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ABSTRACT

This article analyzes refugee political transnationalism in El Salvador. It assesses the domestic 
or homeland component of migration history in this Central American country by focusing 
on the role of both local governments and specifi c communities. Moreover, it considers 
differences between areas that vary in terms of the level and type of political organization 
during and after the civil war, the levels of international migration, population concentra-
tion in settlement areas in the United States, and the types of relationships between local 
authorities and both collective and individual migrants. Studying and comparing political 
transnationalism may help explain why transnational initiatives progress in some settings 
but not others. This study considers some of the factors that should be taken into account in 
order to understand transnational activities in sending communities. The fi nding show that 
partisan politics constitute an element to be studied as part of the conditions that may enhance 
or limit relationships between migrants and local governments in postwar El Salvador.
  Keywords: 1. political transnationalism, 2. migrant associations, 3. postconfl ict, 4. parti-
sanship, 5. sending communities.

RESUMEN

En este documento se analiza el transnacionalismo político en El Salvador y se explora el 
componente interno de la historia migratoria de este país centroamericano, con un enfoque 
en el papel tanto de los gobiernos locales como de comunidades territoriales específi cas. 
Además, se consideran las diferencias entre áreas que varían en términos de su nivel y tipo 
de organización política durante y después de la guerra civil, los niveles de la migración in-
ternacional, la concentración de la población en áreas de destino en Estados Unidos, los tipos 
de relaciones entre las autoridades locales y los migrantes tanto colectivos como individuales. 
Estudiar y comparar el transnacionalismo político puede ayudarnos a explicar por qué las 
iniciativas transnacionales prosperan en algunos casos y no en otros. En este estudio se toma en 
cuenta sólo los factores que coadyuvan en el entendimiento de las actividades transnacionales 
en las comunidades expulsoras. Los resultados muestran que la política partidista constituye 
un elemento que debe ser estudiado como parte de las condiciones que afectan las relaciones 
entre los migrantes y los gobiernos locales en la etapa de posguerra en El Salvador.
  Palabras clave: 1. transnacionalismo político, 2. asociaciones de migrantes, 3. poscon-
fl icto, 4. partidismo, 5. comunidades expulsoras.
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Introduction1

In 2004, the right-wing party of El Salvador (The Nationalist Republi-
can Alliance, ARENA) exploited the issue of migrants’ remittances as one 
of the main features of its presidential campaign. This political party 
won the presidency for the fourth time in a row, despite the fact that six 
months before the election, the opposition –Frente Farabundo Martí 
para la Liberación Nacional, FMLN– was leading the race. In its cam-
paign, ARENA contacted U.S. representatives who warned Salvadoran 
voters against the potential victory of the left (the ex guerrilla group 
and main opposition party). There was one specifi c TV spot showing a 
family group reading a letter from a relative living in the U.S. The letter 
said that the remittance they had just received might well be the last if 
the FMLN won the presidential election. The message was clear for both 
Salvadoran migrants and non-migrants (the actual voters) and shows 
just how important the issue of migration is for Salvadoran society.2

The purpose of this essay is to explore the domestic or homeland 
component of this phenomenon by focusing on the role of both local 
authorities and communities, and considering differences between areas 
that vary in terms of the level and type of political organization during 
and after the civil war, the levels of international migration, popula-
tion concentration in areas of settlement in the U.S, and the types of 
relationships between local governments and migrants at the collective 
and individual level.

Studying and comparing transnationalism, particularly sub-national 
contexts characterized by U.S.-bound migration, may help explain why 
transnational initiatives develop into complex networks (such as the co-
operative work between local governments and hometown associations 
–HTA–, for example) in some settings, but not others. I do not intend to 

 1 This is a short version of an essay I wrote to obtain my Master’s degree in Com-
munication and Culture at York University, Toronto. The research was completed 
in February 2006. I am grateful for the exceptional guidance received from Dr. 
Luin Goldring, my supervisor at York, as well as the anonymous reviewers of this 
publication for their suggestions. I assume full responsibility for this document.

 2 According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there were 2 778 286 Salvadorans 
resident abroad in 2005, accounting for over 20 percent of the total population. 
The last three governments have implemented various strategies and programs to 
create and maintain close relationships with Salvadorans living abroad. In 2004, 
a Vice Minister for Salvadorans Abroad was appointed by the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.
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explain the formation of HTA. In fact, my main objective is to explore 
sending communities and the scenarios in which relationships between 
collective or individual migrants and local governments may emerge or 
become more intense. At some point, I do discuss what may facilitate 
the formation of HTA with the purpose of putting forward ideas (argu-
able as they may be) drawn from my comparative analysis.

This topic is particularly relevant nowadays because of the tendency 
of government agencies, non-governmental and international organiza-
tions, as well as scholars to talk about migrants and their contributions to 
their home countries (especially economic ones) as if they were a magic 
solution to underdevelopment. My contention is that this perspective 
remains open to multiple questions and that remittances should not be 
so hastily prescribed as the cure for all the problems in poor countries. 
While recognizing the potential of transnational networks to contrib-
ute to local development, one should consider the scenarios where the 
remedy might work (all types of remittances, in this case) and where it 
might not. Specifi cally, one should analyze where cooperative endeavors 
between local governments and migrants might be feasible and where 
there are no conditions for this. Once a diagnosis has been obtained, 
then decisions can be made regarding the potential contribution of 
transnational networks to fostering economic development processes 
in the migrant-sending regions of El Salvador. If conditions are not 
optimal for these links then one should look for alternative options 
that are more effective and more structural.

I examined four Salvadoran municipalities and conducted a compara-
tive analysis of the conditions that may help or hinder the development 
of relationships between local governments in hometown communi-
ties and migrants settled in the U.S. My essay supports those arguing 
in favour of taking into account the situation of people coming from 
confl ict zones, whether they are offi cially recognized as refugees or 
not. This is explicitly framed as an analysis of transnationalism among 
forced migrants.

Theoretical framework

Movements of people across borders have created different types of 
remittances, which play a key role in both producing and receiving 
countries (Levitt, 1998; Goldring, 2003). Perspectives on the role of 

MI-14.indd   107MI-14.indd   107 11/22/2007   9:53:42 AM11/22/2007   9:53:42 AM



    108  MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 4, NÚM. 3, ENERO-JUNIO DE 2008

these formations and their agency may differ from one scholar to another 
(Glick-Schiller and Fouron, 1999; Mahler, 1998; Landolt et al., 1999; 
Delgado and Rodríguez, 2001; Smith, 2003; Paul and Gammage, 2004), 
yet transnational migrant networks have created spaces for individuals 
and social movements to be recognized as infl uential not only in their 
countries of origin but also in their countries of reception.

High levels of international migration per se do not explain the forms or 
intensity of transnational activities (Guarnizo et al., 1999). Salvadorans are 
engaged transnationally, and my analysis identifi es some of the variables that 
shape this process, especially with respect to political transnationalism. 

A good example of political transnationalism can be found in the con-
tributions of HTA to sending communities. These migrant organizations 
are usually created to cooperate with their towns of origin. They start as 
economic contributors and often become important in the local political 
structure, especially when they establish formal relationships with local 
entities (whether governmental or non-governmental). As a result, what 
may have started as a transnational economic practice often develops into 
a political one.3 Progressively, the infl uence of these migrant organizations 
appears in different fi elds at the same time (cultural, religious, etc.). This 
is also observed in individual migrants, who contribute economically to 
their communities. Given this connection between transnational practices, 
I consider that the relationships between migrants and local governments 
are issues that should be studied as political transnationalism (among 
others, see Levitt, 1998; Goldring, 2003).

Transnationalism in general varies in El Salvador at the subnational 
level. If one considers two municipalities with similar levels and histories 
of out-migration, the local processes generated may not follow the same 
path. Take Nueva Concepción, a Salvadoran municipality where 33.64 
percent of the population receives remittances, and Santa Elena, where 
18.57 percent does. Migrants from the former have not created an HTA yet 
(at least not in its main urban area or casco urbano) and the municipality 
has not developed links with the diaspora from this community, while the 
latter has one of the most active migrant organizations and until 2006 had 
accomplished important projects in conjunction with the mayor’s offi ce. 
This paper attempts to understand these differences between Salvadoran 
municipalities and to provide some explanations for them.

 3 For an explanation of this see Glick-Schiller and Fouron, 1999, and Landolt 
et al.,1999 among others.
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Scholars have noted that the existence of a continuing fl ow of out-
migration and large numbers of migrants does not suffi ce to make trans-
national links and actions develop. Guarnizo and his colleagues claim 
that “transnational relations and activities do not follow a linear path 
and are not necessarily and inevitably a progressive process” (1999:391). 
They based this conclusion on the study of Colombians migrants in 
New York and Los Angeles. The effects of transnational processes, they 
say, should consider the combination of several contextual and group 
factors; my analysis explores some of them. In particular, I focus on 
the locality of origin, exit conditions and local government-migrant 
relations, including political confl ict or affi nity.

Guarnizo and his colleagues suggested a more general approach, and 
focused mainly on sending and reception state-level conditions, whereas I 
am concerned with the regional and local level of sending countries in order 
to explain local variation. I am interested in the comparative study of differ-
ent territorial communities where we can see diverse outcomes in terms of 
the existence or absence of political migrant activity at the individual and 
collective level. Variation can be seen in the types of relations (their dearth, 
weakness or strength) that develop between local offi cials and migrants.

Existing research on forms of transnational organization has focused 
on determinants such as exit and reception contexts, migration history, 
migrants’ social capital, and their ties to their countries and places of 
origin (Portes and Böröcz, 1989; Guarnizo et al., 1999). The literature 
has also pointed to other factors that may lead to the formation of HTA, 
namely the rural origin of a migrant community abroad, its long migra-
tory tradition, its tendency to settle progressively in the U.S., as well 
as the participation of community leaders and the dynamic role of the 
government in the sending country to foster relations with its popula-
tion abroad (Alarcón, 2002). I also explore some of the aforementioned 
determinants or factors but in a different way, as part of the context 
where transnational political networks take place.

This essay contributes to work on transnationalism that considers 
subnational regional and municipal differences in confl ict and post-
confl ict situations, a subject that the U.S.-based literature has left rela-
tively unexplored.4 In particular, I analyze the relationship between the 

 4 For studies of conflict and post-conflict situations see, for example, Al-Ali et 
al. (2001a; 2001b), who focus their research on emerging transnational practices 
among Eritrean and Bosnian refugees.
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history and volume of migration and remittances, patterns of domestic 
migration and how this shapes local approaches to territorial member-
ship and belonging, forms of political organization during and after the 
civil war, and local governments’ contemporary policies and initiatives 
towards migrants.

The literature on transnationalism I have reviewed shows that although 
certain scholars recognize the importance of assessing subnational con-
texts in the study of collective migrants and home communities, they 
have focused on provincial comparisons rather than regional or similar 
comparisons. Thus, the fi eld has remained relatively unexplored (Mahler, 
1998; Goldring, 2002; Bauböck, 2003).

In the study of migratory policies, most scholars have focused on 
the upper levels of government such as the Mexican case where the 
analysis of the federal and state government and its involvement in 
the issues affecting Mexican emigrants is dominant (Guarnizo, 1997; 
González, 1999; Sherman, 1999; Goldring, 2002; and Smith, 2003). 
The literature studying other countries has followed a similar pattern, 
focusing on the national level (Levitt and De la Dehesa, 1999; Rosen-
blum, 2002; Guarnizo, 1997; Lungo, 2002; Glick-Schiller and Fouron, 
1999; Itzigsohn, 2000).

The study of “substate polities” has rarely been approached and be-
comes all the more important when we consider what Bauböck (2003) 
has said about local and regional levels of government as being “more 
responsive to migrants’ transnational interests and identities than in-
stitutions and actors at the independent state level” (707).

Most of the U.S.-based studies on El Salvador I read have not ad-
dressed the relationship between migrant organizations and municipal 
governments in detail either, although the importance of this level of 
analysis has been highlighted by some of them (Andrade and Silva, 2003; 
Landolt et al., 1999; Landolt, 2003; Lungo, 2002; Popkin, 2003; Paul 
and Gammage, 2004). The experience of territorial “sending” com-
munities has been examined by some Salvadoran scholars. I would like 
to mention four of the studies I have found, which focused on specifi c 
municipalities in El Salvador.

First, Blandón explores the institutional capability of Ilobasco to take 
advantage of migration fl ows (Blandón, 2002). A second study looks 
at the relationship between the migrant population and a wide range 
of home community agents, and its contribution to local development 
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in Santiago Nonualco (Morales and Castillo, 2005). The third study 
conducted a comparative analysis of three hometowns: San Sebastián, 
Suchitoto y Tejutla, where the authors examined the contribution of 
Los Angeles-based migrant organizations to the development of their 
places of origin (De León and Rodríguez, 2005). The last one refers to 
Mercedes Umaña in Usulután and San Sebastián, located in San Vicente 
(Mora, 2005). The study intended to show the emergence of new social 
actors as a result of international migration and their indirect impact on 
public decision-making in sending communities through the establish-
ment of links between local and transnational actors.

None of the above has focused on the municipalities and their links 
with migrants, which is the fi eld I explore in the following pages. I 
mention these studies here, because my research was framed as a con-
tribution to this kind of municipal-level research and I discuss some of 
their fi ndings later on.

While framing itself as transnational, much of the U.S.-based literature 
concentrates on the migration history and conditions of settlement of 
transmigrant groups. The role of sending states is studied in relation 
to their nationals abroad and how state intervention has the potential 
to enhance, leverage or block these transnational networks. The locus 
always seems to be outside [except for a few studies such as Mahler 
(1998) and the cases in the paragraph above], rather than in the sending 
communities, a scholarly tendency that I consider problematic.

This can be seen in the way Salvadoran hometown associations have 
been approached. According to the 2005 UNDP report on El Salvador, 
international migration has generated various local dynamics in this 
country. Hometown associations themselves are largely heterogeneous in 
terms of both their organizational capacity in the U.S. and their ability 
to conduct their initiatives in their places of origin (Paul and Gammage, 
2004). The key, according to UNDP, is to coordinate migrant organiza-
tions with local institutions, so that the sustainability of the development 
process can be guaranteed and the dispersion of efforts avoided.

The UNDP claims that translocal processes, participation and negotiation 
are needed to make these initiatives work. I do not question the potential 
of such networks for local development in the sending communities. 
However, I am concerned about the fact that UNDP and the literature I 
have reviewed show a limited interest in the study of the realities of those 
hometown communities involved in these diverse dynamics.
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My research therefore focuses on four municipalities (described in de-
tail later on). My contention is that local government-migrant relations 
should be studied by considering particular details and circumstances 
at the level of each sending community in order to understand what 
encourages the emergence or lack of these relations. By doing this, we 
may realize that it is not entirely necessary to identify general patterns 
in this analysis. Instead, our attention should focus on the historical 
and conjunctural processes that have developed or are developing at 
the subnational level.

The bulk of the literature confi rms the existence of variation in the 
levels and modalities of engagement between the migrant and non-
migrant population in El Salvador (among other, see Popkin, 1997; 
Landolt, 2003; Andrade and Silva, 2003; Paul and Gammage, 2004). 
However, they do not present comparative analyses to explain this 
variation. Furthermore, in considering the explanatory factors behind 
such variation, politics is usually overlooked in the model. 

As entities involved with the development of their home communities, 
Salvadoran HTA are seen as apolitical (my fi ndings called this statement 
into question, as discussed later in this essay) in terms of their affi lia-
tion to political parties in the country of origin (Popkin, 1997). Popkin 
concluded that, by being apolitical, these groups have been able to build 
alliances with various sectors in El Salvador, including municipal au-
thorities. To explain this, we should look at local circumstances, which 
are crucial to my study and have changed considerably since Popkin 
published his study in 1997.

Addressing the role of hometown associations in their country of 
origin, Paul and Gammage (2004) suggest that pre-existing political 
ties are a fundamental issue in the study of community development in 
El Salvador. However, the authors do not provide any further explana-
tions of such ties and their impact on the type of relations developed 
between migrant organizations and municipal authorities, for instance. 
I argue that it is important to formulate even preliminary explanations 
for this.

The last aspect I would highlight at this point is the importance 
of considering confl ict and post-confl ict situations in the analysis of 
transnational activities. What is known as transnationalism from below 
and from above developed intensely in El Salvador after 1992, when 
the civil war had ended. Salvadorans left their country in droves during 
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the 1980s mainly because of the war, which is an aspect I am trying to 
examine in-depth.

Based on the experiences of Bosnians and Eritreans, Al-Ali and his 
colleagues (2001a) have stressed the importance of the historical con-
text in the understanding of ‘emerging transnational practices’ among 
refugees. A history of labor migration was signifi cant in the case of 
Bosnian refugees who settled in the U.K. and the Netherlands, while 
the historical development of transnational mobilization for the war 
effort was crucial among Eritreans refugees in the U.K., who fl ed their 
country during the struggle for independence. Those who became refu-
gees because of the confl ict with Ethiopia have experienced international 
migration differently and features of transnationalism have appeared 
among them, although they cannot yet be considered a transnational 
community (2001a:632). Overall, the authors argue for the importance 
of considering the following factors in order to account for different 
patterns of transnationality: state policy, the context of fl ight, histori-
cal antecedents, and the dominance of particular ideological, moral or 
cultural positions (2001a:595).

These factors are also relevant to the study of international migration 
among Salvadorans, especially because massive migration occurred in 
this Central American country at the beginning of the civil war. At 
that time, regional and local migration was also considerable, and this 
movement in different directions also changed territorial communities 
locally (some evidence is shown in the four cases I explore later on) 
as well as the type of relationships that developed between migrants 
and their hometowns.

Research objectives and method

Given the research gaps presented so far, the fi rst objective of my study is 
to identify key factors that encourage or discourage the development of 
transnational ties and engagement (as indicated by HTA and individual 
migrants). These include the volume and temporal history of migration, 
migrant concentration in U.S. sites in order for networks to develop, 
hometown population size and immigration, nativity and territorial 
membership. The second objective is to point to some factors that may 
explain the existence or absence of strong links between individual and 
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collective migrants and local authorities. These include the impact of 
the civil war and its aftermath (including level of internal confl ict and 
trust), political organization and partisan tendencies and sympathies.

There are studies showing how infl uential Salvadoran migrant organi-
zations have become in their hometown communities (see UNDP, 2005; 
Paul and Gammage, 2004; Popkin, 2003; Andrade and Silva, 2003). 
However, as noted earlier, there is insuffi cient information explaining 
why relationships between the migrant community and the municipal-
ity do or do not take place. Seeing the need to take the analysis of this 
phenomenon further, I chose the qualitative approach and the case 
study research strategy.

The key aim here is to gain familiarity with the ways in which different 
hometown communities relate to their migrants, and vice versa. Specifi -
cally, this study seeks to highlight the role of one of the components of 
the Salvadoran transnational networks: local authorities (represented by 
the municipality) and hometown communities (represented by members 
of different ADESCO).5 Elected municipal authorities and community 
leaders closely related to the former constitute primary sources, because 
this research seeks to analyze the role played by entities already institu-
tionalized with a certain (albeit arguable) level of representativeness. 

I intended to obtain insights into specifi c municipalities as administra-
tive-districts, and the role of mayors in the development of transnational 
networks, because they constitute important, powerful local entities. 
As such, they allow for both the institutionalization of transnational 
ties and the use of remittances (be they individual or collective) in 
initiatives that benefi t the community as a whole, transcending the 
family/individual level of infl uence. I acknowledge the importance of 
studying the different components of transnationalism. For this reason, 
I gained insights from a variety of sources with information on both 
receiving and sending states.

As seen in Table 1, these cases are heterogeneous in terms of their 
population size, the existence of migrant organizations in the U.S., and 
the existence of institutional links between migrants and municipal 

 5 Asociaciones de Desarrollo Comunal (Community Development Associatio-
ns), which work closely with municipal authorities but are appointed in general 
assemblies at the level of the smallest territorial units called cantones. El Salvador 
is divided in 14 departments, which in turn are partitioned into a total of 262 
municipalities (municipios), each of which has several cantones with its respective 
ADESCO.
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authorities. What makes them similar is the level of international migra-
tion, which is estimated on the basis of the percentage of households that 
receive remittances from their relatives abroad in each municipality.

Using purposive sampling, I chose four municipalities:

Table 1. Cases selected for this study.6

 San Antonio Santa San Nueva
Municipality Los Ranchos Elena Isidro Concepción 
    
Households* 334 3 389 2 363 7 104
Households       
 with remittances (%)** 33.64 18.57 38.46 39.57
HTA in the U.S.  No CASE  ASINCA, ASIC,  Potrero Sula 
   Llaneros Unidos
HTA- mayor links*** No Strong Strong Weak

* Source: Poverty Map, Fondo de Inversión Social para el Desarrollo Local (FISDL), 2005.
**Source: UNDP report on El Salvador, 2005.
***Based on own interviews and other documental sources.

This study considers subregional differences in confl ict and post-con-
fl ict situations. The four municipalities I chose were affected by the civil 
war in different ways and levels, as can be seen from their migration 
patterns and local development.

Figure 1. Map of municipalities selected for this study.

 6 These are the names of the migrant associations whose acronyms are included in 
Table 1: Comité Amigos de Santa Elena (CASE), Asociación de San Isidro Cabañas 
en California (ASINCA) y Amigos de San Isidro Cabaña (ASIC).
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There were three recent studies exploring practically the same topic of my 
essay but in different municipalities and comparisons did not seem to be 
their key objective (Mora, 2005; De León and Rodríguez, 2004; Morales 
and Castillo, 2005). Their fi ndings have been analyzed here by isolating 
the themes/items that matched those I examined in my research.

Differences and similarities between municipalities

This section of my study discusses differences and similarities identifi ed 
in the four cases researched and the municipalities investigated by Mora 
(2005), De León and Rodríguez (2004) and Morales and Castillo (2005). 
Overall, I found the following characteristics shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Factors affecting links between
migrant associations and local governments.

Municipality Existence HTA- Partisan ties Direct Territorial In-migra- 
  of HTA* mayor Migrants/ impact membership tion in 
   links Mayors of war  the war 
      

Nueva Concepción No** No Non-relevant Low Weak High
San Antonio Los Ranchos No No Non-confl icting High Weak High
San Isidro Yes Strong Non-confl icting Peripheral Strong Medium

Santa Elena Yes Strong Non-confl icting*** Peripheral Strong Medium

Mercedes Umaña No No Distrustful High Strong High
Santiago Nonualco No No Confl icting N/A Weak High
Tejutla Yes Strong Non-confl icting N/A N/A N/A
San Sebastián Yes No Confl icting**** High Strong Low
Suchitoto Yes Strong Non-confl icting High N/A N/A

Based on own interviews, as well as Mora (2005), Morales and Castillo (2005) and De León and Rodríguez (2004).
* Referred to the existence of an HTA dealing with necessities exclusively in the casco urbano.
** There is an HTA in Potrero Sula, a caserío in Nueva Concepción. There are none in its casco urbano.
*** It was confl icting in the past, when a different political party was in the municipality offi ce.
**** It was not confl icting in the past, when a different party was in the municipality offi ce.

In the table, I highlight the fi ndings on migrant associations because 
they show how variable their relationships are to local governments. 
In each of the hometowns, the data from both the interviews and 
documents were classifi ed and interpreted on the basis of the follow-
ing general topics: a) levels of international migration and population 
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concentration in areas of settlement in the U.S.; b) political organization 
and the infl uence of the civil war in terms of migration movements; and 
c) existence/absence of collective migrants-home community links at 
the subnational level and their importance for local development. 

Levels of international migration and population
concentration in areas of settlement in the U.S.7

The cases included in Table 2 showed variation in the levels of interna-
tional migration. No direct relation between this category and migrant-
local governments’ links can be drawn from my fi ndings. However, this 
is one of the determinants of HTA formation identifi ed in the literature 
on transnationalism and this study confi rms this proposition. In Table 
2, the percentage of households receiving remittances from relatives 
abroad ranged from 11.6 in Suchitoto to 39.6 in Nueva Concepción 
(UNDP, 2005). The existence or absence of an HTA does not depend on 
these numbers. Nueva Concepción has the highest rate of remittances 
among the localities in Table 2, but has no HTA or any contacts between 
the municipality and the migrant community in the casco urbano.

There is a migrant organization in Potrero Sula, a small caserío in Nueva 
Concepción, which has been unable to build institutional relations with the 
municipality, even though it has made important contributions to its com-
munity school, church, health center and other entities. Individual migrants 
have not been able to establish signifi cant contacts with the mayor’s offi ce 
either. Manuel Landaverde, secretary of the municipality, is not aware of 
any interaction between the mayors’ offi ce and the migrant community in 
the last decade: “La Alcaldía no ha trabajado con ellos... por decir, vamos 
a viajar a los Estados Unidos a hacer una asociación y que esta asociación 

 7 Interviews conducted: Nicolás Barrera, Mayor of Santa Elena, September 
15th, 2005. José Bautista, Mayor of San Isidro, November 15th, 2005. Jorge Be-
navides, Member of CASE-central in Santa Elena, September 15th, 2005. Sujeiri 
Flores, Member of ASIC’s liaison office in San Isidro, October 10th, 2005. Manuel 
Landaverde, Main secretary of the municipality of Nueva Concepción, September 
9th, 2005. Teresa Martínez, President of the San Antonio Los Ranchos ADESCO, 
September 9th, 2005. Wilber Mejía, Member of the San Antonio Los Ranchos 
ADESCO, September 15th, 2005. Filemón Portillo, Member of the Potrero Sula 
ADESCO in the municipality of Nueva Concepción, November 13th, 2005. José 
Serrano, Mayor of San Antonio Los Ranchos, September 14th, 2005. Manuel 
Soriano, Member of the Santa Elena ADESCO, September 15th, 2005.

MI-14.indd   117MI-14.indd   117 11/22/2007   9:53:45 AM11/22/2007   9:53:45 AM



    118  MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 4, NÚM. 3, ENERO-JUNIO DE 2008

pueda realizar eventos o cualquier cosa allá para que de alguna manera pueda 
mandar esa remesa y ayudar a las comunidades. No, eso no se tiene”.8

Two factors seem to be playing a role in the absence of a migrants’ asso-
ciation in the urban area of Nueva Concepción: its large population size 
(of the eight municipalities analyzed here, it is the second most highly 
populated) and its high in-migration levels during the civil war, which 
probably weakened the migrants’ territorial membership in this case 
(Lungo and Kandel, 2002; Rodríguez, 1997). Landaverde says that

Hay mucha gente que vive acá, pero que no es originaria de acá... sino que se vinie-
ron a poblar acá cuando la época del confl icto armado... Y, por ejemplo, le puedo 
mencionar gente de Arcatao, de Nueva Trinidad, de San José Cancasque... Es decir, 
todos aquellos pueblos que están en la parte oriente de Chalatenango, o vecinos de 
Honduras, de ahí hay muchas personas que han venido a establecerse acá...

In my study, Suchitoto has the lowest rate of international migration and 
its HTA has developed links with different players at the local level. This 
inverse relationship is consistent with Guarnizo et al. (1999), because I 
found that there is no need for large groups of migrants to get organized 
and start helping their places of origin, given that even small groups of 
Salvadorans have started important organizations while living abroad.

On the other hand, the fact that former residents of these municipalities 
are concentrated in one or two U.S. cities does not guarantee the existence of 
individual migrant-local government activities either. I did not fi nd statistical 
data on the level of population concentration in areas of settlement in the 
US and the numbers available for some regions are always limited because 
of the high levels of undocumented migration to the north. Nonetheless, 
from my interviews, it became evident that in all these cases the migrant 
population was presumably concentrated in just a few U.S. cities.9

There were cases where this element was important (Santa Elena, 
San Isidro, for example). On the other hand, as noted, San Antonio 
Los Ranchos and Nueva Concepción surely have signifi cant groups of 

 8 Nevertheless, one of my informants from Potrero Sula assured me that the 
municipality has worked with a migrant group from this caserío. “Siempre ha 
habido esa buena sintonía, se han sabido entender. No tienen ningún problema,” 
says Filemón Portillo, member of the Potrero Sula ADESCO. He even mentioned 
the building of a basketball court, financed jointly by migrants and the mayor’s 
office. The information was not verified by the municipality.

 9 For example, the three informants from San Antonio Los Ranchos agreed that 
people who left for the U.S. have settled in New Jersey, Maryland, Washington 
D.C. and Los Angeles.
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migrants living in the same cities in the U.S., yet none of the municipali-
ties have established institutional relations with the migrant community 
and hometown associations have not been created.

Although migrants may be concentrated in a few U.S. sites, HTA are 
not necessarily formed, because there might be some factors linked to 
their history of migration preventing collective transnational activities: 
territorial membership to home communities, for example, which was 
weakened due to different dynamics resulting from the civil war (as in 
the case of Nueva Concepción, Santiago Nonualco and San Antonio 
Los Ranchos). In these three municipalities, the level of in-migration 
due to the twelve-year confl ict (see Table 2) changed the population’s 
concept of belonging to its hometown.10

In San Antonio Los Ranchos, we have to consider the fact that massive 
international migration occurred relatively recently (in the mid-1990s), 
whereas in Nueva Concepción and Santiago Nonualco, settlement in the 
U.S. has been well-established enough for migrants to develop collective 
transnational initiatives. However, this has not happened. Neither high 
levels of out-migration nor long periods of settlement in the U.S. guar-
antee the emergence of diaspora organizations. Migrant concentration in 
areas of settlement is not suffi cient either. A combination of these factors 
and others might shed more light on collective transnational networks.

Political organization and the infl uence
of the civil war in terms of migration movements

San Antonio Los Ranchos differed from other municipalities in terms 
of the level of community political organization, which was built in the 
middle of the war.11 Most of its current inhabitants12 were displaced 

10 Those who were born in San Antonio Los Ranchos probably felt more attached 
to it than those who were born somewhere else, lived in San Antonio Los Ranchos 
some years after the war and then left for the U.S.

11 Lungo and Kandel (1999) described this community as having strong lessons 
in community organization and solidarity, acquired in Mesagrande, Honduras, as 
refugees. At the end of the 1990s, the authors believed that in San Antonio Los 
Ranchos the phenomenon of international migration was weak because of the 
community sociopolitical bonds, but this no longer applies.

12 The local mayor told me that only 5 percent of the population is originally from 
San Antonio Los Ranchos, the rest were born in eastern Chalatenango and there was 
a group of ex-guerrilla fighters who settled there after the end of the war.
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from their hometowns and then became refugees in Honduras until they 
returned to El Salvador at the end of the 1980s to settle in San Anto-
nio Los Ranchos (Lungo, Serarols and Sintigo, 1997). Yet pre-existing 
political ties in this case have not translated into complex transnational 
networks like those seen in other places in El Salvador. Their tradition 
of organization might be weakening, said my informants, but still plays 
an important role in the solution of their social and economic problems. 
Wilber Mejía,13 a member of the community committee, expresses this 
in the following terms:

Primero, en Mesagrande [Honduras], por ser refugiados, todos nos venimos 
para acá organizadamente, nadie vino a la fuerza. Y aquí [El Salvador] estaba 
la guerra y tuvimos que organizarnos también porque una sola persona no 
hacía nada y venían los soldados y se lo podían llevar y lo mataban, pero la 
misma gente se organizaba para ir al cuartel y ver qué sucedía; si había algún 
herido [por los combates] se tocaba la campana de la iglesia y toda la gente 
salía a ayudarlo. Así sucede hoy... Pero la gente no pierde de vista lo pasado; 
hoy seguimos organizados pero no como antes. La gente se ha hecho muy 
cómoda; sí participa, pero no como antes.

The community’s history during and after the civil war has created 
strong links between its people and these ties, refl ected in different 
arenas, especially that of partisan politics, may have established the 
conditions for harmonious relations between the migrant population 
and the municipal authorities through informal contacts (for instance, 
groups of migrants have given money to rebuild the community’s 
church and for the electric wires laid in the community). In fact, the 
incumbent mayor, José Serrano, is even promoting the creation of a 
hometown association in the U.S. According to him, “hay contactos 
con las familias de los migrantes, ya hay un esfuerzo de formar comi-
tés... Ellos han contribuido para la reconstrucción de la iglesia y han 
puesto algún tesorero para enviar el dinero a esa persona, también se ha 
pedido a los familiares para que les soliciten para las fi estas patronales 
y de la repoblación.”

In contrast, such a tradition of political organization has never existed 
in Nueva Concepcion. Transnational networks in its casco urbano have 
never transcended the family/friend level. The mayor’s offi ce is not 
engaged in any project with migrants. The importance of developing 

13 Interviewed on September 14th, 2005.
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relations with the migrant population, which is already so crucial in 
the economy of the households in this town, is barely acknowledged. 
This is so despite the fact that the municipality has missed two oppor-
tunities to get fi nancing from the governmental program Unidos por 
la Solidaridad (similar to the Mexican tres por uno) for infrastructure 
projects due to the lack of a migrant counterpart.

The Salvadoran civil war itself and the level and type of political 
organization during and after it were factors that I regard as crucial in 
understanding the forms of relationships that emerged at the local level 
as a result of international migration. On the one hand, the twelve-year 
fi ghting triggered local, regional and international migration among 
those whose lives were at risk. Locally, at the level of hometowns such 
as those described here in detail, there were drastic changes: displaced 
people from the surrounding rural areas moved towards urban areas. In 
Nueva Concepción and San Antonio Los Ranchos, this reconfi gured 
the population’s structure and presumably undermined the territorial 
ties of those who migrated to the U.S. later on.

On the other hand, the civil war deepened the political polarization 
that had begun during the military dictatorships. The stamp of partisan 
interests on the forms of transnational links was evident in Santa Elena, 
San Isidro, San Sebastián and Mercedes Umaña. In March 2006, new 
municipal authorities were elected in El Salvador. An L.A.-based group 
of migrants created the organization “Al Frente por Santa Elena,” which 
gave fi nancial support to Mayor Nicolás Barrera, who was seeking his 
third period in the offi ce.14 Furthermore, what used to be cold relations 
between CASE and the mayor’s offi ce turned into a dynamic partnership 
in 2000, when right-wing party ARENA lost the local elections to the 
ex-guerrilla candidate. This is refl ected in the joint building of a sports 
area, which Barrera explained to me as follows:

La parte del complejo es un proyecto demasiado grande que lo han ido haciendo 
poco a poco; entonces, desde antes que yo asumiera la alcaldía ellos ya estaban 
trabajando; entonces, cuando ganamos la alcaldía nosotros, digamos que las 
relaciones de ellos ya con el municipio, con la institución, se mejoraron y hemos 
podido coordinar con el gobierno local; los tomamos muy en cuenta como actores 
claves y son tomados en cuenta en todas las actividades que la comuna realice.

14 The FMLN candidate (Barrera) lost to the ARENA contender in March, 2006. 
This research had already finished when this change in the municipal office took 
place, but it would be an interesting case to follow in future studies.
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Most of those who migrated to the U.S. in the 1980s felt politically 
persecuted, especially the teachers organized in the Asociación Nacional 
de Educadores-ANDES (Lungo, Eekhof and Baires, 1997). It is there-
fore important to notice how political preferences might have played 
a signifi cant role in the formation of transnational ties in Santa Elena. 
Popkin (1997) and Lungo et al. (1997) describe the HTA, and CASE par-
ticularly, as “apolitical”. However, I have reached a different conclusion. 
Based on my interviews, I observed that political and partisan affi nities 
infl uence the way in which a group of organized migrants relates to the 
municipality in their community of origin.

In San Isidro, right-wing parties have always prevailed and this political 
homogeneity has probably contributed to the positive relationship be-
tween the local migrant organizations and the mayor’s offi ce. Conversely, 
political differences between the municipal government and the home-
town association have discouraged their links in San Sebastián, according 
to De León and Rodríguez (2004) and Mora (2005), who also observed 
the same pattern in Mercedes Umaña at the individual level.

Morales and Castillo (2005) framed this political polarization affecting 
the relationships between migrant and non-migrant populations in terms 
of “partisan rivalries,” which were evident in Santiago Nonualco as well. 
In other words, political differences and polarization are elements that 
the authors identify as an obstacle to individual transnational networks 
in Santiago Nonualco (collective networks have not emerged yet).

In Mercedes Umaña, “los vínculos encontrados no dependen de 
relaciones con la Alcaldía, sino de vínculos individuales, con una fuerte 
afi nidad por la religión,” (Mora, 2005:72). In this municipality and in 
San Sebastián, Mora identifi ed widespread transnational networks at 
the individual level, at least on the migrants’ side: “[los vínculos] se han 
institucionalizado en agrupaciones de proyectos comunitarios específi -
cos, pero sin vincularse con el gobierno local”. One migrant association 
from San Sebastián even disappeared because of ideological differences 
prompted in 2003, when the leftist FMLN lost the municipality to the 
right-wing party ARENA. The point is that partisan politics is playing 
an important role in encouraging or discouraging either strong or weak 
relationships between migrants and local authorities.

The distinct contexts in which people from Santa Elena and San Isidro 
left their hometowns determined the ways in which they established 
links with their places of origin. Political persecution prevailed in the 
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former, while in the latter, people were escaping from widespread war 
violence. Migrant organizations linked to these two places have built 
stronger ties than some others with their respective hometown munici-
pal authorities, not only because they have had enough time to settle 
permanently in the U.S., but also because their political preferences are 
fairly similar and their partisan choices –marked by their past experience 
during the war– are not that different.

The existence/absence of links between migrants
and local communities, and their contributions

Transnational ties at the collective level can be found throughout El 
Salvador, as attested to by several studies. As seen in Table 2, some 
hometowns might not have a migrant organization created by former 
inhabitants but groups of migrants do collect monies to send back home 
and not exclusively for their families. Migrants may even be asked for 
contributions through their non-migrant relatives and remittances are 
sent for community purposes (San Antonio Los Ranchos and Santiago 
Nonualco). This relationship remains at the level of friends and close 
or extended family most of the time.

Table 2 also shows that migrant groups have informal contacts with 
their home communities although not at the institutional level (as seen 
in San Antonio Los Ranchos with the mayor asking individual migrants 
to contribute to the local patron saint festivities, for example, but similar 
interaction can be seen in San Sebastián and Mercedes Umaña). In some 
other cases, including Nueva Concepción and Santiago Nonualco, there is 
no evidence of current or past major transnational activities taking place 
at the level of institutions either formally or informally. The reasons for 
that might be the weakness of the links between migrants and their local 
territory. Even in San Antonio Los Ranchos, the link to the local territory 
is not very strong, because most of those who settled here in the late 1980s 
after their exile in Honduras were born in other parts of Chalatenango 
or different departments of the country. Morover, one should consider 
the fact that their stay in the US has not been that long (as mentioned 
earlier, they started to emigrate north in the mid-1990s).

The cases I studied show that confl icting political and partisan in-
terests hinder the establishment of strong relations between migrant 
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organizations and mayors. In Santa Elena and San Sebastián, their links 
shifted completely when the outcome of municipal elections did not 
bring to offi ce the political parties indirectly supported by groups of 
organized migrants. On the other hand, there are cases such as Nueva 
Concepción, where partisan sympathies and affi liations appear to be 
irrelevant in the explanation of the absence of collective transnational 
ties in the casco urbano. In cases such as San Antonio Los Ranchos, 
where hometown associations have not been formed, partisan affi nity 
set the conditions for informal contacts between the mayor and the 
non-migrant population.

Final remarks

This study aimed to assess refugee political transnationalism in El 
Salvador. By focusing on the relationships between local governments 
and migrants in specifi c territorial communities, I wished to highlight 
the importance of the study of subnational contexts in the literature of 
transnationalism. Most of the U.S.-based literature I reviewed centred 
on more general issues such as the national level (government policies 
and players) and the migrant component (U.S.-based hometown as-
sociations, their origins, contributions and constrains). There is some 
research on transnationalism in El Salvador and Mexico at the subre-
gional level, but it is concerned with the types of transnational initia-
tives that have been implemented in these countries and their impact 
on local development. Within this research, it is also common to fi nd 
that the analysis of migration policies and recommendations focuses on 
institutional changes in federal, regional and local entities.

I investigated four cases and relied on research on fi ve additional territo-
rial communities (De León and Rodríguez, 2004; Morales and Castillo, 
2005 and Mora, 2005) because I wanted to go beyond the level of analy-
sis mentioned above. I looked at the types of alliances already existing 
between the mayors’ offi ces, community leaders and former residents of 
these places, who had settled in the U.S. My study considered just some 
of the factors that must be taken into account in order to understand why 
collective transnational activities do not always develop.15

15 For other factors affecting collective and individual transnational processes see 
Guarnizo et al. (1999), Itzigsohn, (2000), Delgado and Rodríguez (2001), Orozco 
(2003), Popkin (2003), Mahler (1998), among others.
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To contribute to this understanding, I analyzed some conditions 
that I judged relevant. Based on the data, I found that high levels of 
both international migration and population concentration in areas 
of settlement in the U.S. are necessary in themselves but certainly not 
suffi cient for the emergence of transnational organizations. These fac-
tors might facilitate their creation but although both may have been 
achieved, transnational networks might remain at the level of individual 
exchanges.

In addition to the rates of international migration and population 
concentration in the U.S., I addressed levels and types of political 
organization during and after the civil war to analyze their impact on 
migration movements (regional and international) and political rela-
tions within Salvadoran municipalities. Paul and Gammage (2004) 
referred to the issue of pre-existing political ties between Salvadorans 
without going into detail. I would argue that local politics in confl ict 
and post-confl ict situations should be studied more deeply, because this 
can shed light on the transnational relationships developed at the local 
level. Salvadoran hometown associations have traditionally been seen 
as apolitical although this was not entirely true, even in the past. My 
fi ndings show that partisan sympathies do infl uence the way in which 
individual and collective migrants relate to municipal authorities in 
their places of origin.

The experience of the war and the local dynamics that grew out of 
it produced political affi nities, which affected both non-migrant and 
migrant populations. Therefore, partisan politics constitute a relevant 
element to be studied as part of the conditions that may enhance or limit 
relationships between migrants and local governments in El Salvador.

Most of the literature I reviewed assessed politicization at the partisan 
level in election periods, showing examples of Mexican or Dominican 
candidates’ tours in the U.S. and their arguable impact on the number 
of votes. My contention is that politicization should also be studied 
beyond conjunctural contexts (such as elections) in order to account for 
the political sympathies that explain the strained or smooth relationships 
between migrants and local authorities.

As an additional result of the civil war, the structure of the population 
in several municipalities underwent a lengthy process of reconfi guration. 
Local, regional and international migration took place, transforming the 
concept of local belonging among those who had to settle in new places. 
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There are municipalities where migrants’ rights are not fully recognized 
because they were not born in a specifi c administrative territory. On 
the other hand, migrants themselves might not feel completely com-
mitted to the development of hometowns where they lived for just a 
short transition period before leaving for the U.S. To some extent, this 
situation undermined the migrants’ ties to a local Salvadoran territory 
and, under conditions of relative detachment, transnational activities 
such as the ones studied here are very unlikely to emerge.

Another consequence of the war is the nature of the organization of 
collective migrants. Forced migrants of the 1980s, whether they were 
recognized as refugees or not, were the promoters and founders of many 
functioning or extinct HTA (Paul and Gammage, 2004). Even today, 
they are key players in transnational activities taking place in sending 
and receiving countries. This may say a lot about the special links that 
developed between forced migrants and their places of origin, probably 
due to the cruel and violent conditions (economic and political) that 
forced them to settle elsewhere. Forced migrants of the 1990s, who were 
not exposed to the risks of the war, may be developing different types 
of links, which surely warrant further investigation.

The discussion of my fi ndings shows the importance of understanding 
the aforementioned factors, which help account for variation in both 
the formation of HTA and, mainly, the type of coordination between 
municipalities and groups of organized migrants. This analysis suggests 
that there is a need for more theorization on the effects of variation in 
hometown communities that were exposed to long periods of civil war, 
which is the case of most of the municipalities in El Salvador. Most 
scholars agree that transnationalism should not be conceived of as a 
uniform process with identical outcomes in different settings. And this 
paper argues for the need to explore local communities comparing the 
differences that help one understand the development of transnational 
ties between migrants and their hometown communities.

I examined how migrants and local governments are interacting and 
focused on subnational settings, because I consider that their relation-
ships depend on several factors such as those I explored in this paper. 
These factors may help us analyze whether their formation is contribut-
ing to fulfi lling the needs of the migrant-sending communities or not. 
This diagnosis should always be carried out before generalizing the 
benefi ts of this kind of interactions.
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It is also important to study their actual contributions, because the data 
I collected show that even the strongest and most successful experiences 
of collective remittances have a limited impact on the development of 
peripheral areas within the municipalities. And the same can be said 
about individual remittances channeled into social or developmental 
purposes. Moreover, most of these initiatives reach urban populations 
rather than rural populations, except in rare cases, such as hometown 
associations created in small villages (cantones or caseríos).

Before prescribing hometown associations and their transnational 
activities as part of the solution to structural problems in sending 
countries, one should refl ect on the local conditions for either their 
emergence or their success (in the event that an HTA has been already 
created). Morales and Castillo (2005) and De León and Rodríguez 
(2004) argue that relationships between migrant organizations and 
local communities face several problems such as the limited fi nancial 
potential of the former and the lack of formal municipal policies directed 
towards migrants as active players.

My fi ndings point to those elements and others already studied in the 
literature on transnationalism (Portes and Böröcz, 1989; Guarnizo et al., 
1999; Alarcón, 2002) with an emphasis on migrant and non-migrant 
populations in specifi c subnational settings. Thus, the analysis should 
consider their history of migration and organization, levels of political 
polarization, and partisan affi liation. They should also examine the 
potential for solidarity and trust, based on indicators such as whether 
the majority were born within the municipality of last residence.
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