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Project Overview 
Student name: Megan Corbett-Thompson 

Department: Environment 

Organization: SalvAide, the Association for Cooperation and the 

Communal Development of El Salvador (CORDES) and the 

Association for the Development of El Salvador (CRIPDES) 

Location: La Libertad, El Salvador 

Fellowship Duration: 30th May – 3rd August  

About the McBurney Fellowship Program 

Through McGill’s Institute for Health and Social Policy, the McBurney Fellowship Program 
supports students in international service programs related to health and social policy in Latin 
America. McBurney Fellows serve abroad in organizations working to meet the basic needs of 
local populations. One key aspect of this fellowship is its mandate to make a significant 
contribution to improving the health and social conditions of poor and marginalized populations 
through the delivery of concrete and measurable interventions. Students and their mentors 
identify issues, make connections with local organizations, and develop a strategy for the 
fellowship. The views expressed in this document are the opinions of the fellow, and do not 
necessarily reflect the opinions of the IHSP. 
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PROMOTING ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 

AND SOCIAL JUSTICE IN LA LIBERTAD,  

EL SALVADOR 

Objectives  
Working with SalvAide’s partners CORDES and CRIPDES another fellow, Jessica Farber, and I had 

the opportunity to undertake various activities. Our primary goal was to provide support to 

SalAide’s projects, and to learn about how they promote environmental health and social justice. 

We provided support to four programs that focused on water and sanitation, microfinance, food 

security and education respectively.  

The water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) program was through OXFAM. We worked in rural and 

urban areas focusing on the provision of clean water, improvement of sanitation and vector 

control, promotion of health and the distribution of items essential for health and hygiene. The 

aim was to provide basic necessity and to integrate sustainable and local innovation to meet the 

needs of the poorest and most marginalized groups. 

An additional OXFAM project we worked on was Saving for Change, a savings-led microfinance 

program. Known as Ahorro Comunitario in Central America, these saving groups encourage 

microeconomic activities and increase women’s financial autonomy. They enable poor women in 

rural areas to improve their savings by encouraging them to save what they can afford, something 

they never did before. The savings accumulate to form a fund that the group uses to make loans 

to members. The funds are used in investing in microbusinesses, for health and any emergency. 

The women develop bonds of mutual assistance, solidarity and express substantial benefits such 

as increased self-confidence and improved capacity to meet financial household needs.  

Another program we supported focused on food security. Due to increased environmental 

vulnerability in El Salvador there is recurrent food and nutrition insecurity which impacts food 

availability. Funded by OXFAM and SHARE El Salvador, the project encompasses three core values: 

women’s empowerment, environmental justice and leadership development. The goal is to 

contribute to food sovereignty, women’s empowerment and youth participation through the 

development of over forty small vegetable gardens. The women develop their vegetable gardens 

and the produce is either sold in a market or used for their own consumption.  

We also worked on a youth projects financed by CRIPDES, Agencia Española de Cooperación 

Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID), Asociación de Investigación y Especialización sobre 

Temas Iberoamericanos (AIETI) and Cooperacció. This is an academic learning program taking 

place in three communities of La Libertad that tackles issues such as gender violence, maternity, 

sexuality, contraception, leadership, masculinity and youth laws and policies. The target age is 
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between fifteen and twenty-four years old with no prior training needed and a minimum of a 

primary education.  

Background/context  

El Salvador is the smallest country in Central America and it is amongst the countries in Latin 

America and the Caribbean with the highest levels of inequality. Currently El Salvador is on track 

to become one of the most violent countries in the world because of gang violence, with one 

killing on average every hour. The main challenges faced by El Salvadorians are migration, 

violence, social insecurity, gender inequality and natural disasters. All of these issues are 

abundantly present in the poorest and most marginalized populations living as subsistence 

farmers or low paid laborers.  

The other issues of great importance  are women’s and youth empowerment. In a male-

dominated society women do not go to school and they are told they are only useful to have and 

take care of children. Fostering a greater sense of self-worth and informing citizens about  rights 

and responsibilities is key to investing in women and children, and is imperative for the country’s 

future.  

Activities   
Enthusiastically we spent most of our days in the field accompanying our colleagues. For the 

water, sanitation and hygiene project we visited a community in Bocapoza that relies on their 

sugar cane plantations which in May had been ruined by the recent storms and in July had been 

drying out from the drought. The first time we visited, the community leader explained to us that 

the crops and water had been ruined by the storm surge that swept throughout the coast. Salt 

from the ocean had entered the wells and contaminated the water. The second time we came 

they had not received any fresh water for more than a week which consequently lead to health 

problems. During the final visit the country was facing a drought so the sugar canes were drying 
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out since the farmers didn’t have enough money for irrigation. This left the community with no 

sugar for the upcoming season and therefore no money. Another community we visited 

concerning this project was to Jicalapa, a small town down a valley where the closest road is four 

kilometres away. We oversaw people picking up their water tanks, visited houses that benefited 

from the program, checked if people were content with their tanks and latrines and took photos 

of the progress. The WASH project is vital to address the disparity in water and sanitation coverage 

that exists by supplying water for human consumption and household needs as well as for crops 

and livestock. With access to a safe source of water and sanitation for excreta disposal this 

community’s health will improve dramatically. 

We managed to witness four group meetings for the women’s microfinance project in 

Comasagua, Majahual and Tiguapa Norte. The women described how the project benefited the 

community and taught younger children the importance of saving money for the future. We got 

to participate in their group bonding activities and their raffles. Once we accompanied OXFAM 

America representatives and also got to see a woman’s vegetable farm.  

In terms of the food security program in the field we visited markets to encourage the farmers 

who were selling their produce. We went to a meeting and took notes where over fifty women 

were learning about the project and getting taught the technical aspect of the plantation and 

management. We also spoke with a man who was part of a cooperative farm run by forty families. 

We had the chance to go to Ciudad Mujer, which has six centers located throughout the country 
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where they have programs promoted by the Salvadoran government to teach women 

fundamental rights. They offer services and modules such as care from gender-based violence, 

economic empowerment, sexual and reproductive health, education and child care. We got to 

participate in the agricultural training school where local women learn to grow vegetables, herbs 

and produce organic fertilizer. The women also learn marketing techniques that allow them to 

earn an income and have the opportunity to sell their crops to the other women in the center.  

For the youth project we had the opportunity to go to group meetings trying to recruit young 

people to join. We also attended a meeting with government officials and police where the project 

was discussed.  

By being placed in the field so much we got to see the reality in which El Salvadorians live. Face 

to face interactions were very important so we could hear people’s personal stories.  

Challenges and successes 
Throughout my two month internship I began to realize that to accomplish anything substantial 

would prove to be difficult. We were entering into projects that were already in place. We could 

not provide much input as we did not know what the organization specifically needed nor how 

the country’s politics worked. As a result sometimes it felt as if we were more observing than 

actively helping. One of the tangible contributions we were able to make was translating key 

documents into English.  However, as it was an internship and not a specific research project it 

was hard to establish any concrete goals beforehand. That being said it was a privilege to witness 

how the community was benefiting from the projects. Some of the most rewarded parts of the 

fellowship were seeing poor communities of shanty houses gaining access to water and sanitation, 

women who have lived their whole lives believing themselves as inferior realizing their capabilities 

and rights and to seeing smart children that never had the chance to study receiving education to 

help the future of the country.  

Questions raised  

During our fellowship we were exposed to a variety of projects and were able to learn greatly 

from them and gather experience. There was hardly any language barrier as I speak fluent 

Spanish. Occasionally we struggled to understand each other as there are differences amongst 

the Spanish from Spain and the one from El Salvador but overall it was hardly a problem. The 

location of our internship was convenient and preferable to spending the time in the capital. Also 

our coworkers were lovely and warmhearted, taking us in and teaching us.  

What did you learn?   

I learned about the struggle of a local NGO to get funding from a larger one such as OXFAM, 

Habitat for Humanity etc.  I also learned that no matter how dire the situation there are many 

others like you. I discovered a lot about the country, a country I never thought I would get to 

know. I learned about the hardships the population faced during the twelve year civil war and 

how this continues to shape their lives. The history and politics of the country was essential to 

know to understand the people.  Personally I learned to be flexible as some aspects of the 

internship were not as we had expected. We were told we would be working on a specific project 
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with the NGO and we would be given tasks but in the end we worked with all projects. The most 

important aspect was to adjust to our surroundings as best as we could, physically and mentally. 

I also learned that even in the worst of times people can be very happy. I was taught kindness and 

generosity by people who have nothing. I believe this is an immense thing to come away with. 

Would you do anything differently next time?   

I would have pressed for more information about what the internship entailed so we could 

have been better prepared for the work. 

Community Implications and Further Work 
What was your contribution to the delivery of health and/or social services for poor or 

marginalized groups? 

Through our participation in the WASH program, in the short term we have monitored health 

data, supplied families with water and promoted hygiene. All of these elements lead to long 

term health. The organization has many goals focusing on issues of water resource 

management, agricultural irrigation, new water supply and campaigning that promise to have 

long-term effects. With the women’s coalition, in the near future they have learned how 

important it is to manage money which in the long run builds confidence and greater gender 

equality.  

For the food security projects, the vegetable gardens are not only a source of income and thus 

improve living conditions, but they also lead to a healthier diet for the women and their 

families. The women and men involved are fighting for good and healthy food and opting for 

a sustainable way of producing it.  

Through the youth project we invested our time and funds to provide these children and adults 

with an education, either basic or advanced. In the short term it will provide them with useful 

skills and will prevent them from 

joining gangs. Education is key to 

the success of this country. It is 

difficult for youth because they 

believe they are losing money by 

not going to work but they don’t 

realize the huge benefits they 

could reap in the long term. As a 

result few of the young adults 

feel the need to join. Also 

investing in adults to attend 

university allows them to 

acquire higher education and 

thus advance the country 

politically, economically, socially 

and environmentally.  
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How might your fellowship make a difference for the people you worked with?   

Our coworkers were proud to have us working with them. They were pleased to have a couple 

of McGill students join them and learn from. We also provided visibility to the program, as the 

people who we were helping were immensely intrigued by us. In the field we gave projects 

validity when we were introduced. The community members were encouraged by us and were 

delighted to show us their work. For example, in the women’s savings group they loved to 

explain what they were doing, all the details and how much they had been able to save up. 

Also the people with the vegetable gardens always gave us a tour to demonstrate everything 

they had accomplished. They were extremely proud of themselves.  

What would the next steps be to translate your findings into policy action (if not already 

happening)?  

The next key step for CORDES and CRIPDES would be to translate information and put research 

findings online. Everything is happening online and they cannot transfer their findings to policy 

action with everything on paper. The issues need to be further known internationally and a 

clear target needs to be identified. The government needs to take further responsibilities in 

key human rights. Change is possible, as infant and maternal mortality rates are being reduced 

and school enrollment and access to reproductive health and water services are increasing. As 

well as fully implementing water and sanitation in communities, training is needed on 

sustainable living and agricultural diversification. There needs to be more exposure and 

communication for families in these communities to understand the importance of this kind of 

work and an emphasis on putting new technologies into practice.   

Program evaluation   
Did the IHSP provide enough support pre-departure and while in the field? If yes, what should 

we be sure to do next time?  If no, what could we do better?  

The IHSP did a fantastic job to prepare me before going, what was extremely useful was the 

orientation session and to hear past fellows on their trips. The contact once every couple of weeks 

was good, as it was interesting to hear how everyone else fared and it proved to be comforting.  

How did this fellowship further your academic or career goals?  

Undertaking this internship allowed me to build international work experience, professional 

development and cultural understanding. Working with social and environmental issues solidified 

my interest and made me want to continue to strive in the environmental health field and work 

to make a difference.  

What did you value most about the fellowship?   

What I valued the most was the opportunity to live and work in El Salvador for those couple of 

months. I learned a lot about the country and myself whilst being immersed into their culture. I 
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got the chance to travel around the country and to its neighboring countries, which was 

exceptional. I admired my fellow coworkers and was grateful for all their kindness.  

Any advice for future fellows?   

Living in a foreign country and culture can seem daunting but as long as you have an open mind 

and remember that you are there to have an experience you will have a great time. Absorb as 

much as possible about the culture and no matter how much you try you will stand out! Embrace 

the experience and learn from your surroundings.  

How useful was it to interact with other fellows via email?   

To receive emails from other fellows living through similar situations was very encouraging and 

reassuring. It inspired me to look at my work differently and was interested to see what others 

were doing. As there was a wide variety of projects throughout various countries I enjoyed reading 

how others were faring.  

Any suggestions for how to improve the program?   

Overall the program was excellent, I appreciated the size of the program, as it was a perfect 

number of students to keep in touch with and feel as if you were acknowledged. It would be 

amazing to have a meeting at the beginning of the semester with all the years’ fellows to talk with 

them in person and hear about their experience firsthand.  
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