
The Transnational Advisory Group in Support of the Peace Process in El Salvador 

       On March 9th 2012 a peace 

truce brokered between members 

of the two largest street gangs in 

El Salvador, housed in the Zacate-

colucas maximum security prison, 

was made public by the Salvadoran 

online newspaper, El Faro. The 

truce was facilitated by Monsignor 

Fabio Colindres and Raul Mijango.  

Colindres serves as the Catholic 

Church Chaplin of the Salvadoran 

Military and Police.  Mijango is a 

former Salvadoran congressman 

and guerilla commander in the 

country’s civil war that was 

brought to an end by a national 

peace accord in 1992.  Both men 

served under the former Minister 

of Defense, David Munguia Pay-

és , the current Minister of Justice 

and Public Security.  As part of the 

negotiation of the truce, several 

dozen gang leaders were trans-

ferred from Zacatecoluca to medi-

um security prisons around the 

country.  

       The gangs, Mara Salvatrucha 

13 or MS 13 and 18th Street or 

Barrio 18, originated in Los Ange-

les, California. Gang culture began 

to arrive in El Salvador in the early 

1990’s due to U.S. deportation 

practices.  A lack of mechanisms 

and resources to integrate depor-

tees, amongst other reasons, con-

tributed to gang development and 

growth in El Salvador.  In the 

early 2000’s the Salvadoran gov-

ernment began instituting a series 

of laws, commonly known as 

‘Mano Dura’ or ‘Heavy Hand’, to 

combat the growing strength of 

the gangs and the increase in vio-

lence. By most accounts this has 

had the opposite effect as the 

gangs solidified their structures 

and violence increased.  

       In a short period the truce has 

had a major impact in El Salvador. 

There has been an estimated 70% 

reduction in homicides since the 

truce was announced, gang leaders 

have declared that schools are now 

considered ‘Safe Zones’ and that 

they have stopped forced recruit-

ment. The impact reaches beyond 

the realm of public safety.  Bloom-

berg Business Weekly reported in 

late July that El Salvador’s bond 

market had rallied upon news of 

the success of the truce.  Despite 

this, many in El Salvador remain 

skeptical about the motives and 

possible outcomes of the truce.  

       The Transnational Advi-

sory Group in Support of the 

Peace Process in El Salvador 

(TAGSPPES) is a multidisci-

plinary coalition of individuals 

and groups with years of ex-

perience working in Salvador-

an diaspora communities in 

the United States.  Members 

of the TAGSPPES delegation 

are recognized experts in 

gang/violence intervention 

and prevention, mental health, 

prison reform, business and 

job development, human 

rights, and healing through 

the cultural arts in Central 

American, Chicano/Mexican, 

Puerto Rican, African Ameri-

can, and Afro-Caribbean 

Communities. They came 

from New York City, the 

Washington D.C. area, the 

San Francisco Bay Area, Los 

Angeles, and London. The 

delegation visited El Salvador 

from July 20th to 27th 2012 at 

the invitation of Monsignor 

Colindres, the Salvadoran 

government and the leader-

ship of both gangs in order to 

assess the viability of the 

truce. 
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A Window of Hope: El Salvador's Opportunity to Address  

History of Violence  
TAGSPPES report on delegation to El Salvador July 20th - 27th 2012  

A father holds his son inside one 

of the prisons in El Salvador. 

This peace process has the poten-

tial to create a peaceful legacy for 

the next generations. 



       While in El Salvador the TAG-

SPESS delegation met with as varied a 

spectrum of stakeholders as possible, 

including: the truce facilitators Colindres 

and Mijango, senior staff in the Ministry 

of Justice & Public Security including 

the Minister Munguia Payés , Vice Min-

ister Moreno, Director General of the 

Civilian National Police and the Direc-

tor General of the Prison System, the 

Vice-Minister of Education and senior 

advisers, staff from the Ministry of 

Health, civil society groups focused on 

human rights and violence prevention, 

international organizations, clergy, busi-

ness leaders, the imprisoned leadership 

of MS 13 and 18th Street, representa-

tives at a women’s prison and incarcer-

ated youth at a juvenile detention facili-

ty.   

       The delegation conducted visits to 

six prisons and one juvenile facility lo-

cated in four departments of El Salva-

dor while the majority of other meetings 

took place in and around San Salvador. 

Four of the prisons housed only males 

(Izalco, Cojutepeque, Ciudad Barrios 

and Gotera), one prison held males, 

females and twenty three children under 

the age of five (Quetzaltepeque), and 

one female facility also housed ninety 

eight children under the age of five 

(Ilopango).  

 

18th Street, those in prison and those in the 

community, were firm and consistent in 

their support of the peace, as further borne 

out by the durability of the lower homicide 

rates. They spoke clearly on the peace, on 

the need for reconciliation and forgiveness, 

and on shifting toward work, family, and a 

commitment to become positive contrib-

uting members of Salvadoran society.  Lead-

ers spoke as fathers and mothers concerned 

about their sons and daughters – the legacy 

they leave for the coming generations.  

However, they are maintaining the truce 

under great duress, and they cannot hold it 

alone.  

       Promisingly, the majority of the organi-

zations and government representatives 

with whom the delegation met professed 

support for the reduction in violence and a 

desire for increased engagement with the 

nascent peace process. However, many felt 

unable to participate in the process mean-

ingfully due to the continued lack of trans-

parency and coordination, and lack of direc-

tion from the government. Additionally it 

was reported by some organizations that 

work in the prisons with gangs that the mili-

tarization of the prisons, which occurred in 

2009, has limited or inhibited their ability to 

fulfill their mission and in turn has further 

isolated prisoners from family support.  

necessary first step to the larger peace pro-

cess that could, and must, occur. 

       Skepticism of the truce from many 

quarters, both domestic and international, 

abounds. Salvadoran residents are split on 

the gang peace truce—most distrust it, 

many are confused, and there are still high 

levels of anti-gang sentiments. Rumors per-

sist of cartel involvement, of increases in 

disappearances and clandestine graves, or of 

street violence that threatens the truce.  

Vested interests, such as the private security 

industry, are said to oppose the truce’s suc-

cess.  Such suspicions have flourished be-

cause of the (perhaps necessary) secrecy 

with which the truce was negotiated.  A 

continued lack of transparency now poses a 

serious threat to the health and sustenance 

of the fragile peace the gangs have main-

tained for the past 6 months.   

       The gang leaders and members with 

whom the delegation met, both MS-13 and 

       At the time of this writing, the truce has 

lasted six months and is said to have led to 

an estimated 70% reduction in homicides 

rates during that period in a country that, in 

2011, came in second only to Honduras in 

world homicide rates.  Though the truce is 

currently maintained only between the two 

gangs, everyone in El Salvador stands to 

gain from the sustenance of this increase in 

security.  Public safety is a critical compo-

nent of El Salvador’s development. Prison 

directors reported that violence and threats 

had also dropped against prison guards.  

Though the truce is not yet a true reconcilia-

tion engaging with victims, it provides the 

TAGSPPES Findings 

“The truce has lasted six 

months and is said to have led 

to an estimated 70% reduction 

in homicides rates” 

TAGSPPES delegation activities/visit 

Conditions in prisons in El Salvador are 

deplorable, sometimes housing 2,500 people 

in a prison built for 500 people. Mano Dura 

(zero tolerance) policies have had negative 

effects in all aspects of Salvadoran life.  
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Dialogue has been key to the development 

of the current truce and will play a crucial 

role in the future maintenance of a peace 

process of reconciliation between gangs, 

victims, and Salvadoran government. 



       The delegation noted strong com-

mon ground between all stakeholders, 

whether they were engaged with the 

truce or not.  Perhaps most crucially, all 

agreed that Mano Dura and its legacy of 

suppression and social fragmentation 

without increased public safety, was a 

failure.  They also agreed that balanced 

and evidence-based prevention and in-

tervention policies are needed, and that 

gang members who had renounced vio-

lence need the opportunity to participate 

lawfully and productively in Salvadoran 

society. Integrating a public health ap-

proach would help this process occur 

more effectively and would address the 

broader issue of violence in the country.  

       However the government’s hands 

are tied by a decade of Mano Dura legis-

lation and policy that make meaningful 

support of the peace process extremely 

difficult.  Recent provisions criminaliz-

ing gang membership likewise tie the 

hands of non-government and faith-

based organizations that must do the day

-to-day work of rehabilitation and pre-

vention.  Furthermore, a complex legacy 

of trauma has made a violence-weary 

Salvadoran electorate understandably 

wary and hostile to the idea of accepting 

gang members back into civil life. 

       What is clear is that for the gang 

truce to sustain peace and prosperity in 

El Salvador, all stakeholders must take 

part in a broader peace building process.  

Human rights organizations, gang inter-

ventionists, business leaders, internation-

al organizations and a variety of govern-

ment ministries all reported a desire to 

engage with the possibilities presented 

by the truce, yet felt alienated from the 

process.  In order for a new, more effec-

tive public security to emerge from this 

truce, lines of communication and col-

laboration must be opened and main-

tained among different government min-

istries and between government and civil 

society, including victims of violence. 

Use of best practices and multidiscipli-

nary coordination are necessary to this 

process. Efforts to develop effective anti

-violence measures must include all po-

litical parties and be multi-sectoral.  The 

possibility of a peace process emerging 

from this historic truce is too important 

to allow it to be turned into a pawn in 

electoral politics or lost due to lack of 

collaboration between ministries and 

among civil society actors who in fact 

share many of the same goals. 

       Equal to the importance of legal 

reform of the Mano Dura legislation, 

there is an urgent need for economic 

development and job creation.  Licit 

employment is a critical component of 

violence prevention as well as the reha-

bilitation of active members.  The dele-

gation met with businesses trialing em-

ployment programs for rehabilitated 

gang members (as well as single mothers, 

people with disabilities and other histori-

cally under-employed people).  Such 

initiatives should be supported and ex-

panded as soon as possible. Similarly, 

employment and other productive activi-

ty are sorely needed for imprisoned gang 

members in order to participate positive-

ly in society, when behind bars and later 

upon release. 

       This truce, whatever its weaknesses, 

presents a unique opportunity to begin 

reconciliation at a community level to 

reduce violence associated with gangs 

and create space for growth in El Salva-

dor. Reintegration programs for gang 

members and job development for all 

unemployed and underemployed mem-

bers of society are necessary to mitigate 

disparities and provide the next genera-

tion with alternatives to violence.  Struc-

tural changes to the prison and legal sys-

tem will also help sustain the peace ef-

forts needed to attract long-term invest-

ment in El Salvador.  The space opened 

by the truce is an historic opportunity 

that cannot be squandered or El Salva-

dor risks maintaining its status as one of 

the poorest and most violent places in 

the world into the foreseeable future. 

TAGSPPES Findings Continued 

“Structural changes to the prison 

and legal system will also help 

sustain the peace efforts needed to 

attract long-term investment in El 

Salvador” 

Men utilizing their time, skills, and crea-

tivity to manufacture wood-art. Positive 

alternatives, options, and opportunities 

inside prisons will help maintain long-

lasting stability. 
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Developing and supporting programs that 

allow gang-members, ex-gang-members, and 

their families an opportunity of employment 

out in the community will provide legal 

work, hope, dignity, and needed resources to 

sustain a peaceful lifestyle. 



The government's strategy should consider: 

 The Salvadoran government’s strategy should consider capitalizing on this opportunity to transform the truce into a 
peace process incorporating all aspects of Salvadoran society. This needs to be coordinated along a common narrative 
with clear objectives. Domestic and international actors should coordinate efforts with the Salvadoran government to 
more effectively target holistic policies that address the root causes of violence and delinquency and provide viable 
alternatives. Key to this process is reconciliation between victims and perpetrators and reintegration of gang members.  

 In the short term, all actors should work together to support and pilot programs focused on providing social services, 
job development, education and the arts to communities most affected by violence. Steps should be taken in the pris-
ons to improve sanitary conditions, ease overcrowding and provide better access to medical care, mental health treat-
ment, electricity and water and allow organizations working with prisoners unfettered access. A special focus should 
be taken to improve the plight of women and children in prison and allow terminally ill prisoners to go home to spend 
their remaining days with family, a provision already set out in law that could help to ease overcrowding.  

 In the long term, reform of the Mano Dura and other relevant aspects of penal code should be taken up as a priority, 
with input and engagement from domestic legal and human rights actors in addition to government. The Salvadoran 
government needs to engage multiple ministries, civil society groups, faith-based groups and affected communities 
collaboratively in a comprehensive, holistic and coordinated public security and violence prevention strategy that in-
cludes prevention, intervention, law enforcement, job development, restorative justice, health and family support. This 
process has to be proactive, solution oriented and propelled by collaborative alliances that address violence not just as 
a crime but as a public health issue. Addressing psychological trauma should inform a long term healing strategy to 
create the needed environment for reconciliation between victims of violence and perpetrators.   
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Carmen Perez, organizingforpeace@yahoo.com, 646-531-5710 
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