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                                                                                            El Salvador Pack

Verde Mar Shrimp Co-operative (for use with the shrimp game)
Following a civil war lasting almost 13 years, El Salvador today is battling a legacy of conflict and complex threats to its survival. Urban and rural communities face many challenges. Natural disasters, grinding poverty, gender inequality, gang violence, and low levels of education and employment opportunities, combine to make progress here slow. But as Commitment for Life visitors found out when they visited in May this year, a spirit of hope and determination is beginning to heal the scars of war and nurture the next generation.

Promised a gold mine, given a salt mine

Members of the Verde Mar cooperative, one of four coops supported in the Municipality of Jiquilisco,  gathered to share their story of hard work and hope for the future. Many of the ex-combatants in this co-op lost limbs and family members in the war. Hailing from all over El Salvador, they found it difficult to reintegrate on the land that was given to them by the government. Arriving with nothing, they discovered the ground was previously used as a salt mine, owned by large-scale producers and deserted during the war. For two years, the co-op worked on extracting salt from the land, but a lack of capital and a free-trade agreement with Mexico meant the co-op couldn’t produce salt at a competitive price. 

Salt of the earth to seasoned farmers

Recognising the need to adapt, the co-op decided to breed shrimp. But to create breeding ponds entailed hours of back-breaking manual digging. At first they bred wild spawn, but it was prone to disease and slow to reproduce. This was when Christian Aid partner PROCARES got involved. They provided a microbiological lab-kit to monitor algae and oxygen levels in the water, so that the co-op could begin to farm on a much larger scale. They also suggested a switch to more resilient white shrimp, which are in higher demand on the international market. PROCARES was originally formed to support El Salvadorian refugees who had fled the country during the civil war. They specialise in supporting poor farmers to diversify their produce, organise into cooperatives, introduce new technologies and sell their products – so they were well placed to support the fledgling cooperative.

In deep water

Despite this progress, the threat posed by climate change is ever-present. Temperatures are rising at an alarming rate in El Salvador, even though their CO2 emissions are very low. To breed, the shrimp require a consistent temperature of 30-32°C. In the last five years, temperatures have risen up to 40°C in summer and dropped as low as 21°C in winter. This has put the co‑op’s harvest at risk. Consequently, every dry season they work with PROCARES to mitigate the effects of climate change. Working together, they have identified solutions, including digging the shrimp lakes deeper and, although costly, adding oxygen to the water.

The long road ahead

In the past, middle-men absorbed 50% of the profits through arranging sales to supermarkets and municipal markets. The co-op wants to sell direct to their customers. With support from PROCARES, they hope to purchase a refrigerated truck and build a collection centre, including ice rooms and a processing room. Increasing profit is vital, because the co-op reinvests 50% of its profits into projects that benefit the whole community – including a health centre and a play school. Such things enable women to work at the co-op too, and they are paid the same as men – something extremely rare in El Salvador. The co-op will also contribute to a government-led road-refurbishment, by paying the cost of 3m of a road in their community.

Commitment for Life is helping communities like the members of the Verde Mar cooperative become self‑sustaining. Thank you for helping them dig themselves out of poverty.
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