the Ministry had not received one permit 
application, nor had they even been in communication with the Ministry of Tourism, PROESA, 
FOMILENIO, or any other government agency or corporation about tourism.  

 
Tourism plans and activities should be analyzed using domestic and international legal 

standards and best practices, including those established by RAMSAR and UNESCO. Similarly, 
objective experts who know the region and understand tourism should review all plans and 
environmental impact statements/analysis. The most important part of this process, however, is 
having access to information.  

 
Again, the information in this report is just an overview of projects and plans, and their 

potential impacts. Much more research, information, and analysis is needed in order for the 
people in the region to know how to take advantage of good opportunities or defend themselves 
against threats, and most importantly, to know the difference between the two. 

PART III – THE POSSIBLE IMPACTS OF TOURISM  
 

The Ministry of Tourism, PROMAR, and others state that tourism development projects 
will be sustainable and protect natural resources like the mangrove forests along the coast. It is 
difficult not to draw a comparison between these claims and those made by Pacific Rim Mining 
Company that gold mining in Cabañas would not harm the environment. In their Environmental 
Impact Analysis Pacific Rim concluded in part that gold mining would result in a net gain in 
potable water – a claim that was challenged by a geologist from the United States. Tourism 
developers like PROMAR want to build hotels, resorts, condominiums, convention centers, 
marinas, shopping malls, and golf courses in and around some of the most important natural 
resources left in El Salvador. While developers may be able to take some steps to mitigate the 
risks of damage, tourism as planned will have a large footprint on a fragile area. But these 
impacts won’t be limited to the regions under development. Competition for water and land, and 
the disposal of sewage and solid waste would affect all Salvadorans.  

 
Based on the information available in the press, local residents fear the natural resources 

that make the region such a desirable place to visit are unlikely to survive the kind of tourism 
development planned. When Marco Guirola says “we should give up opposing [investments] just 
for fun,” he may misunderstand why people would not support his plans. Communities and 
environmentalists question the wisdom of PROMAR and others’ plans because of the impacts 
they will likely have on their natural resources and agrarian culture.  

The Impacts of Tourism on Local and National Water Supplies 
 
Tourism, as envisioned by the Ministry of Tourism, PROMAR, and others, is likely to 

have several impacts on El Salvador’s scarce water resources. One of El Salvador’s primary 
development issues right now is meeting current and future demands for water. The Salvadoran 
government is struggling to supply water to the 6.2 million people living in El Salvador. Even 
those in Urban and rural communities who are counted as being on the public water system go 
days and sometimes weeks without running water. La Tirana, El Chile, and other communities in 
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the Jiquilisco Bay are among the 20% of rural 
Salvadorans communities that are not yet on the 
public water system and still have to draw 
contaminated water from wells. This water shortage 
becomes even more serious considering the 
increased demands that tourism will bring. The 
average Salvadoran in an urban area uses 43.5 
gallons (165 liters) of water a day. (Ibarro, Jarquin 
and Rivera n.d.) Environmentalists estimate that 
the average tourist in El Salvador uses between 3 
and 15 times the amount of water as the average 
Salvadoran, that means a tourist would use more than 130 gallons (492 liters) a day. (CESTA-
FOE 2011) And adding three million tourists a year to the equation will make access to water in 
El Salvador even more difficult.  

 
Another stress on El Salvador’s water supply will be the golf courses that PROMAR and 

others want to build. Golf courses use a lot of water. An average 18-hole golf course is between 
150 and 200 acres (86.17 and 114.9 manzanas), 80% of which needs to be irrigated. (Golf 
Course Superinterdents Association of America 2009) The average golf course in the 
southeastern region of the U.S. uses 788,000 gallons of water per irrigated acre, per year. While 
these quantities of water are not necessarily what a golf in El Salvaor will use – it may be more, 
it may be less – they provide an idea of the scale. (Cloud 2013) That means a single 18-hole golf 
course in the Jiquilisco Bay could use as much as 94.5 million gallons of water in a single year. 
While irrigation water does not have to be potable, it will compete with water resources that 
would otherwise be used to satisfy local needs.  

 
PROMAR and other developers may have a plan for building a desalinization plant for 

watering their golf courses, filling swimming pools, washing bed linens, cooking food, watering 
their gardens, and satisfying all other needs. If so, Salvadorans concerned about water resources 
should have access to these plans to make sure they are viable.  

 
 El Salvador receives a lot of rainfall every year – San Salvador for example averages 76.7 
inches (195 cm) of rain every year. Deforestation and urbanization, however, cause much of this 
rain to drain off into streams and rivers that pour out into the Pacific Ocean, instead of soaking 
into the country’s water tables as would occur if the forests and land were in tact. In addition, 
enforcement of environmental laws in El Salvador is notoriously weak, allowing factories and 
others to dump untreated industrial waste into the country’s rivers and streams. The result is that 
water tables are lower than they have ever been, and most of all surface waters are contaminated 
beyond use. (Hieber 2009) This is not a situation that is likely to change in the near future – El 
Salvador still does not have the infrastructure necessary to process sewage and wastewater, and 
the government is unlikely to start holding corporations like Kimberly Clark responsible for 
cleaning up their industrial waste in fear they will move to countries with less stringent 
environmental regulations. (Share Foundation n.d.) These and other factors indicate that water 
scarcity will only become worse in years to come, and tourism will likely make the issue worse.  
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The Jiquilisco Bay is one of El Salvador’s most important watersheds. Environmentalists 
fear that tourism development would damage the Bay and it’s aquifers in many ways. 
Constructing buildings, marinas, and even installing water systems, risk perforating the region’s 
shallow water tables, which due to the proximity to the Pacific Ocean could result in salinization. 
Once seawater starts flowing into the region’s aquifers it is impossible to reverse and the water 
would be unusable. Similarly, as discussed below, tourism will also threaten the region’s 
mangrove forests, which protect the region from tidal surges often caused by strong storms. 
Without these barriers, storm surges could also result in the salinization of groundwater further 
inland. 

 
Locals and environmentalists also question how tourist facilities, including hotels, 

resorts, condominiums, convention centers, golf courses, and other facilities will manage their 
sewage and solid waste. The Pan American Health Organization reports that less than 1% of 
sewage and wastewater from El Salvador’s urban areas is treated before it is discharged. (United 
Nations Environmental Programe n.d.) While there are several small wastewater treatment plants 
in El Salvador they cannot handle the current demands, much less an influx of 3 million tourists. 
In a press release announcing a $25 million loan to El Salvador to develop tourism, the IADB 
even states, “[h]owever, most of the country’s beaches and other coastal attractions lack the 
infrastructure required to increase the number of overnight visitors or to treat wastewater 
generated by such activities.” (Inter-American Development Bank 2013) The $25 million loan 
will invest in boardwalks, piers and wharfs, handcraft markets, scenic outlooks, visitor’s centers 
and wildlife observation points. The loan will also be used for wastewater treatment plants in 
four different tourism centers, including Jiquilisco and Puerto Triunfo, both municipalities on the 
Jiquilisco Bay targeted for tourism projects. These funds, however, hardly seem sufficient to 
install adequate wastewater treatment plants and will require significant levels of funding from 
other sources.  

 
The construction and use of swimming pools also has a negative impact on water 

resources in and around tourism developments. (International Union for Conservation of Nature 
n.d.) Many facilities dump chlorinated or otherwise chemically treated pool water into the ocean 
or other nearby water resources causing great harm to their already compromised ecosystems.  
When considering the environmental impacts of their projects, developers must include plans 
dispose of pool water so that it does not have a negative impact on El Salvador’s environment.    

 
Solid waste is another issue. El Salvador lacks the capacity to manage the trash it 

produces now. Adding 3 million tourists and all of their various activities will exacerbate an 
already serious issue. It is unlikely that tourism facilities will dispose of trash locally – they 
would not want to contaminate their own facilities. They will likely truck waste and the problems 
associated with properly disposing of trash to other rural communities. This is likely to result in 
significant contamination of local groundwater and cause severe public health concerns for the 
communities that agree or are forced to take trash produced by the tourism industry. 

 
The issue of access to clean water and proper management of waste is so significant that 

the Pan American Health Organization concluded in a recent report that, “[w]ith regard to the 
environment and human security, the principal problems are the inequalities that urban and rural 
populations have in access to safe water and the lack of an institutional mechanism for 
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monitoring water supply systems in the rural 
areas. It is necessary to strengthen institutional 
capacity for monitoring and surveillance of 
wastewater, recreational water, chemical 
substances, and biological wastes; for 
systematically implementing strategies to 
eliminate, reuse, and recycle wastes at the 
municipal level; and for reviewing and updating 
regulations and laws on emission and uptake of 
contaminants from fixed and mobile sources.” 
(Pan American Health Organization 2013) 
 

Any tourism development project must 
include detailed plans for satisfying water 
demands without negatively impacting demand in 
the rest of El Salvador. Developers must also 
include detailed plans for processing sewage and 
wastewater, and managing its solid waste in a 
manner that does not have any negative 
consequences.   

 
 

Tourism and the Mangrove Forests 
 

As mentioned already, the Jiquilisco Bay is home to some of the most pristine mangrove 
forests in Central America. These forests are an extremely important natural resource that 
supports a wide variety of flora and fauna. According to the Mangrove Action Project, tourism is 
one of the leading threats against mangrove forests around the world. (Mangrove Action Project 
n.d.)  

 
While national and local tourism plans, PROMAR, and others say that tourism will be a 

way to protect these invaluable natural resources, development will likely result in a net loss of 
mangrove forests. Hotels, golf courses, marinas and boats, and other facilities planned for the 
Jiquilisco Bay and other coastal regions will have to go somewhere. Developers will want to 
remove trees and forests to make room for their projects. In Montecristo, a small coastal 
community near the mouth of the Lempa River, any tourism project will require destruction of at 
least some forest, especially if the plans involved development near the beach, which is almost 
all forested in. There isn’t even a road to Montecristo so accessing a hotel or restaurant will 
requiring installing one, which would require cutting down a large swath of trees. Community 
members in La Tirana have heard that the government is planning on building a bridge through 
the mangrove forests to Montecristo, which would be extremely detrimental to one of the most 
pristine sections of forest in the Pacific Coast of the Americas.  
 

Not all land along the coast is forested – some of it has already been cleared. Even if 
developers plan to build only on these cleared areas, they will still be in close proximity to 
mangrove forests. For example, environmentalists at CESTA report that developers want to build 

A drawing from PROMAR’s plans for 
Icacal, La Union illustrating the impact 
that the resorts will have on the forests 



 

 26  

a golf course and resort in La Tirana, a community near Montecristo. (CESTA 2013) There are 
several large parcels of land outside of the main village that are owned by wealthy investors - no 
one in the communities know who the owners are, they just see workers checking fences or 
tending a few cattle on occasion. One of these properties borders the mangrove forest that La 
Tirana is charged with protecting. A resort or golf course on these plots would increase human 
traffic through the forests, meaning more trash, gas motors, noise, and other threats to the 
integrity of the forest. If the resort were to want access to the forest, they would have to build a 
doc where boats could come in and out, meaning they would cut down trees. If there are plans to 
build a golf course, it will mean fertilizer runoff contaminating the forests and nearby estuaries, 
as well as a huge stress on local water resources for irrigation.  

 
Destruction of mangrove forests would be devastating. The mangroves are the nesting 

ground for 75% of commercial fisheries off El Salvador’s pacific coast. (Mangrove Action 
Project n.d.) Losing the forests would mean a dramatic decline in the number of fish available, 
harming the local fishing industry as well as the sport fishing developers are planning. 
Communities from Montecristo at one end of the Bay to El Espino at the other end, and many 
others in-between survive in large part by fishing. If there are no fish to catch they will not be 
able to survive where they are, except by working in tourism.  

 
The mangrove forests are also the home of thousands of species of birds, sea turtles, 

crocodiles, monkeys, lizards, fish, and much more. In the Jiquilisco Bay there are hundreds of 
varieties of birds that would be affected by tourism projects in and around their habitat. 
Similarly, the spider monkey is the last remaining non-human primate in El Salvador and 
destruction of forests around the Bay would further diminish their population. El Salvador does 
not have much natural habitat left for wildlife – less than 10% of the country is covered by 
vegetation and less than 2% of natural forests remain. (Rainforest Alliance n.d.) Tourism 
development, unless strictly regulated or limited to specific areas would result in even less 
habitats and less wildlife. 

 
Over the past 20 years the Jiquilisco Bay region has experienced the effects of climate 

change more than most regions of the world. Stronger storms like Hurricane Mitch in 1998 and 
Tropical Storm 12-E in 2011, and the many other storms in-between, have caused devastating 
floods and storm surges. The mangrove forests are an important defense against the affects of 

climate change. They absorb rainwater and 
storm surges, protecting the low-lying 
flatland on the other side. (Mangrove Action 
Project n.d.) Without the forests, 
communities such as La Tirana become 
extremely unsafe places to live. They also 
become a very unsafe place to build hotels, 
resorts, and vacation homes. Mangrove 
forests are also important because they can 
absorb carbon, five times as much as 
rainforests, and slow the process of climate 
change. 

 

Resident of Montecristo leaving La Tirana with 
Bushels of Punches (a variety of crab).  
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 Mangroves are such a valuable, irreplaceable natural resource that communities and 
government officials should think very carefully before allowing tourism developers to build in 
or around them. There are plenty of places in El Salvador without mangroves that might be much 
suited for tourism and development projects.  

Beaches and Sea Turtles 
 

One of the steps the 2014 National Plan identifies for developing tourism in the Jiquilisco 
Bay is “equipping, altering, and cleaning the beaches so that they meet international quality 
standards.” (Grupo GDT 2006) While it remains a little unclear what the authors of the plan had 
in mind, equipping and altering beaches in the Jiquilisco Bay would mean disturbing the nesting 
grounds of at least four species of sea turtles, three of which are listed as threatened by extinction 
and a forth (the Hawksbill Leatherback) that is listed as critically endangered. According to the 
Mangrove Action Project, “[l]ess than 500 nesting hawksbills remain in the entire eastern 
Pacific, with nearly 50% of these individuals nesting in Jiquilisco Bay in El Salvador. 
Additionally, Jiquilisco Bay provides essential foraging habitat for juvenile, sub-adult, and adult 
hawksbills.” (Mangrove Action Project n.d.) 

 
The Mangrove Action Project concludes that in addition to destructive fishing practices, 

one of the main threats to the hawksbills in the Bay area is the uncontrolled development of the 
nesting beaches. Equipping, altering, and cleaning beaches so that they meet international 
standards, if not done in conjunction and with the approval of the experts who are working to 
protect the turtles, would likely fall into the category of uncontrolled development.  

 
PROMAR and other tourism companies use the sea turtles as a draw for tourists, 

highlighting the natural beauty of the region and the wildlife it has to offer. Their plans, 
however, do not mention that the sea turtles are threatened or critically endangered or how they 
will develop their projects without harming their primary nesting grounds.  

Access to Land and Natural Resources, and Protection of Agrarian Culture 
 
Tourism development is already having a negative impact on access to and the 

affordability of land in the Jiquilisco Bay region, even in the communities not targeted for 
development projects. Communities throughout the region celebrate and work to preserve their 
agrarian, campesino culture, and identify food sovereignty as one of their primary goals. They 
are working to achieve this through farming, fishing, and the sustainable harvest of crabs, shrimp 
and other food products. Community leaders and residents throughout the region prioritize their 
simple lifestyle, which prioritizes preservation of natural resources over consumerism and 
unsustainable development.  
 

Tourism threatens this agrarian culture in a number of ways. In the communities targeted 
for tourism projects, land speculators are already buying and selling property, and pricing locals 
out of the market. As mentioned above, in 2003 a farmer could buy an acre of land for $1,000. In 
2005, a year after the CORSATUR conference on tourism and the publication of the 2004 
Jiquilisco Bay tourism Plan, the same acre of land cost as much as $12,000. A young farmer just 
starting out can no longer afford to buy land in these communities and there are already reports 
of people searching for more affordable property in communities along the Lempa River that are 
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not targeted for tourism projects. This is already contributing 
to higher real estate prices throughout the region.  

 
 El Salvador is by far the most densely populated 

country in the Western Hemisphere. Communities and 
people displaced by tourism projects will have almost 
nowhere to go, other than to urban centers that are already 
overcrowded and suffering from high rates of violent crime. 
While tourism developers claim their development projects 
will provide jobs and boost the local economy, most people 
interviewed for this report do not believe that they will have 
access to jobs that will pay a living wage or make up for the 
loss of their agrarian culture. (La Tirana Community Focus 
Group 2013) Even the youth from the region who are able to 
study in the universities happily stay in their rural 
communities and build lives as small, sustenance farmers. 

 
Locals also report that developers and land speculators are already denying them access 

to public lands. All beaches in El Salvador are public and it is against the law for any single 
person to own them. Investors who have purchased beachfront properties, however, are fencing 
off access to the beaches in front of their lots. This is not just a matter of locals being able to 
swim in the ocean and play in the sand. Many people make their living by fishing and use the 
beaches for launching their boats and bringing in their catches. Many people fear that as hotels, 
resorts, and vacation homes are built they will have even less access to the sea. Even if 
landowners do not fence off the actual beach, their fenced in properties close off access to the 
beach.  

 
This is already the case in Costa del Sol, La Paz where a long stretch of beach is almost 

completely fenced in by vacation homes and small hotels that line the beach. The properties 
connect their fences in a manner that denies public access without going miles down the beach to 
a public park. The Royal Decameron in Sonsonate is another example. On their website, 
Decameron advertises more than a mile of beach. (Royal Decameron 2013) Locals report that 
they are not permitted on the beach near the Decameron, despite laws declaring beaches to be 
public. Many of the real estate listings for property for sale in Jiquilisco boast of private beaches 
perfect for vacation homes, hotels, or other tourism projects. The Jiquilisco Bay site associated 
with Puerto Barillas also boasts of private beaches. (Bahia de Jiquilisco n.d.) 

 
This same de facto privatization of public lands is occurring with mangrove forests, 

which are also public property that cannot be fenced off by private actors. The authors of this 
report documented several places along the San Juan del Gozo Peninsula where landowners had 
constructed fences denying locals access to mangrove forests – one went as far as to post a sign 
threatening that trespassers will be reported to the police. 

 
In the process of drafting this report, the authors organized several focus groups in 

communities throughout the Bay region to discuss tourism. One of the fears that people 
identified was the impact that tourism would have on youth. Their agrarian culture depends on a 
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simple lifestyle in which food security and environmental protection are more important than 
buying and consuming things. They fear that an influx of wealthy tourists from North America 
and Europe will influence their youth, promoting a consumer-driven lifestyle that they cannot 
afford and is counter to their agrarian priorities. (La Tirana Community Focus Group 2013) 

CONCLUSION 
 

El Salvador still has some very valuable natural resources along the coast - beaches, 
mangrove forests, farmland, wildlife, and much more. Government officials and developers want 
to develop these natural resources to improve the national economy – attracting foreign 
investments and creating jobs. However, developed with extreme care and unrelenting oversight, 
tourism projects in the Jiquilisco Bay are likely to have serious consequences, causing harm to 
the region’s mangrove forests, beaches, and farmland, and all the flora and fauna that depend on 
these invaluable ecosystems.  

 
Tourism may be a viable way for El Salvador to develop its economy, and it even may 

provide the resources needed to protect fragile ecosystems like the Jiquilisco Bay. In order to 
provide real benefit, the Salvadoran government has to be able to control development with clear 
land use regulations. Such regulations, however, must also include giving communities in the 
affected areas full access to development plans and all data related to the state of the local 
environment. Communities must also have an authoritative voice in the development process. 
Though current plans use language like ecotourism and sustainable development, there is little 
indication that developers are prepared to invest the time and resources necessary to protect 
regions like the Jiquilisco Bay in an appropriate manner. Similarly, the Salvadoran government 
has an extremely weak record of enforcing its environmental laws, and there is no indication that 
the Ministry of the Environment, the courts, or law enforcement agencies are doing what is 
necessary to draft appropriate regulations or improve their enforcement capabilities.  

 
To date, there has been little public debate over tourism. There have been newspaper 

articles discussing plans and investment opportunities, but few have publically questioned 
whether tourism is a good idea. Based on the little information that is available in the mainstream 
media, the Salvadoran public seems to embrace the idea of tourism as a way to create jobs and 
grow the economy. Tourism is especially popular for politicians and government officials who 
can use it to show that they are taking action. But there has yet to be an open, informed 
discussion about what tourism development will do to El Salvador’s culture and environment, or 
whether it will really bring economic benefits to the people who need it most.  

 
To have such a debate, civil society organizations and communities, especially those who 

will be affected most, should be more proactive in getting information and analysis about what is 
being planned and how it will impact them. This report is a beginning, but is only a broad 
overview of the issue. Communities, environmentalists, human rights activists, and concerned 
citizens should ask for and if necessary demand more information from the Ministry of Tourism, 
PROESA, CORSATURA, and other government agencies.  
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In the process of producing this report, the authors met with many of the communities in 
the Jiquilisco Bay that are being targeted for tourism projects. It is hard to find anyone opposed 
to the idean of having tourists visit their communities, but only if they have control over how 
many and what kind of impact they have on the region. They also want to be the ones who 
benefit from the economic activity – not international investors. Many communities have their 
own ideas for small tourism projects that do not involve golf courses or large resorts, and could 
be implemented in a more sustainable manner. Unfortunately, there has been almost no 
communication between the government agencies promoting tourism, investors willing to 
finance projects or build infrastructure, and the communities in the Jiquilisco Bay. 

 
In the end, it is the people who live in the Jiquilisco Bay that will have to live with the 

consequences of tourism – good or bad – and they should be the ones to decide which 
development projects happen and which ones do not.  
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