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Coffee is El Salvador’s primary export product. Over
half of the population makes its living growing, har-
vesting or processing it. However, since coffee was in-
troduced to the country in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, its cultivation and sale has been controlled by a
very small number of wealthy landowners. This small
oligarchy amassed immense fortunes while thousands
of landless people lived on the edge of survival. In 1980,
rural discontent with this situation forced the govern-
ment to enact an agrarian reform to distribute land.

Farmers living in rural areas of El Salvador still do not
face an easy life: over 60% of rural Salvadorans live in
poverty. Small-scale coffee farmers, faced with poverty
and low coffee prices, organized cooperatives to share
resources and earn a better future for their families.

FESACORA, the Salvadoran Federation of Agrarian
Reform Cooperatives, was founded in 1982 and cur-
rently consists of 13,598 individual members grouped
in 118 democratically managed cooperatives in El Sal-
vador. They are supported by Oxfam America and first
marketed their coffee under Fair Trade terms in the US
through Fair Trade pioneer Equal Exchange.

The powerful earthquake that struck on January
13, 2001 has added disaster to the incredible chal-
lenges faced by people of El Salvador. To date, the
earthquake has claimed over 600 lives and injured over
2,600. There are nearly 46,000 displaced people as a
consequence of the destruction.

The earthquake has also affected coffee farmer
coops. Among 36 member cooperatives, FESACORA re-
ported 34 deaths, and APECAFE lost two members. All
of these co-ops have suffered damage to homes and
buildings and the Federation has begun to address the
immediate needs of food, shelter and medicines in
these communities. Most of all, their future ability to
grow coffee and hence feed their families is in danger.

By selling their coffee to the fair trade market,
FESACORA helps these co-ops rebuild their commu-
nities after fifteen years of civil war. One of these co-
operative is located in Las Lajas, in the Municipality of
Coatepeque. Coffee farmer Francisco Aviles Orellana,
one of the members of the Las Lajas Cooperative, says:
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“Before being a member of the cooperative I was
a poor landless day-laborer who worked for the land-
owners, a Swedish family. With the agrarian reform of
1980, my family and I benefitted with the acquisition
of land and then created the cooperative of which we
are members...

“[T]he benefits have been many, but the most im-
portant benefits are having access to education for my
children, and access to health services at the commu-
nity clinic that the cooperative helped to finance. Be-
fore we didn't have water in our homes, but the coop-
erative dug a well and now we have our own water
which is paid for by the cooperative. The cooperative
has helped all of the community a lot. The clinic serves
everyone, the school accepts children from beyond our
community and the water arrives to the houses of
people that aren't members of the cooperative, so I
think that the cooperative has definitely helped the
whole community.”
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