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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This policy report examines the ways in which the international aid community can better 

support the citizen security needs of the Central American people. El Salvador serves as an 

appropriate case study in this context, as it currently has one of the highest homicide rates in the 

world. While international donors have committed significant resources and developed a wide 

range of projects in response to the nation’s escalating violence rates, such efforts have yet to 

produce appreciable results. International donors and multi-lateral banks have thus far indirectly 

supported the government of El Salvador in its framing of the violence from a national security 

perspective through direct military support and indirect budgetary support. This has translated to 

increasingly militarized solutions that are in conflict with the objectives of local community 

organizations that view the violence as a product of social exclusion and lack of opportunities.  

 The efforts of the international aid community have had limited success due to the lack of 

effective collaboration and coordination among the various actors involved in promoting 

Salvadoran citizen security interests. First, coordination between various donors has been limited 

at best. As a result, aid projects frequently fund programs that duplicate the same efforts, fail to 

collaborate in successful policies, and at times actually hinder each other’s communication with 

local organizations. Second, the private contractor model used by USAID further inhibits 

communication between project designers and local partners through both the financial 

incentives and time constraints of the RFP process. This barrier in project implementation 

decreases both the top-down flow of money and the bottom-up flow of information between the 

United States government and the aid recipients. Third, accountability systems, particularly 

within USAID and IDB, overly rely on output-based indicators and internal monitoring systems 

when qualitative, outcome-based information collected by an independent body would provide 

much more useful information. Fourth, too much international aid is invested in clearly failed 

state institutions, in particular the national police, the military and the judicial system. Despite 

the fact that the corruption and ineffectiveness of these bodies have been well established, they 

continue to be funded both directly and indirectly in ways that do not address their internal 

structural weaknesses. Fifth, internationally led programs that aim to improve citizen security 

through violence prevention tend to prioritize the political and ideological values of the donors 

over the needs of the communities. In particular, the prevention programs funded by 
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international donors serve to reinforce the social exclusion of gang-active youth by underfunding 

or disregarding programs that offer opportunities for individuals who have already demonstrated 

violent or criminal behavior despite the fact that local community based organizations repeatedly 

assert that holistic prevention models are the most successful. 

 This failure to communicate with the Salvadoran people requires a paradigm shift in the 

international aid community. In each of these areas, local knowledge should be actively 

prioritized through third-party forums, public opinion polls, more staff on the ground, and greater 

support for the local organizations that have demonstrated success. Aid needs to be 

decentralized, so that municipalities and small community-based organizations will be better 

supported in their own positive steps towards violence prevention and rights-respecting law 

enforcement. At each stage of the process, from project design to implementation to 

accountability, the aid community should strive to utilize the expertise of local actors, as this 

knowledge is critical in providing sustainable, long-term solutions appropriate to the actual 

communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, citizen security in the “Northern Triangle” of Central America has gained 

increasing attention from the international aid community, yet efforts to resolve the problem of 

escalating violence through loans and grants have yet to contribute to any substantial reduction in 

crime. As an example, the United States spent $361.5 million in Central America between 2008 

and 2011, yet during that same period homicide rates in El Salvador increased from 52 to 66 per 

100,000 citizens.1 Our research seeks to address why despite increased investment in citizen 

security in Central America, violence and crime rates continue to escalate at such alarming rates.  

This report, based on a case study of citizen security assistance to El Salvador, suggests that poor 

communication between Central American grassroots organizations and those designing aid 

projects lies at the root of this problem. In particular, policymakers on both the state and 

international level have framed the issue as a problem of national security, rather than as a 

reflection of the lack of human security on the local level. Contrary to predominant political 

assertions that attribute most crime and violence to gang activity,2 communities and local NGOs 

in El Salvador recognize that existing violence is perpetuated by a variety of structural factors 

including the social exclusion of marginalized communities, high levels of inequality, increased 

economic vulnerability, and a lack of basic rights.3 Of course, gangs play a role in the violence, 

but understanding the problem’s deeper roots is necessary for formulating sustainable solutions. 

This runs directly counter to current trends that increasingly seek answers in military approaches. 

Through greater emphasis on improving the flows of information, especially from the 

bottom-up, the aid community will more effectively respond to security needs and adjust their 

own programs according to local information rather than international politics. The long-term 

goal of improving citizen security in El Salvador requires, first and foremost, that the concept of 

“citizen security” be reframed, particularly among policymakers in key donor governments such 

as the US and within the government of El Salvador. As we argue in this report, existing 
                                                
1 Peter Meyer, Central America Regional Security Initiative Background and Policy Issues for Congress, (Washington D.C.: Library of Congress, 
2011).  
2 Estimates concerning the percentage of crimes committed by gangs are highly variable and “notoriously unreliable.” For example, while the 
country’s Defense Minister recently reported that 90% of homicides are committed by gang members. directors of the National Civilian Police 
estimate that gangs commit 40-45% of homicides. Adriana Beltran, “Stronger than the Iron Fist: Funes Administration Attempts a Different 
Approach to Crime and Violence in El Salvador,” WOLA, March 18, 2011. 
3 Research has demonstrated that violence increases in situations of increased economic vulnerability, extreme inequality, and where social and 
economic exclusion are prevalent. In reporting on violence in El Salvador, author Mo Hume makes the important distinction that poverty does not 
directly cause violence nor are all poor people violent, but rather suggests that in situations where poverty and inequality overlap, armed violence 
is often employed as an option by some individuals. Mo Hume, “Armed Violence and Poverty in El Salvador,” November 2004. 
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conceptions of citizen security can serve to polarize and exclude particular groups of citizens, 

establishing a distinction between populations who deserve protection and those who constitute a 

threat.4 The resultant policies tend to justify the failure to protect the human rights of potentially 

“threatening populations” with the need to defend those populations that “deserve protection,” 

instead of proposing solutions that work holistically. In El Salvador, youth who participate in 

gang activity are overwhelmingly defined in political and media discourse as the nation’s 

primary security threat.5 This polarization and exclusion of particular social groups is further 

reflected within aid allocation, as the majority of aid is directed towards repressive security 

solutions and prevention programs aimed at the least vulnerable populations, while minimal 

funding is allocated towards marginalized groups such as youths involved in gangs. 

Reframing citizen security also requires recognition that violence encompasses not only 

visible, physical acts of violence, but also the normalized and often unrecognized forms of 

“everyday violence” which are most experienced by marginalized populations entrenched within 

conditions of poverty and exclusion.6 Predominant definitions of citizen security serve to silence 

the suffering of these populations, particularly that of women and adolescents. Thus, domestic 

violence, while not the main focus of this report, must also be considered within the scope of 

insecurity, as this form of social violence is also rising within the region.7 While violence is often 

conceptualized solely as an individualized act of criminal deviance, this report argues that such 

approaches to violence fail to recognize the extent to which social conditions produce acts of 

violence and thus, must be represented in the solution as well. 

Finally, in reframing the concept of citizen security, the donor community should refocus 

attention upon municipal governments and actual citizens in local communities as the best 

sources of solutions to their problems. Under this perspective, the international community 

should approach citizen security efforts as a collaborative partnership with local communities, 

recognizing that the most valuable insight will come from the citizens themselves. Our point here 

is not that all local leaders are responsible or all local efforts laudatory, but rather that if any 

                                                
4 Author Peter Peetz asserts that it is important to recognize that what is defined as violence and delinquency within a particular society is highly 
dependent on the “social and political context“ of that society. Thus, this report recognizes the way in which current dialogue on citizen security 
primarily emphasizes homicides and gang violence, other forms of violence are on the rise in El Salvador as well. Peter Peetz, “Youth Violence 
in Central America,” Youth and Society, 43 (2011): 1459-1498. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Philippe I. Bourgois. Violence in war and peace. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 2004). 
7 Seconds in the Air: Women Gang-Members and Their Prisons. (The University Institute of Public Opinion. San Salvador: UCA, 2010) 
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strategy is to be successful and sustainable in the long term, it must be embraced by those with 

longstanding leadership in the local context, rather than imposed as a top-down model.  

This emphasis on local communities as active leaders in tackling their own challenges 

rather than passive recipients of international aid undergirds our entire report. Throughout the 

pages that follow, we discuss development and implementation of aid projects, focusing in 

particular on USAID and IDB as the primary donors of citizen security related programs in El 

Salvador. We identify five key areas for improvement, and in each area discuss the ways in 

which local empowerment and reframing the problems should be key strategies for international 

institutions to yield improved results. 

The five areas where improvements should be made are: 

• Coordination, cooperation and information sharing between donors 

• Communication between project designers and local NGO partners 

• Appropriate and unbiased accountability 

• Investing in failed state institutions 

• Internationally funded prevention programs 

Although our report highlights certain shortcomings in international aid, our intention in 

doing so is to contribute constructively to the ongoing discussion about improving aid policy. 

Indeed, the aid community itself has already identified many of these themes in internal 

critiques, however such reflections have thus far failed to yield any significant and sustainable 

changes. It is our hope that in offering our own insight on the challenges facing current citizen 

security policy, we might contribute a new perspective to the ongoing dialogue around 

improving international assistance in the 21st century—and more specifically, that this evolving 

framework will translate into tangible improvements in the day to day lives of the residents of 

this dynamic yet embattled world region. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

Our research draws on the review of original and secondary sources about international 

aid, including academic writings, policy briefs, and the documents of the aid organizations 

themselves. In addition, we conducted a total of twenty-four interviews, both in person and via 

Skype or telephone. 

The bulk of these interviews took place during our one-week fact-finding mission to El 

Salvador, from January 29 - February 5, 2012. During this time, we conducted interviews with 

20 individuals: four from aid agencies, three from research centers based at the Universidad de 

Centro America, seven from the municipality of Santa Tecla, and six from local grassroots 

organizations (a complete list of interviews is provided in the Appendix). During these 

conversations, interviewees shared comments with us both on and off the record; we took 

detailed notes and recorded most conversations, with the permission of participants.  

Our perspectives were shaped by a visit to the youth detention facility at El Espino, 

where juveniles from the 18th Street gang are held. While there, we engaged in informal 

discussions with the youth themselves, as well as some of the service providers who work with 

them. Our insight was sharpened through our visit to an internally displaced community under 

gang control, and by our experiences there with community leaders, organizers, and children.  
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LACK OF COORDINATION AND COOPERATION AMONG DONORS 

In this section we examine the lack of coordination amongst the various international 

actors in El Salvador. Coordination refers to developing citizen security plans in conjunction 

with other donors, sharing information and best practices, or at the very least informing all 

relevant actors about intended strategies prior to their implementation. Without effective 

coordination, aid programs could be duplicating efforts, causing unnecessary bureaucratic 

burdens for local partner organizations or even working at cross-purposes. In the past 

coordination has meant a multi-day symposium of major aid players and government 

representatives, with the limited inclusion of local NGOs or other members of civil society. 

However, these meetings need to be given more authority and credibility in order to actually 

generate changes. Local community participation should be a requirement rather than an 

afterthought. The donor community has already identified this issue as a major obstacle in 

achieving aid effectiveness, yet currently no successful mechanisms have been developed.  

Instead, the forums that have been created have only had marginal financial support.   

 

In the Paris Declaration, the international community recognized that the inconsistency of 

donor approaches for providing and managing aid had resulted in an avoidable duplication of 

efforts as well as a greater burden on recipient countries that had to work around the multitude of 

different policies and procedures.8 The Declaration committed aid donors to reduce 

fragmentation by joining together to produce analytic work at the country level and increasing 

the number of coordinated donor missions.9 The goal for 2010 was to produce 66% of country 

analytic work jointly, and to coordinate with at least one other donor on 40% of donor 

missions.10 However, despite this ambitious rhetoric of donor commitment for improving 

cooperation, the actual levels of donor collaboration in 2010 had only marginally improved. For 

                                                
8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Aid effectiveness: a progress report on implementing the Paris Declaration, (Paris: 
OECD, 2011), 61.  
9 The need for collaboration on analytic work is necessary to reduce costs and develop a common understanding. OECD states that, “the scarcity 
of joint analysis and dialogue around it has hampered opportunities for a shared understanding of context.” Ibid, 66. 
10 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action, 
(Paris: OECD, 2008), 10.  
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example, joint donor missions increased from only 41% to 44%, while the average global 

percentage of joint analytic work increased from only 20% to 22%.11 

Although no initial baseline was established in El Salvador, the current percentages of 

donor harmonization fall well below the international average. More specifically, only 12% of 

donor missions and 39% of country analysis are shared between the relevant actors.12 In 

reference to the implementation of the Paris Declaration, Claudia Aguilar Garza, General 

Director for Development Cooperation in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of El Salvador has 

written, “…despite progress, commitments are a long way from being met.”13 The international 

aid community in El Salvador is particularly varied, and there is little agreement or collaboration 

among the aid donors in the provision and management of aid.14 

The respective El Salvador country strategies of the World Bank, the IDB, and USAID 

were developed independently of each other, thus illustrating the lack of coordination even 

within the preliminary planning stages. The IDB’s country strategy report is the only one to 

mention how IDB projects fit with the actions of other donors; however this section is 

nonetheless vague and lacks details regarding how project coordination will actually be 

achieved.15 For example, under the IDB “violence prevention” strategic objective, the 

organization lists the actions of the other agencies in general terms such as, “USAID: Program to 

prevent violence in high-risk communities,” and “Spanish cooperation: support for citizen 

security at the local level,” but does not include relevant project features.16 Without detailed 

coordination on specific projects sponsored by each organization, there is great potential for 

overlapping projects, overlooked sectors of the population, and even contradicting goals. All 

major donor governments and banks with efforts addressing citizen security in El Salvador need 

to consult one another and coordinate projects to maximize the effectiveness of international aid.  

 The sharing of best practices between aid organizations has been further hampered by the 

fiscal motivations of the private contractors used by USAID. Once a Request for Proposals 

(RFP) is submitted, the various contractors such as Creative Associates and Checchi Consulting 

are then required to compete with one another in order to receive funding. This competition is 
                                                
11 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Aid effectiveness: a progress report on implementing the Paris Declaration, (Paris: 
OECD, 2011), 66-67.  
12 “2011 Survey on Monitoring the Paris Declaration”, 125. 
13 Claudia Aguilar Garza, "The view from El Salvador," In Aid Effectiveness 2005-10: Progress in implementing the Paris Declaration, (Busan, 
Korea: Busan Bulletin, 2011), 4. 
14 Roberto Rodriguez Melendez, interview by authors, 3 February 2012. 
15 IDB, Country Strategy with El Salvador, 32. 
16 Ibid, 33 
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not taken lightly, and many contractors ask their local implementing entities to sign an 

“exclusivity agreement,” which specifically hinders information sharing between firms.17 This is 

problematic because information sharing is beneficial for all parties in the long run since every 

organization has different expertise and focuses on different projects. For example, USAID could 

learn from GIZ and the Santa Tecla municipal government about how setting long-term goals 

and having flexibility in their project’s time frame could be advantageous for their project’s 

overall success and sustainability.18 USAID’s profit-incentivized system does not provide 

adequate space for open coordination; rather it implicitly discourages it.   

Similarly, USAID has followed the for-profit “technical assistance” model, rather than 

the “technical cooperation” model, which could be a more effective, collaborative process with 

local NGOs. Technical cooperation is non-financial and works as a part of human resources to 

define a project as a shared responsibility between all involved. GIZ uses this approach instead 

of technical assistance, which is a profit-driven system in which experts are hired to assess the 

situation of the country and assist with project proposals and implementation.19 These two 

different approaches play key roles in outlining the incentives for aid projects. As explained by 

Nelson Flores of FESPAD, contractors can sometimes spend too much money on consulting, 

hiring personnel and doing diagnostics, without actually meeting the needs of the targeted 

population. This implies that the main objectives of contractors working for bi-laterals such as 

USAID are not to coordinate with others in order to come up with the most effective and feasible 

solution for El Salvador, but rather to pursue what is in their own best financial interests. GIZ, on 

the other hand, primarily uses the not-for-profit technical cooperation, and stresses their 

flexibility, openness and ability to coordinate on various levels in the aid community. This 

includes inviting any and all NGOs interested in taking part in the planning committee to join 

their meetings, and working more directly on the ground—with only one third of their work 

being outsourced.20  This alternative aid approach changes the incentive structure and can help 

foster connections with local communities, bolstering their credibility and ability to effectively 

shape and implement projects.  

                                                
17 Nelson Flores of FESPAD, interview by authors, El Salvador, 2 February, 2012.  See also: Wilson Alexander Alvarado Alemán of Equipo 
Nahual, interview by authors, El Salvador, 2 February, 2012. 
18 Christof Küchemann, (Representative of GIZ), interview by authors, GIZ, San Salvador, 30 January, 2012 
19 Ibid 
20 Ibid. 
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Thus far, the limited coordination efforts that have originated from within the aid 

community have failed to attract any long-term funding support. While some coordination 

mechanisms have been developed, such as the USPS, the IACPV (Inter-American Violence 

Prevention Coalition), the CCPVJ (American Coalition for Youth Violence Prevention), and 

consultative groups organized on the large scale by the World Bank and IDB to bring together 

various participants, no one collaborative effort has yet succeeded in consolidating group 

objectives for the entire international community to work together on. Instead, these forums have 

not received the necessary funding or attention from the international aid community to actually 

alter the way decisions are made. This is largely because it is not in each organization’s own 

fiscal interest to invest in coordination. However, an independent facilitator could potentially 

bring a higher level of commitment to the process. An impartial third party, acting as the 

intermediary between the lending organizations and their beneficiaries, could ensure that the 

most vulnerable populations are receiving aid and the donors are fulfilling their own interests as 

well. Given that each aid organization does have a vested interest in coordination, such an 

independent coordinator should be jointly funded to work in the interest of the collective. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Donors and lenders should coordinate all country strategies. 

• A section in each country strategy report should outline specific guidelines as to how 

specific details of each respective organization's projects will interact with the projects of 

other donors. For example, such questions as which sectors of the population the projects 

will serve, in which municipalities the services will operate, and how particular aspects of 

individual projects fit in with longer term goals in the region, should be included. 

 

The aid community should create a third party facilitator to increase coordination. 

• The facilitator’s work should include the creation of a forum bringing together principle 

actors and representatives from bi-lateral organizations, multilateral banks, the 

government, and civil society. 

• This body should facilitate the coordination of existing plans as well ensuring that 

community-led organizations are directly included in the development of new plans. 

• Major donors should collectively fund this body as an investment in their own efficiency. 

 

USAID and the multilateral banks should design and implement projects that better 
incorporate the strategies developed by the communities themselves. 

• This would require more staff to work on project coordination, aid in the decentralization 

of funding, and increase communication between all aid entities and recipients 

• Because of this emphasis on local cooperation, local actors will best accomplish these 

duties, and therefore whenever possible Salvadorans themselves should be hired for these 

positions. 

 

USAID country branches should be given more autonomy for the development and 
budgeting of their own projects and country strategies. 

• Specifically, field missions should be given more autonomy from both the State 

Department and USAID headquarters in D.C. 



 15 

 

THE DISCONNECT OF THE PRIVATE CONTRACTOR MODEL 

In this section we examine the disconnect between aid organizations and recipients. 

Disconnect in this context refers to an obstructed flow of resources, information and objectives 

between donors and local organizations. This in turn causes a tendency in the international aid 

community to provide the programs they see fit with little to no input from the population they 

are attempting to serve.  As we will illustrate, this is particularly true for USAID in El Salvador. 

Aside from hindering the flow of information between aid organizations, the USAID private-

contractor model creates an unnecessary barrier between the people designing the projects and 

the actual recipients of aid. This barrier decreases both the top-down flow of money and the 

bottom-up flow of information between the US government and the aid recipients. As a result, 

projects are less effective and less efficient because of this sizable gap between donors and 

recipients. 

 

At the most basic level, the use of for-profit private contractors significantly reduces the 

amount of money actually reaching the grassroots level. USAID pays many of its contractors a 

fixed fee above and beyond their estimated costs (up to 10% of total costs).21 USAID estimates 

that the average percentage of obligated funds that actually flows to local partners is around 

20%.22 In our interview with the Institute for Human Rights at the University of Central America, 

we were told that direct partnerships with aid organizations (as opposed to working through 

contractors) would be financially to their advantage as they would receive much more money to 

conduct their work if profitmaking contractors were not serving as middlemen in the process, 

and taking up a significant amount of the project budget.23  

 Furthermore, using contractors as interlocutors for USAID projects stymies 

communication and slows the implementation of lessons learned. Local Salvadoran 

organizations do not communicate with USAID directly, but rather go through the contractor that 

is supervising the project.24 Additionally, the feedback loop between project managers and 

designers is slow, and inevitably creates a discrepancy between USAID project strategies and the 

                                                
21 The RFP caps the contractors’ profits at 10% of the project cost, and the executive contractors minimum salary standardized at $119,554.  
USAID, Guidance for Award Fee Contracting, (Washington D.C.: USAID, 2011). 
22“USAID Fact Sheet: USAID Announces USAID FORWARD Reform Agenda” 
23 Javier Melgar and Roberto Deras, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January, 2012.  
24 Javier Melgar and Roberto Deras, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January, 2012. 



 16 

 

on-the-ground information in El Salvador.25 Even within USAID itself, gaps in perspective 

emerge and money is sometimes invested in services that the field missions deem unnecessary. 

According to a 2008 Oxfam Report, USAID in El Salvador discontinued a financial services 

program, which increased access to capital among small enterprises, because commercial banks 

stepped into that role in the economy.26 However, policymakers in D.C. decided that the project 

should continue, which meant that Congress was spending money on redundant services that 

people working in field missions decided were unnecessary.27 This was a misstep considering 

that individuals in the field, by definition, work more directly with the local organizations and 

communities than policymakers in D.C. and therefore need greater independence to invest in 

projects that meet the local needs.   

As a result of this poor feedback system, local organizations in El Salvador, that are most 

capable of assessing their communities’ needs, are largely left out of the project design process.  

Instead, the contractor or aid organization “pre-cooks” a project and then hires a local 

organization to carry it out under a specific time frame.28 After the project is over, usually within 

three to five years, the local organization does not continue to receive financial help unless asked 

to help complete another project. In an interview, Aldo Miranda of RTI admitted that he has seen 

many proposals that have been built without involving local people to participate in the process, 

and this creates a disconnect between the donor’s proposal and the vision of grassroots 

organizations, which directly takes into account the actual needs of the people.29 This not only 

fails to utilize valuable sources of information, but also is potentially inefficient and costly.  

In a particularly clear example of this inefficiency, aid institutions often hire Salvadoran 

organizations to carry out projects in areas other than those in which they specialize.30 For 

example, IDHUCA received funding to install outdoor lighting in a community, despite the fact 

that they are a university human rights group and therefore primarily concerned with research 

and advocacy.31 In this way, many donors overlook the knowledge and expertise of local 

                                                
25 Aldo Miranda, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 14 February, 2012.  
26 “Field Report from El Salvador — Oxfam America”, 26 June 2008. 
27 Ibid. p. 6 
28 Roberto Rodríguez Meléndez, interview by authors, El Salvador, 3 February 2012. 
29 Aldo Miranda, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 14 February, 2012. 
30 Javier Melgar and Roberto Deras, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January 2012. 
31 Ibid. 
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organizations and as a result miss out on opportunities to support their strengths within the 

community.32 

Although these local organizations are in a position to best assess community needs, 

international donors seldom provide funds for capacity building, even though those donors rely 

on that very capacity to accomplish their own project goals. Moreover, providing organizations 

with funding for specific projects within a limited time frame does not contribute to 

organizational sustainability in the long-term. This idea is also affirmed in USAID’s 2011 RFP-

El Salvador, which asks that the contractor address ways to “foster sustainability at the local 

level through activities that increase municipal leaders and citizens’ capabilities to address crime 

and violence issues after assistance has ended.”33 However, if a donor provides funding to an 

NGO in a restricted manner, then the NGO is limited in its ability to strengthen its organization 

beyond the parameters of the donor’s specific project.34 This persists because many donors are 

overly concerned with the accountability of their money—they do not trust the local 

organizations enough to let them use the money in a way that they see best fit.35 However, this is 

a risk that the aid organizations must take because local participation is crucial for achieving 

sustainable and effective aid.36      

USAID’s reliance on contractors, rather than their own limited staff, has shifted an 

increasingly greater proportion of the bureaucratic burden onto the contractors themselves, and 

as a result, the current system rewards size rather than the suitability of contractors for a specific 

project. Within the cumbersome RFP process, applicants must invest a great deal of time and 

money into the initial application, both of which go to waste if the contractor is not selected.37 

Additionally, many of USAID’s procurement contracts are large and contain a broad scope of 

components that the contractor is required to address in its project proposal.38 Although smaller, 

more specialized contractors may be better suited to carry out a specific project in El Salvador, 

                                                
32 Héctor Aparicio, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January, 2012.  
33 USAID, “Request for Proposal SOL-519-12-000002,” 17. 
34 Javier Melgar and Roberto Deras, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January, 2012. 
35 Roberto Rodríguez Meléndez, interview by authors, El Salvador, 3 February, 2012.  
36 Aldo Miranda, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 14 February, 2012.  
37 Jorge Sapoznikow, interview by authors, Seattle, WA, 6 January, 2012 
38 For example, the RFP for the latest Crime and Violence Prevention Project in El Salvador requires the contractor develop projects that will: 1. 
Improve the ability of the GOES to implement the National Strategy for Social Violence Prevention in Support of Municipalities (EPV); 2. 
Support municipal crime prevention observatories; 3.  Build the capacity of the GOES to develop municipal-led, community-based crime and 
violence prevention programs; 4. Develop projects that address the various root causes of crime in an integral manner. USAID, “Request for 
Proposal SOL-519-12-000002,” (Washington DC: USAID, 2011, pg. 12-20) 
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the necessity for large contractors who can afford to invest resources in the RFP process restricts 

the applicant pool to large, global contracting corporations.   

As a result, USAID’s process emphasizes financial resources over more important issues 

such as having an ongoing regional presence, using a wide variety of local partners, or relevant 

experience in the field. Many contractors spend an average of 3-6 weeks in El Salvador during 

the RFP process to find local organizations that will help carry out their projects.39 This time 

frame is far too short for contractors to effectively incorporate the many dimensions of civil 

society into their project proposal40. Without USAID monitoring this process, they are unable to 

ensure that the most important aspects of the proposal are being met. 
 

                                                
39 Aldo Miranda, RTI, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 14 February 2012. 
40 Ibid. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

USAID should reduce overall reliance on contractors to manage aid and instead 

collaborate with local organizations directly. 

• Local organizations should be involved in initial budgeting, planning, and designing of 

programs. 

 

USAID should require that contractors have an established regional presence. 

• This is fundamental for gaining access to local knowledge and building effective 

partnerships with a variety of community organizations. 

 

USAID should break up procurement contracts into smaller grants and more specific 
objectives, so as to allow for a greater variety of more specialized contractors to compete 

for funding. 

 

USAID should allocate an appropriate percentage of the initial project budget to capacity 

building for the selected organizations. 

• Organizations should use the funding as they see fit, but in order to prevent corruption 

they should adhere to pre-determined communication stipulations with the donor 

organization. 



 20 

 

LACK OF APPROPRIATE AND UNBIASED ACCOUNTABILITY 

The donor community’s ability to produce timely and accurate evaluations of current and 

future programs plays a critical role in improving the allocation of aid resources. Within the aid 

community, accountability is the set of indicators and reports that each individual donor uses to 

evaluate the efficacy of their programs. A useful and successful accountability system should 

highlight lessons learned from past projects to be implemented in future projects; offer a wide 

range of both qualitative and quantitative indicators; conduct project evaluations from project 

managers, stakeholders, local citizens, and other important members of the project; ensure that 

evaluations are completed at various stages of the project and finalized on time; and finally, 

share evaluations with other aid corporations to make sure that all development aid money is 

reaching the appropriate sectors of civil society and to share lessons learned, difficulties and 

successes of past projects.  As we will show, the accountability methods of the donor community 

have yet to fulfill these requirements, and as a result project strengths and weaknesses are not 

accurately identified.  This report identifies two weaknesses within the existing system of 

accountability mechanisms among major aid organizations.  First, both the IDB and USAID 

heavily emphasize quantitative indicators, even when qualitative indicators would be more useful 

or quantitative indicators are unreliable.  Second, third party or civil society accountability 

sources could be a very useful way to remove the internal biases and motivations of donors from 

the accountability process, yet they are seldom used effectively. 

 

 USAID’s reliance on quantitative indicators ignores qualitative information from the 

ground level that would provide a more accurate assessment of their real progress in the region.  

For example, to track its efforts in providing employment-generating activities to at-risk youth, 

USAID measures the number of people they have reached rather than qualitatively evaluating the 

employability of those people, as GIZ does.41 This is largely a function of USAID’s time 

constraints for project reports, which do not allow adequate time for more nuanced assessments. 

As a result, output is often measured instead of outcome, and these indicators do not holistically 

evaluate improvements in citizen security.   
                                                
41 US GAO - Combating Gangs: Federal Agencies Have Implemented a Central American Gang Strategy, but Could Strengthen Oversight and 
Measurement of Efforts”, April 23, 2010, 31.  See also: GIZ, “Evaluations Report 2006-2007.” 
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For example, while USAID’s most recent violence prevention RFP does require 

contractors to measure the number of prevention councils established, it does not take into 

account the effectiveness of those councils, the levels of citizen involvement, and the degree to 

which those councils are able to effect change. These kinds of qualitative assessments would 

provide a more accurate picture of the effectiveness of security projects in El Salvador, but 

because they require more USAID staffing or more trust in local NGOs, USAID has consistently 

avoided them.42  Similarly, USAID’s “Peace and Security” plan lists the various numbers of 

trucks, helicopters and training hours delivered, yet at no time do they attempt to determine the 

success of the police in stopping crime.43  

Even USAID’s larger objectives are reported using output measurements, and thus their 

indicators fail to capture the level of nuance involved in measuring their progress towards these 

goals. For example, Strategic Objective 1, “Ruling Justly,” is measured by trial court 

performance (the percentage of cases reaching trial that are concluded, and the percentage 

concluded within a stipulated time period), and changes in user assessments or evaluations of the 

responsiveness and quality of service of key government agencies.44 Neither of these 

measurements truly captures whether the project achieved the desired outcomes of more 

transparency and accountability of government, or whether it strengthened the rule of law.   

 Unlike USAID, the IDB does attempt to use outcome-based indicators. However, the 

IDB’s data is inherently incomplete and insufficient. Because donor countries require 

demonstrations of short-term results (i.e. national homicide rates), the IDB’s data depends on 

macro quantitative indicators during each stage of project development. For long-term solutions 

to citizen security in El Salvador, however, these indicators are problematic for three reasons.  

 First, pertinent qualitative indicators exist for measuring citizen security, which would 

better measure the long-term sustainability of projects. For example, through the use of citizen 

testimonial, the Bank could identify whether certain communities are beginning to trust the 

police more, or could identify the specific needs and strengths of communities in order to better 

                                                
42 As evidenced by a 2010 GAO Report on the Merida Initiative, which states “"While State has developed some of the key elements of an 
implementation strategy for the Mérida Initiative, including a mission, strategic goals, and a resource plan, its strategic documents lack certain 
key elements that would facilitate accountability and management. For example, its strategic documents do not include outcome performance 
measures that indicate progress toward achieving strategic goals. In addition, State has not developed a comprehensive set of timelines for all 
expected deliveries, though it plans to provide additional equipment and training in both Mexico and Central America."  
43 Supported improvements in Armed Forces (ESAF’s) land mobility by purchasing 10 five-ton trucks, 2 dump trucks, one 5000-gallon fuel truck, 
3 pickup trucks, 1 trailer, and 1 ambulance.  
44 USAID Regional Strategy for Central America FY 2003-2008: El Salvador Country Plan, 8 
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customize future project plans. 45 Second, the current indicators employed are overly focused on 

macro-economic indicators, such as national income and prices, trade balance, and public sector 

debt.46 Although the national homicide rate is well documented, it is important to note that other 

indicators related to citizen security are not, such as domestic violence, violence in schools, 

youth employment opportunities, and the presence of and access to extracurricular activities.47 

Third, indicators only provide measurements at the national level.48 For example, there is no 

credible data for homicide rates at the municipal level, aside from Santa Tecla.49 Measurements 

at the municipal level regarding all citizen security related indicators are absolutely necessary for 

the comparing and contrasting of more safe municipalities to those experiencing greater 

violence.50              

The IDB has recognized the weaknesses in these statistics, yet rather than developing 

new accountability measures, most reporting processes are simply not completed. For example, 

only 26% of public sector projects “had satisfactory evaluation frameworks,” while only 10% of 

the Project Completion Reports (PCRs) reviewed by OVE, the IDB accountability body, “could 

demonstrate development results at completion.”51 Furthermore, a majority of reports “are not 

prepared on time, and most of them are not even prepared 6 months after their due date,” which 

causes ultimately only “16% of IDB projects [to] eventually receive an ex-post evaluation.”52 In 

addition, in 2006, OVE was only able to validate that 3 out of 19 Implementation Progress 

Reports demonstrated complete data, while according to Yuri Soares of OVE, as of 2012, Loan 

Results Reports have only been performed on a small subgroup of projects and PCRs are still in 

the redesign process. 53       

These statistics provide ample evidence that the IDB’s current evaluation strategies and 

measuring indicators are either not being strictly implemented or are inadequately designed for 

the IDB’s projects. The ineffectual design of the IDB’s project reports and accountability 

                                                
45 Christof Küchemann, interview by authors, El Salvador, 30 January, 2012.  See also: Mauricio Figueroa, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 
January, 2012. 
46 IDB, “Country Strategy Report.” 25-7. 
47Christof Küchemann, interview by authors, El Salvador, 30 January, 2012.   
48 IDB, “Country Strategy Report.” 25-7. 
49 Jeannette Aguilar, interview by authors, El Salvador, 31 January, 2012. 
50 Christof Küchemann, interview by authors, El Salvador, 30 January, 2012.   
51 IDB, “Development Effectiveness Framework.” 8. 2008. 
52 IDB, “Development Effectiveness Framework.” 8. 2008.  See also: IDB, “Assessment of the 2004 Project Completion Reports (PCRs) 
Produced Under the Bank’s New PCR Guidelines.” i. 2006. 
http://www.iadb.org/OVE/Documents/uploads/cache/765151.pdf 
53 IDB, “Assessment of the 2004 Project Completion Reports (PCRs) Produced Under the Bank’s New PCR Guidelines.” i. 2006. 
http://www.iadb.org/OVE/Documents/uploads/cache/765151.pdf 
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mechanisms were first discovered in the 2006 assessment report cited above, but solutions have 

still not been created to address these profound issues.54 As stated by the same 2006 assessment 

report, addressing and resolving the fact that “too much outcome information is missing from the 

PCRs in order to assess development effectiveness” should be an absolute priority of the IDB 

because it “does not prevent the PCRs from asserting that the Bank achieved its Development 

Objectives” even though the Bank has clearly not achieved them.55  

Appropriate and effective accountability is further inhibited by the aid agencies’ overall 

lack of an independent body to evaluate their projects. While USAID does include some relevant 

qualitative questions in its RFPs for contractors to consider, the final project evaluations are done 

by the contractors themselves and are therefore vulnerable to being manipulated by contracting 

businesses seeking to continue receiving contracts. This calls into question the effectiveness of 

USAID’s evaluation procedures. The proposal outlines potential questions regarding the impact 

of the program, recommendations for the contractor and USAID, and lessons learned. Answers 

to these questions need to be seriously pursued and evaluated by an independent party to gauge 

the effectiveness of contracted projects. The potential questions are appropriate, such as, “To 

what extent is the project building the GOES' capacity to implement crime prevention strategies 

and laws?” and “To what extent have municipal leaders' and community members' capacity for 

prevention planning, implementation, and analysis increased?”56 However, the contract only 

states that USAID should consider questions such as these, and therefore, does not use these 

questions as a standard for measuring the success of projects. By having contractors evaluate 

themselves, USAID is entirely losing the value of these potentially useful indicators.  

 The US Government Accountability Office has similarly identified the self-evaluation 

system as a weak point in the contractor system. A GAO report stated: “USAID also conducts 

some, but relatively infrequent, independent evaluations of longer-term programs.”57 The report 

also noted, “USAID mission officials told GAO that they did not conduct many independent 

evaluations of democracy assistance because of the resources involved in the undertaking and the 

difficulty of measuring impact in the area of democracy assistance.” While it is true that 

democracy assistance is indeed difficult to measure, these projects need to be evaluated by an 

                                                
54 Yuri Soares, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 15 January, 2012.  
55 IDB, “Assessment of the 2004 Project Completion Reports (PCRs) Produced Under the Bank’s New PCR Guidelines.” v. 2006. 
56 USAID, “Request for Proposal SOL-519-12-000002,” (Washington DC: USAID, 2011), 26. 
57 US Government Accountability Office, “US Agencies Take Steps to Coordinate International Programs but Lack Information on some US-
funded Activities” Sept 2009. 
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independent organization or agency in order to truly hold contractors accountable for projects.   

 The Spanish government’s aid agency, AECID, does a better job of incorporating 

qualitative measures and the opinions of civil society into their evaluation mechanisms. AECID 

employs a system of quantitative and qualitative indicators to gage the total impact of prevention 

programs. These indicators are usually assessed during the pre-evaluation process.58 Their 

indicators are not only macroeconomic, but also cultural, educational, and ethical qualitative 

indicators, which incorporate civil society participation into each Spanish project.59 Overall, 

AECID’s accountability strength lies in its attention to past evaluations when planning future 

projects, and its wide range of indicators. However, while great detail is given in pre-evaluations 

and planning a project, the final evaluations are completed by the project managers themselves, 

with no independent evaluations, which leaves little room for completely objective evaluations.  

Similarly, the IDB lacks a truly independent evaluating body. Although sometimes 

described as “independent,” the Office of Evaluation and Oversight (OVE) is still very much 

beholden to the priorities and demands of bank management; the OVE, which is responsible for 

receiving and reviewing PCRs, as well as implementing potential lessons learned, is an internal 

department of the Bank. In order to avoid conflicts of interest and external pressure from other 

departments within the IDB, however, the OVE claims to enjoy absolute independence from 

Bank management and adhere to firm principles and evaluation standards established by the 

Evaluation Cooperation Group (ECG)—an external organization. Although this provides 

superficial safeguards, the OVE is nonetheless still not an official external third party 

accountability body and therefore, is more susceptible to altering report standards and deadlines 

due to influences from other IDB departments.60  

Furthermore, although the ECG is technically a third party organization, conflicts of 

interest could still exist because the IDB is a founding member of the ECG and thus, largely 

influential in the development of its principles and evaluation standards.61 In fact, in a 2001 and 

2004 evaluation report, it was found that PCRs do not adhere to the standards of ECG.62 In 

addition, in an interview with OVE staff member Yuri Soares, concerns regarding a conflict of 

interest between the OVE and Bank management were confirmed through his candid explanation 
                                                
58 Roberto Rodriguez Melendez, interview with authors, El Salvador, 3 February, 2012. 
59 AECID, “Ministerio De Asuntos Exteriored y de Cooperacion.”  
60 “About OVE - Inter-American Development Bank,” IDB, web, 2012.  http://www.iadb.org/en/office-of-evaluation-and-oversight/about-
ove,1556.html. 
61 Ibid  
62 IDB, “Assessment of the 2004 Project Completion Reports (PCRs) Produced Under the Bank’s New PCR Guidelines.” iv. 2006. 
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of the fact that the two are in fact not independent from one another because Bank management 

has to implement the diagnostics that the OVE proposes, as well as implement lessons learned 

from projects reviewed by the OVE.63 In other words, it is rather “a balancing act between 

accountability and lessons learned”—causing a direct relationship between OVE and Bank 

management to be literally unavoidable due to the Bank’s current organizational structure and 

accountability framework.64       

In an attempt to create a genuinely “external” accountability body and increase 

cooperation with other multilateral banks, the IDB led the development of a third party 

centralized accountability body in 2008. However, this attempt ultimately “did not gain any 

traction,” and the idea was consequently aborted.65 This failure resulted from an inability to 

develop a centralized corporate governance structure, as well as an appropriate structure for 

ensuring sustainable financial assistance.66 Although in Soares’ opinion, a third party 

accountability body is still a good option, no serious effort has been made since 2008.   

 Similar to the IDB, the World Bank also has an internal accountability department called 

the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG), much like OVE.67 Unlike the IDB, however, the World 

Bank does have a second internal accountability department called the Inspection Panel (IP), 

which has the power to make appropriate changes to projects if “two or more peoples in the 

country where the Bank financed project is located believe” that the Bank is in “violation of its 

policies and procedures.”68 It would appear therefore that the World Bank has established a better 

system of checks and balances than the IDB. At the same time, however, the existence of two 

internal accountability bodies should not be viewed as a substitute for an external third party 

accountability body, because accountability staff members will unavoidably experience conflicts 

of interest when attempting to critique the very institution that employs them.    

 In general, the accountability mechanisms of the donor community all lack input from 

civil society in their evaluations. The involvement of civil society on both the input and 

evaluation stages of the process is important since the overarching goal of aid money is to 

improve civil society, decrease violence and increase citizen security. The University Institute of 

Public Opinion (IUDOP) in San Salvador already has the capacity to conduct opinion polls, and 
                                                
63 Yuri Soares, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 15 February, 2012.  
64 Yuri Soares, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 15 February, 2012. 
65 Ibid 
66 Ibid 
67 World Bank Group, “Independent Evaluation Group.”  
68 World Bank, “The Inspection Panel.”  
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represents a potentially useful resource for aid corporations. It would be more prudent to 

incorporate opinion surveys of not only the entire staff involved with the project, as is the 

practice at GIZ, but also to use the opinions of the citizens in the municipalities. This would 

improve the scope of evaluations and would allow future projects to be more focused on the 

needs of the people in the communities.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

All multi-lateral banks and bi-lateral organizations should use a third party accountability 

institution to ensure that lessons learned are implemented. 

• The accountability body should include "incorporation of lessons learned" as an 

evaluation category. 

 

Indicators used as measurements of aid project effectiveness should include municipal level 

data, both for control and project recipient communities. 

 

Quantitative indicators should be complemented with qualitative indicators, and output 

measures with outcome measures, to ensure a holistic reflection of a project’s success or 
failure. 

• Examples of relevant outcome based indicators include public opinion polls, qualitative 

evaluations by partner organizations, and effectiveness evaluations by staff on the 

ground. 

• These measurements should be prioritized over macroeconomic measurements. 
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EXCESSIVE CENTRALIZATION 

Decentralizing aid to the municipal level has the potential to improve coordination, 

localize project design, and enhance accountability, yet its implementation has been limited. In 

this section we examine the potential value and existing roadblocks to decentralizing aid. As a 

rule, the more aid is decentralized, the greater the bureaucratic burden on either the donor or 

the recipient. As a result, the aid organizations are hesitant to decentralize the aid themselves, 

and the government of El Salvador has been equally slow to distribute their loans and grants.  

Given that the aid community is in a better position to bear this burden, donors should prioritize 

decentralization as a way to deliver more effective aid. This would allow for greater 

accountability and more direct access to populations in need. 

  

Within bi-lateral aid organizations and multilateral banks, decentralization has been 

identified as a way to improve aid effectiveness, yet the government of El Salvador often lacks 

the political will or the bureaucratic means to distribute the funds to local municipalities. Every 

loan to El Salvador, even those designated for municipalities, is funneled through the executive 

branch. Yet, as we heard in multiple interviews, a common sentiment in El Salvador that 

centralized security institutions and funding sources are the accepted form of governance, and 

that changing these sets of expectations is very difficult, requiring significant political will and 

leadership on the part of the municipality.69 Many aid organizations, including USAID, GIZ, 

AECID and IDB are encouraging and funding programs to increase decentralization and de-

concentration of power; however, thus far these attempts have yielded only minor results. This is 

exemplified in the current IDB program geared towards “municipal strengthening,” which is 

being executed by the Technical Secretary of the President, one of the most centralized parts of 

the government.70 While this could function if the government had an appropriate system to 

handle loan distribution, El Salvador, like most poor countries, does not.  

An example of the IDB’s capacity to decentralize loans is their seldom-used non-

sovereign guaranteed operations, which are capable of bypassing the Salvadoran government and 

                                                
69 In an interview leaders from the municipality of Santa Tecla (Franklin Martínez, Oscar Ibarra, Stanley Rodríguez, Manuel de Jesús Zamora, 
José Luis Nieto Cruz, Mary Pineda, Victor Chávez. February 3,2012), they described the difficulties involved with bargaining for control of 
municipal functions with the central government.   
70 IDB, “Country Strategy for El Salvador: Country Report,” Inter-American Development Bank, June 2010. 
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ensuring the allocation of loan monies to civil society. These loans were designed with the 

intention of supplying financial support for “entrepreneurs, particularly micro, small and 

medium-sized enterprises,” who otherwise have “limited access to financing.”71 Due to the fact 

that sovereign guaranteed operations, especially those in the form of budgetary supports, cannot 

guarantee the IDB that the government will equitably distribute funding to civil society 

organizations and individuals monumentally important for the development of El Salvador and 

for the alleviation of citizen security issues, the IDB should utilize non-sovereign guaranteed 

operations as a means for ensuring this form of support.  

Although the IDB does not specify which entrepreneurs are ideal candidates for non-

sovereign guaranteed operations, it is important to also note that both economic and social 

entrepreneurs are capable of providing valuable returns to the Bank and the Salvadoran 

government. Typically the term entrepreneurs is equated with economically focused actors that 

seek to jumpstart small businesses and contribute towards the Bank and government’s mutual 

goal to increase El Salvador’s GDP.72 Rodrigo Parot, the Country Representative of the IDB 

agency in El Salvador, confirmed however, that the success of business ventures is also largely 

dependent on whether such businesses are operating in a safe environment. Therefore, it is in the 

best interest of the IDB and the government of El Salvador to promote the disbursement of non-

sovereign guaranteed operations to social entrepreneurs focused on the issue of citizen security, 

because they have the potential to create additional positive externalities for the larger economic 

community of El Salvador.  

 

                                                
71 IDB, “Country Strategy Report,” 3. 
72 IDB, “Country Strategy Report,” 25-27. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

 

All aid entities should decentralize the aid disbursal system by allocating more funds 

directly to municipal governments. 
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FAILED STATE INSTITUTIONS 

Given the well-documented history of corruption, mismanagement, and human rights 

abuses in the Salvadoran security forces and penal institutions, the international community 

should be wary of continuing to invest in failed institutions without accountability. Yet despite 

this history, the international community continues to finance these institutions, both directly 

through military assistance and judiciary support, and indirectly through minimally conditioned 

“budgetary support” loans or easily transferrable fungible funding. This is problematic for a 

number of reasons, which we explore below in discussions of the main institutions receiving 

support. By directly and indirectly funding these institutions, the international aid community 

bears some responsibility for these security “solutions” that are exacerbating, rather than 

remedying, the violence in El Salvador. 

INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT FOR FAILED INSTITUTIONS 

The United States has been heavily involved in providing funding for El Salvador’s 

Armed Forces (ESAF) and National Police (PNC). It is projected that the total amount of grant 

money made available to El Salvador in these security and military packages will be nearly $46 

million between 2008 and 2013. This money includes nearly $16 million for anti-drug 

enforcement and $16 million in Foreign Military Financing. From 2006 to 2008, the US provided 

over $22 million in Foreign Military Financing in the form of weapons, ammunition, parachutes, 

helicopters and helicopter equipment, small boats, and body armor.73 Additionally, the US has 

been active in providing training for members of every branch of the Armed Forces and the 

PNC. In 2008 and 2009, 1,379 Salvadorans were trained in the United States or by US officials 

in Central America to participate in anti-drug, anti-crime, and military activities in El Salvador.74 

In 2009, the US provided materials such as patrol boats, six UH-1H helicopters, and training 

equipment. Additionally, 144 military officers were trained by US military personnel to become 

more familiar with American military procedures, “adding to the core of officers familiar with 

                                                
73 Richard R Verna, “Just the Facts”, United States. Department of State. Legislative Affairs. Report on the Uses of Foreign Military Financing, 
International Military Education and Training, and Peacekeeping Operation Funds. 
74 Ibid. 
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US doctrine and operations.”75 The USG has continued to fund these institutions without 

demanding greater accountability for their lack of success and records of corruption.  

Multilateral banks are also funding the Salvadoran government’s security institutions; 

however, funding is done indirectly through minimally conditioned budgetary support loans and 

fungible funding. The IDB mainly supplies loans to the government of El Salvador in the form of 

either investment loans or policy-based loans—with the former being accompanied by a 

thorough roadmap of conditions for how the funding should be specifically utilized by the 

government and the latter, as a form of general funding in support of the government’s policies. 

A third category of lending that is increasingly used by the Bank is in the form of budgetary 

support, which is less publicized by the IDB due to the fact that this form of lending is defined as 

“policy based lending, without the policy base.”76 For example, in 2010, the IDB approved a 

$200 million budgetary support loan for El Salvador, claiming that the overarching objective of 

the loan is to improve “the country’s public finances” through primarily implementing tax and 

subsidy reforms.77 Although this might suggest that the Bank has placed relatively firm 

conditions on where the government is able to invest these funds, a statement made by Finance 

Minister Audley Shaw calls the strictness of these conditions into question. For example, when 

asked to explain how the government intends to spend the $200 million, he stated that the funds 

are simply for “the general budget support” and therefore, “they are not directed to specific 

projects but they are directed to supporting the budget.”78 

 Rodrigo Parot of the IDB defends the budgetary support programs by saying that the IDB 

is  “comfortable with the government’s overall approach.”79 This argument, however, is 

apparently based more on the IDB’s financial imperatives than the effectiveness of the 

government; one should question the bank’s apparent blind trust in the recipient country’s proper 

distribution of budgetary support funds. As a result and reinforced by the government’s limited 

record of success in improving citizen security, one is able to make the educated assumption that 

the IDB’s comfort with the government’s use of the funds is really based more on the 

government’s ability to repay loans than on its ability to effectively govern the distribution of 

aid. Within the framework of measuring success in terms of money disbursed rather than 

                                                
75 "USAID Fact Sheet: USAID Announces USAID FORWARD Reform Agenda."  
76 Yuri Soares, interview by authors, Skype, Seattle, WA, 15 February, 2012.  
77 “El Salvador to review taxes, subsidies, with IDB financing.” IDB. February 19, 2010.  
78 “IDB loan to support the budget.”RJR News. August 05, 2010.  
79 Rodrigo Parot, interview by authors, El Salvador, 30 January, 2012.  
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services delivered, budgetary support lending clearly allows institutions and individuals to 

produce greater quantifiable results, and the incentive structures within aid organizations and 

multi-lateral banks reflect this bias.80 It seems unlikely that this budgetary support improves the 

security situation in El Salvador, since much of the money is simply channeled to underwrite 

government activities that are already known to fail. 

 Similarly, fungible funding allows the Salvadoran government to use international funds 

to support its ineffective security institutions, even when those funds have been explicitly 

designated for another source. Fungible funding refers to the government’s ability to withdraw 

domestic support for an institution or program receiving international aid and use those domestic 

funds in another arena. A 2003 World Bank study concluded, “The safest assumption for donors 

is that they are, more or less, financing whatever the [recipient] government chooses to do.”81  

This same study found that, as a result of the government’s switching of funds from one area to 

another, in 14 underdeveloped countries, every dollar of international aid designated for 

education actually resulted in a 6.3-cent net decrease in education spending.82 It is therefore not 

possible for international donors to avoid investing in corrupt institutions while supporting others 

at the federal level. Any aid or loan to El Salvador, outside of entirely aid dependent institutions 

or municipal programs, is contributing to these security structures and as such, the international 

aid community shares some responsibility for the actions of these forces. 

THE TREND TOWARDS MILITARIZATION AND CORRUPTION 

In the Salvadoran context in particular, there are reasons to be gravely concerned about 

the institutions these aid moneys support. President Funes has increasingly used the military for 

internal security. Following the 2009 “Prevention and Community Support Plan,” the military 

takes part in joint operations with the police in which the senior police direct the operation while 

the military provides security. Alternatively, eight military units known as “Zeus Command” 

conduct independent search and arrest operations in areas of the country with the highest crime 

levels.83 These operations have no specific timeframe, and thus it is apparent that the military’s 

role in domestic security is growing while the legislators’ control over the military’s deployment 

and budgets is waning. In late 2011, Funes appointed former defense minister General David 

                                                
80 William Easterly, “The Cartel of Good Intentions: The Problem of Bureaucracy in Foreign Aid,” 227. 
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Munguía Payes to be the new Minister of Justice and Security. This directly violates the 1992 

Peace Accords, which banned the military from internal law enforcement. Both Funes and 

Munguía have asserted that the military presence is an effort to aid the largely ineffective and 

corruption riddled PNC in combatting the country’s indisputably high murder rate, however their 

presence has not yet yielded results.84 In fact, the military forces are potentially as corrupt and 

ineffectual as the PNC forces they are supplanting.  

Funes and Munguía are either not aware of or not acknowledging the legacies of 

authoritarianism still present within the military’s structure, or that these systems are more prone 

to extrajudicial violence than civilian institutions.85 In one survey in El Salvador, 55% of 

respondents said they would support a military coup under conditions of high crime.86 A 2010 

survey by IUDOP found that Salvadorans ranked the military highest on a list of trusted 

institutions, even higher than the church.87 However, as one community outreach director 

described, this actually speaks to the lack of public knowledge about the military.88 In particular, 

the State Intelligence Office (OIE), the post-conflict intelligence arm of the defense department, 

was not bound by the same Peace Accord personnel restrictions as the PNC, and as a result many 

members of the previous regime’s dismantled intelligence department were simply transferred to 

the OIE with no vetting procedures.89 In keeping with the military’s tendency towards 

authoritarianism, in late January 2012, Munguía called for legal reform to make the system less 

liberal, saying “Our system of laws, which has very high guarantees of civil liberties, would be 

ideal for a society which had normal behavior, but it can’t process the entire quantity of crimes 

that are being committed.”90 

Aside from the Peace Accord violations, using the military for internal security is simply 

ineffective, but this is obscured by the national security framing by Funes and Munguía. 

According to Colonel R.C. Chicas of the El Salvador Armed Forces, the military training on 

internal security matters is “basic” and largely consists of the particulars of using force and 

identifying illegal substances.91 He further describes the military’s “lack of knowledge of laws 
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related to internal security.”92 Military police scholar Benjamin Beebe elaborates, “detailing 

soldiers to law enforcement is a clumsy, often ineffective expedient…they are inflexible in their 

behavior and are prone to overreacting in confrontations with the public.”93   

In recent months, Munguía has made statements suggesting that street gangs are 

responsible for most of the violence in El Salvador, yet no other data source has come close to 

confirming this claim. General Munguía has asserted that 90% of the violent deaths in El 

Salvador are attributable to gang violence.94 However, this statement is contradicted by the 

Institute of Legal Medicine, which finds it to be nearer to 10%, and the PNC, which has reported 

it to be nearer to 20%.95 For the less-discussed but widely prevalent human security issues in the 

country, such as domestic violence, extortion and petty crime, the military’s emphasis on 

“vigilance and intimidation” is at odds with the need for investigation and community trust.96 

Nor is the PNC exempt from such critiques. In recent years, the national police have built 

strategies around sheer numbers of arrests, and as a result other important parts of the process, 

including selection and training of new recruits, have received less attention. This is an extension 

of a previous model known as Mano Dura. Mano Dura first appeared in July 2003 when 

president Francisco Flores announced his new military-police approach to address high levels of 

violence. This plan (Ley Anti-Maras) criminalized gang activity and gave police more freedom to 

arrest individuals they deemed suspicious.97 Since the passage of this legislation, profiling of 

young people and mass arrests have accompanied a spike in prison populations and increased 

national homicide rates. By 2007, the Salvadoran Human Rights Ombudswoman was receiving 

300 complaints a day concerning members of the PNC.98 Based on our interviews, it seems very 

likely that these numbers represent only a small proportion of the actual abuses occurring.99   

The levels of impunity and corruption within the PNC have largely structural causes. 

Despite a system that was created to give young officers hope of being promoted through the 

ranks into leadership positions within the PNC based on years of experience, training, and 
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conduct, most promotions are the result of personal favors or inside agreements. Some members 

of the force have noticed “preference for a certain type of people . . . who came from the old 

structures” and occasions of “reprisals against police who spoke out against their superiors.”100  

This lack of training, selection, and funding has resulted in a police force that is simply incapable 

of responding to the problem of crime. 

Not only are many members of the PNC involved in independent abuses, some are 

directly connected to the criminal organizations they were created to resist. Human Rights 

Ombudswoman Beatrice Almanni de Carillo has asserted that there are clear links between PNC 

leadership and organized crime.101 Protection money, or “taxes”, extracted from communities by 

the gangs often end up in the hands of high-ranking police officers, suggesting that the police 

cooperate with the gangs in some capacity. In 2007, police commissioner Rodrigo Avila 

conceded that the PNC had been permeated by active members of the gangs.102 In our interviews 

we heard repeated anecdotes regarding police involvement in gang activity. 

The judicial system, similarly, continues to operate in an outmoded fashion resistant to 

reform, despite the fact that the Salvadoran people see the judiciary as corrupt and ineffective. In 

opinion surveys, for example, the Supreme Court of Justice often ranks last among institutions 

who “best defended human rights” in the country, with two times as many people blaming judges 

for the high crime rates in 1998 as the number of those who blamed the police.103 Although aid 

money has been made available to improve these institutions, entrenched interests, such as the 

Supreme Court of Justice and the Attorney General, have allocated more money to superficial 

changes, such as updating equipment, rather than reforming their own internal power 

structures.104 This is due to the fact that the High Courts have historically benefitted from the old 

regime security structure by not being held accountable for any potential corruption.105 This 

structure remained intact even after the enactment of the Peace Accords and is perpetuated today, 

leaving no motives for internal reform.106 As an example, from 2004 to 2008, the Supreme Court 
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of Justice was the implementing agency for a US $18.2 million loan from the World Bank for a 

Judicial Modernization Project.107 Of these funds, $15.37 million was allocated to modernization 

of the courts of justice, $4.28 million to strengthening the institutional management capacity of 

the judicial branch, $1.39 million to sharing knowledge to improve access to justice and 

transparency, and just over one million to both development of judicial and administrative career 

systems and project management, follow up and evaluation.108 These ratios are highly weighted 

toward “modernization” goals, under which purchasing equipment and computers is prioritized 

above educating the community about their rights and supporting the structural reforms that will 

inspire public confidence in the rule of law.  

Reform efforts by the IDB and USAID have been similarly weighted towards the 

interests of the judicial elites rather than the communities they serve. A program to support the 

reform of the justice system in El Salvador from 1996 to 2005 by the IDB also employed the 

Attorney General’s Office along with the Ministry of Justice, the Judicial Branch and others to 

execute the project.109 Their bias is apparent in the $1.8 million going towards planning and 

purchasing pertinent equipment for institutional strengthening in comparison to $60,000 that was 

directed towards training citizens to be leaders and problem solvers in their communities.110 

USAID funded a $9.2 million judicial reform project from 1984 to 1989 that prioritized 

improving technical capacities such as “buying filing cabinets” over addressing the system’s 

power structure.111 This has only reinforced the ability of the judiciary to function with 

impunity.112 The public’s involvement in the judicial system and awareness of their rights is a 

fundamental aspect of a functioning judiciary. An up-to-date information system makes little 

difference if citizens are reluctant or unable to utilize the system.113  

 Prisons, similarly, are failing. As Mano Dura has collided with a poor judiciary, El 

Salvador’s overcrowded prisons now act as a recruitment pool and training ground for newly 

initiated gang members. The country’s prisons now hold 24,000 inmates in a system that has the 
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capacity for only 8,000 inmates.114 In recent years there have been frequent fires, riots and deaths 

in these over-crowded environments.115 Despite these conditions, Munguía has said he will lock 

up 10,000 more.116 This is particularly alarming given that some investigators have dubbed the 

penal institutions a “graduate school” for gang members.117 For our research team, this situation 

was clearest during a visit to El Espino, a youth detention center where juvenile members of the 

18th Street Gang are incarcerated.  One youth in particular said he did not have tattoos when he 

was detained but was targeted because of relationships he had with gang members. Upon 

entrance to the prison, he was immersed into the gang environment and compelled to formally 

join the gang and get tattooed. In his case, being detained and sent to prison actually solidified 

his involvement in criminal activity. 

                                                
114 Latin American Herald Tribune, “Three Inmates Killed at Prison in Northern El Salvador,” 
http://www.laht.com/article.asp?ArticleId=473373&CategoryId=23558. 
115 Zinecker, 33 
116 Stone, Hannah. “The Iron Fist Returns to El Salvador” 
117 Max Manwaring, “Sovereignty Under Siege” 



 39 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Multi-lateral banks should place greater conditions on funding and provide increased 

transparency of where funding flows.  

• All loans should be accompanied with guidelines that specify how much funding is to be 

designated to each respective government institution and distributed to civil society 

organizations and actors. 

• In order to ensure the proper investment of funds, multilateral banks organizations must 

demand budget reports from the government of El Salvador on a routine basis, which 

thoroughly account for the use, non-use, or misuse of all funding. 

• Multilateral banks should no longer distribute loans in the form of budgetary supports, 

unless the recipient government is evaluated as performing adequately.  

 

 

The international community should increase support for transparency in the justice sector 
and educating the community about their rights. 

• Increasing public confidence in the legal system and spreading awareness about the rights 

all citizens are granted through this system should be prioritized over updating judicial 

equipment and funding other technical improvements. 

 

The international aid community should not fund corrupt and ineffective state institutions. 

• The foreign aid community should use third party findings to ensure that funds are not 

made available to military and policing units that commit human rights abuses, following 

the principles of the United States’ Leahy Law. 

 

 

The international aid community should fund local, community-policing programs 

instituted at the municipal level.  
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LACK OF APPROPRIATE VIOLENCE PREVENTION PROGRAMS 

In theory, violence prevention approaches move beyond simply identifying and punishing 

perpetrators, but instead seek solutions to the underlying conditions that motivate individuals to 

participate in crime. In this way, violence prevention strategies succeed in reducing crime by 

strengthening local communities to maintain and improve the well being of citizens rather than 

arming communities against their own citizens.118 In this section we examine limitations the 

donor community has placed on its own violence prevention efforts, and the ways in which those 

structures are working against the kinds of effective, community-based programs that have been 

identified by grassroots leaders in El Salvador. 

Violence prevention is recognized by the international donor community as an effective 

strategy to combat citizen insecurity in El Salvador.119 However, the existing model employed by 

major international donor organizations serves to impede rather than enhance the capacity of 

local actors to effectively target citizen security needs. Donors overwhelmingly favor programs 

that target “primary prevention” strategies, which address citizen insecurity through primary 

education, youth leadership programs, community development, alternative dispute resolution, 

and vocational training in an attempt to reach individuals before they have participated in any 

violent behaviors. In contrast, donors are often reluctant or explicitly unwilling to fund programs 

that emphasize “secondary” or “tertiary” prevention programs, such as rehabilitation and 

“second-chance” programs for gang-active youth. As a result, the donor community has 

consistently underfunded prevention strategies that directly serve the marginalized populations 

most connected to violence.120  

While existing aid models which categorize violence prevention by primary, secondary, 

and tertiary are useful on the international level for understanding the allocation of prevention 

funds, numerous interviewees active in community-based groups told us that such frameworks, 
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formulated in Europe and the US, are severely out of step with the actual lives of citizens. 

Specifically, in seeking to isolate “problem” youth from the community in order to invest in the 

“good kids” rather than the “bad ones,” such frameworks misconstrue the extent to which gangs 

are inextricably part of families and communities at the local level.121 In continuing to use such 

frameworks to guide prevention funds, donors prioritize their interests and “outsider” 

knowledge, ultimately preventing local organizations and leaders from efficiently and inclusively 

serving their communities. While these internationally driven efforts may be well intentioned, 

they ultimately interfere with valuable collaboration and coordination between donor and 

recipient, reinforce the exclusion and social stigmas that perpetuate violence, and direct critical 

funds away from the populations that most need support. 

Whereas international aid organizations often have their own conceptions of citizen 

security as well as greater political interests at stake in allocating aid, local grassroots 

organizations are closely engaged with citizens and often have valuable insight on the security 

needs of the communities they live and work in. As a result, the programs that local 

organizations perceive as most effective in combating violence often do not match the categories 

of programs that bi-lateral and multilateral aid institutions are willing to fund.122 The program 

director of a local Salvadoran NGO acknowledged that at times, economic resources are 

“wasted” as a result of the imposition of international organizations’ strictures123. The director 

further emphasized that, “we are the ones who understand the reality in our government,” 

demonstrating how local knowledge is inhibited by the ineffective models imposed by donors.  

Recognizing the limited results that violence prevention efforts funded by bi-lateral and 

multilateral organizations have produced thus far, authors Jutersönke et al. point out that existing 

programs often operate more for the display of the international community. They argue that 

such efforts are “most visible at the level of practice,” evident in the numerous, wide-ranging 

primary prevention programs being implemented and “heavily promoted” by bi-lateral and 

multilateral development agencies in the region.124 For example, two of the local community 
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organizations interviewed pointed to the European Union’s violence prevention program 

PROJOVENES, arguing that while this program receives millions of dollars in funding, it has 

generated “minimal results” due to its failure to reach the programs’ supposed beneficiaries. 

Such primary prevention programs, which are actively promoted among the agencies themselves, 

have yet to produce tangible results in the day-to-day lives of local citizens.125 

Given the framework favored by the international donor community, local organizations 

are often forced to strategically tailor or compromise the design of their own prevention 

programs to fit the strict models imposed by international aid agencies. While some local 

organizations simply refuse to accept funding from institutions such as USAID due to the 

incongruence of their objectives, others use their own funds to work around these constraints. 

For example, Héctor Aparicio, director of Fe y Alegría, a violence prevention NGO in San 

Salvador, explained that as a recipient of funds from USAID, his organization must fulfill the 

specific primary prevention objectives determined by the agency as a means of securing funds; 

but in order to do the secondary and tertiary work necessary in the communities, which USAID 

refuses to fund, he must mount and fund separate projects - a deep challenge given scarce 

resources. Yet for Aparicio, this deeper involvement with the communities, through engagement 

with all their members, not just the so-called “good kids” who have yet to commit crimes, is 

vitally necessary; if the organization were only to engage in the limited scope of interventions 

USAID funds, the community would reject its efforts as reinforcing exclusion. In this sense, his 

organization’s primary prevention work is only successful because it is accompanied by the 

secondary and tertiary work that USAID refuses to support, and for which he must fundraise 

separately.126  

Similarly, other Salvadoran organizations such as Fundación Quetzalcoatl, 

ASAPROSAR, and Passionist Social Services recognize the way in which gangs are in fact 

embedded within the structures of local communities, and acknowledge that the reality of 

effective violence prevention programs for at-risk youth requires negotiating with and involving 

gangs to include and protect at-risk youth within the programs. Adopting a pragmatic, realistic 

understanding of the immediate needs of her community, Lucy Luna, director of ASAPROSAR, 

described how she provides special identification to youth in her programs to protect them from 
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being forced into gang recruitment.127 Effective solutions such as the identification system used 

by Luna emphasize the valuable role local organizations play in responding to the diverse, 

micro-level needs that characterize violence prevention programs for at-risk youth.  

By disproportionately or in some cases exclusively investing aid into primary prevention 

programs, international donors fail to include the country’s most marginalized populations within 

the scope of their violence prevention efforts.128 Gang-active youth are thus defined as beyond 

the scope of assistance, further contributing to their dehumanization and rejection by society as a 

whole. Although prevention strategies aim to target the social conditions that cause violence, 

gang members are all too often understood in isolation from conditions of poverty and inequality 

rather than as a product of them.129 Thus, the donor community should take a leading role in 

challenging rather than reinforcing predominant political and media representations of gang-

active youth as the nation’s most pressing security threat. This can be achieved through investing 

greater resources into secondary and tertiary violence prevention programs aimed at 

rehabilitation and other objectives.130  

Emphasizing the ineffectiveness of an aid model that neglects secondary and tertiary 

prevention strategies, Cunningham et al. note that while primary prevention programs play an 

important role in reducing violence rates, it is “never possible” to eliminate all risk factors for 

violent behavior from the lives of youth, regardless of how well-designed primary prevention 

programs may be. Thus, aid models that rely solely upon recently implemented and narrowly 

funded primary prevention programs are impractical, unrealistic, and fail to recognize the deeply 

entrenched social conditions that youth in El Salvador face.131 Cunningham et al. further 
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emphasize the value in investing in at-risk youth, arguing that the youth prevention strategies 

with the highest returns are the interventions that target those who are most at risk.132    

Nonetheless, many of the international bi-lateral organizations we visited in El Salvador 

largely reflected these dominant social attitudes, viewing gang members as undeserving of donor 

resources due to their criminal status. For example, while highly enthusiastic about the success of 

prevention strategies as a whole, Christof Küchemann, director of the German bi-lateral 

organization GIZ, stated he felt it was not the duty of his organization to support “murderers” 

who have gone down a “bad route.”133 As a result, secondary and tertiary prevention efforts were 

not considered an effective or legitimate use of the organization’s resources. Similarly, as we 

heard from local violence prevention organizations, youth already involved in crime are not 

within the scope of USAID’s prevention efforts.134 Thus, the prevention models employed by 

most international aid organizations exclude “problem” youth from the reach of donor support, 

failing to recognize their unique role in the solution. Local leaders such as Padre Antonio 

Rodriguez, of Passionist Social Services, who work to combat social exclusion by integrating 

gang members into violence prevention efforts, are widely misrecognized as representing the 

gangs themselves. Labeled a “spokesman for the gangs,” Rodriguez has endured criticism for his 

efforts to support individuals who wish to leave gangs and become reintegrated in society and 

thus advocates for society to “trust the institutions and NGOs that are working with young 

people in rehabilitation.”135 The insight offered by community leaders such as Rodriguez serves 

to emphasize that even if we may be personally unsympathetic to the plight of those who commit 

crimes, their presence in the Salvadoran context suggests the need to craft solutions that involve 

offenders rather than disregarding them.  

Thus, in adopting a comprehensive model for violence prevention, the aid community 

must recognize that any strategy for addressing the problems faced by at-risk youth requires a 

sustainable system of “second-chance programs” which enable adolescents to return to a “safe, 
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productive path to adulthood.”136 Such prevention approaches cannot be successful without the 

direct involvement of local actors and a range of strategies tailored to respond to the diverse 

needs experienced by such youth, including education equivalency and job training programs for 

school dropouts or tattoo removal for youth who have been in gangs.137  

 

 

                                                
136 Cunningham et al. argue, “Second-chance programs are not only more effective than incarceration and other get-tough strategies, but are also 
less costly, especially when the costs and benefits to society as well as to the individual are factored in.” Cunningham, 2008: 162-163. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The international aid community should increase investment in violence prevention 
programs that value and act upon local knowledge, directly target at-risk youth, and offer 

local NGOs the authority to design prevention projects.  

 

Recognizing that the most effective responses to gang violence are community-based, 

donors should increase local ownership of programs through enabling local NGOs, 
community organizations, and program beneficiaries to take a leading role in designing the 

conditions of future programs.  
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CONCLUSION 

While the international community is eager to help the nation of El Salvador confront its 

urgent security challenges, there are numerous ways in which the forms that assistance takes 

could be improved. Some of these changes are technical matters, relating to the way projects are 

evaluated and implemented; others are more conceptual, stemming from the assumptions 

underlying project design. Regardless all are important to address through a bottom-up approach, 

grounded in the understanding that Central Americans are most able to identify and implement 

sustainable solutions to the problems of their region. The international community has a 

fundamental role to play in supporting this process, but it will only achieve success when it 

adopts community-based frameworks for change, refocusing its approach from punitive to 

preventative, top-down to bottom-up, exclusive to inclusive; from citizen security to human 

security. While this implies a distinct break with the dominant paradigm—in particular, it 

requires the abandonment of the current trend toward militarization, more aid allocated directly 

to local leaders, the inclusion of outcome-based accountability measures, and the creation of 

more formal communication channels—this is not as radical a revision as it might appear. In 

fact, currently many Central American communities are adopting innovative approaches to these 

challenges, precisely along these lines. Not only are such efforts already underway, they are 

demonstrating impressive results.  

El Salvador’s community policing model, instituted in Santa Tecla and other 

municipalities, has drawn inspiration from Nicaragua and elsewhere, but its success is 

fundamentally a result of its emphasis on responding to the needs of the community. Santa 

Tecla’s manual for community agents clearly identifies that it is the population, not the police, 

who should identify the problems—ranging from categories such as criminal issues, commercial 

zoning, and coexistence. Santa Tecla has been able to decrease the number of PNC officers to 

120 serving a population of roughly 239,000 alongside 225 community agents.138 Following the 

start of the community-policing program, the homicide rate in Santa Tecla dropped from 66 per 

100,000 in 2005 to 20 per 100,000 in 2010 (although in 2011 it rose due to increased drug 

                                                
138 “Santa Tecla City Council Member Presentation on Citizen Security”, interview by authors, El Salvador, 3 February, 2012. 
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trafficking in the region).139 According to the city council members and police officials, this 

success is largely due to the level of public ownership over the reform process itself, a hallmark 

of the community-policing model.140 

 There are aspects of the Santa Tecla model that address each of the five issues we have 

touched on in this report. First, by decentralizing aid to the municipal level, donors are able to 

more closely coordinate with each other and work together towards collective goals. Second, 

police objectives are designed in close consultation with advisory commissions comprised of 

community members, local church representatives, local and international NGOs, police and 

government representatives. This ensures that police operations are in line with community 

needs. Third, community-police accountability is greatly enhanced through both the participation 

of the commissions and the use of outcome-based indicators, such as increased reports of crime, 

which are qualitatively evaluated to measure citizen confidence in the police.141 Fourth, new 

municipal police bodies like Santa Tecla’s give donors the opportunity to bypass potentially 

failed centralized state institutions, without the possibility for fungible funding. Finally, Santa 

Tecla’s community police are first and foremost a preventative organization. They are designed 

to encourage community trust and create safe public spaces, all within the framework that they 

exist to serve community members, not repress them.142 

 As we have discussed throughout this report, several local organizations working in 

particularly violent Salvadoran communities may also offer valuable models for the international 

donor community to support. Organizations such as Fundación Quetzalcoatl, Fe y Alegría, 

Equipo Nahual and Passionist Social Services all emphasize holistic, community-based 

interventions, rather than reinforcing the marginalization of certain populations by partitioning 

the community into deserving and undeserving populations. Whether they approach their work 

from a psychosocial focus, or simply create non-discriminatory safe spaces for other forms of 

social interaction, these organizations all stressed to us that their success is based on their 

willingness to approach violence prevention as a social issue. Essentially, their strategies work 

                                                
139 “Santa Tecla City Council Member Presentation on Citizen Security”, interview by authors, El Salvador, 3 February, 2012. 
140 Ibid. 
141 SIDA, “Nicaraguan Police Focus on Preventative Work with Swedish Police - Sida - Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency.” http://www.sida.se/English/Countries-and-regions/Latin-America/Nicaragua/Programmes-and-projects1/Nicaraguan-police-focus-on-
preventative-work-with-Swedish-police/. 
142 Research Triangle International/CECI. Manual De Doctrina Del Agente Municipal Comunitario Del Municipio De Santa Tecla. Proyecto de 
Prevencion de la Violencia y del Crimen a Nivel Comunitario, n.d. 
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because they seek to empower, rather than repress the communities and individuals that have 

turned to violence following their systematic disempowerment by the structures they live in. 

 Although citizen security in Central America may appear to be a discouraging topic of 

study, we find reason for optimism when approaching it from a bottom-up perspective rooted in 

the wisdom and leadership of Central Americans themselves. The international community has a 

vital role to play; not only in supporting community-led initiatives but also in examining the 

ways its own assistance practices may limit the effectiveness of its interventions. Some of this 

work has already been done; many of our recommendations here address areas the international 

community has identified for improvement yet failed to implement. Others suggest newer areas 

where we believe refocusing could be useful. Taken together, we hope these recommendations 

will lead to more productive partnerships for citizen security in Central America. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
  

Donors and lenders should coordinate all country strategies. 

• A section in each country strategy report should outline specific guidelines as to how 

specific details of each respective organization's projects will interact with the projects of 

other donors. For example, such questions as which sectors of the population the projects 

will serve, in which municipalities the services will operate, and how particular aspects of 

individual projects fit in with longer term goals in the region, should be included. 

 

The aid community should create a third party facilitator to increase coordination. 

• The facilitator’s work should include the creation of a forum bringing together principle 

actors and representatives from bi-lateral organizations, multilateral banks, the 

government, and civil society. 

• This body should facilitate the coordination of existing plans as well ensuring that 

community-led organizations are directly included in the development of new plans. 

• Major donors should collectively fund this body as an investment in their own efficiency. 
 

USAID and the multilateral banks should design and implement projects that better 

incorporate the strategies developed by the communities themselves. 

• This would require more staff to work on project coordination, aid in the decentralization 

of funding, and increase communication between all aid entities and recipients. 

• Because of this emphasis on local cooperation, local actors will best accomplish these 

duties, and therefore whenever possible Salvadorans themselves should be hired for these 

positions. 
 

USAID country branches should be given more autonomy for the development and 

budgeting of their own projects and country strategies. 

• Specifically, field missions should be given more autonomy from both the State 

Department and USAID headquarters in D.C. 
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USAID should reduce overall reliance on contractors to manage aid and instead 
collaborate with local organizations directly. 

• Local organizations should be involved in initial budgeting, planning, and designing of 

programs. 

 

USAID should require that contractors have an established regional presence. 

• This is fundamental for gaining access to local knowledge and building effective 

partnerships with a variety of community organizations. 

 
USAID should break up procurement contracts into smaller grants and more specific 

objectives, so as to allow for a greater variety of more specialized contractors to compete 
for funding. 

 

USAID should allocate an appropriate percentage of the initial project budget to capacity 
building for the selected organizations. 

• Organizations should use the funding as they see fit, but in order to prevent corruption 

they should adhere to pre-determined communication stipulations with the donor 

organization. 

 

All multi-lateral banks and bi-lateral organizations should use a third party accountability 

institution to ensure that lessons learned are implemented. 

• The accountability body should include "incorporation of lessons learned" as an 

evaluation category. 

 

Indicators used as measurements of aid project effectiveness should include municipal level 

data, both for control and project recipient communities. 
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Quantitative indicators should be complemented with qualitative indicators, and output 

measures with outcome measures, to ensure a holistic reflection of a project’s success or 
failure. 

• Examples of relevant outcome based indicators include public opinion polls, qualitative 

evaluations by partner organizations, and effectiveness evaluations by staff on the 

ground. 

• These measurements should be prioritized over macroeconomic measurements. 

 

All aid entities should decentralize the aid disbursal system by allocating more funds 

directly to municipal governments. 
 

Multi-lateral banks should place greater conditions on funding and provide increased 
transparency of where funding flows. 

• All loans should be accompanied with guidelines that specify how much funding is to be 

designated to each respective government institution and distributed to civil society 

organizations and actors. 

• In order to ensure the proper investment of funds, multilateral banks must demand budget 

reports from the government of El Salvador on a routine basis, which thoroughly account 

for the use, non-use, or misuse of all funding. 

• Multilateral banks should no longer distribute loans in the form of budgetary supports, 

unless the recipient government is evaluated as performing adequately.  

 

The international community should increase support for transparency in the justice sector 
and educating the community about their rights. 

• Increasing public confidence in the legal system and spreading awareness about the rights 

all citizens are granted through this system should be prioritized over updating judicial 

equipment and funding other technical improvements. 
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The international aid community should not fund corrupt and ineffective state institutions. 

• The foreign aid community should use third party findings to ensure that funds are not 

made available to military and policing units that commit human rights abuses, following 

the principles of the United States’ Leahy Law. 

 

The international aid community should fund local, community-policing programs 

instituted at the municipal level.  
 

The international aid community should increase investment in violence prevention 

programs that value and act upon local knowledge, directly target at-risk youth, and offer 
local NGOs the authority to design prevention projects.  

 

Recognizing that the most effective responses to gang violence are community-based, 

donors should increase local ownership of programs through enabling local NGOs, 

community organizations, and program beneficiaries to take a leading role in designing the 
conditions of future programs.  
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