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A Summer 2006 Ar ts Delegation Goes to El Charcón 
by Suzanne Geoghegan     

 
This past July a group of talented people from Apalachin, 
Windsor, Binghamton and Vestal spent just over a week in El 
Charcón  Bi-lingual storyteller Gregorio Pedroza spent most of 
his time in the elementary school offering programs to children 
of various ages while sharing with their teachers creative 
approaches to education.  Artist and engineer Alexis Dugon 
and her son Jason (Windsor H.S.), together with Kaite 
Chesebrough (Vestal H.S.), Laura Howland (U. of Vermont) 
and Candace Schenk (BU) created a mural with the El Charcón 
Youth Group. In addition, Candace offered the Youth Group a 
workshop on wire jewelry. These projects were fun and 
immensely satisfying but they were only part of what we did.  

Within hours of our arrival we were taken on a tour of the 
community. The junta directiva, El Charcón’s governing 
board, had scheduled a meeting with the local mayor that was 
to take place a couple of days later. Before accompanying them 
to this meeting we needed to see for ourselves what the 
community was so concerned about.  Down at the river that 
runs through El Charcón, we inspected the remains of the 
hanging bridge destroyed October ’05 by Hurricane Stan.  
Walking further we saw how the river has changed course due 
to man-made changes upstream.  The new direction of flow is 
causing severe erosion of the riverbank that already affects 
several houses and the soccer field.  Of equal concern: the lack 
of adequate latrines. Of the 175 families in the community, 
only 75 have latrines, many of which need repair.  There was 
another basic sanitation issue, namely the absence of any 
system for collecting garbage.  Finally, though not part of that 
initial tour, in the following days, some of us became acutely 
aware of the desperate lack of water (potable or otherwise) for 
families living too far up the hill or too far up the road from the 
water pump.   

In addition to the mural and jewelry project and Gregorio’s 
work at the school, there were other activities. We helped the 
community dig holes for anchoring the cables that would 
support the new hanging bridge. We made a day trip to 
Cinquera, a town to the north with a grim history and a 
promising future.  

As the delegation discovered, beyond all the doing, there’s the 
living - the wonderful interaction with children, young people, 
adults. There’s learning how to bathe without running water, 
trying new foods, accepting the incredible generosity of people 
who make room for us in their tiny crowded homes. There’s 
discovering that the child you thought was eight is actually 
fourteen. There’s learning how many young people have left 

(Continued on page 4) 

El Charcón Adventure 

by Gregorio Pedroza 
 

For me the trip to El Charcón, The Big Puddle, was a nos-
talgic trip down memory lane. I come from El Barrio de la 
Rana, the neighborhood of the frogs, in South Texas. I 
know our frogs would have been at home in El Charcón. 

The first thing that caught my eye was that the homes in El 
Charcón were not too different in size from the houses in 
my barrio.  They housed multi-generational families.  There 
were families of ten in two- and three-room houses. My 
mother comes from a family of 24 who all lived in our barrio. 
In El Charcón I could sense the resourcefulness and the will 
to overcome adversity, just as in my barrio. 

 In El Charcón I met Os-
maro Sibrián, a self taught 
naturalist. Together, we 
walked and talked and 
identified 37 different     
trees in the village, most of 
which bore fruit. There 
were mangos, coconut, 
papaya, almond, cashew, 
tamarind, and many other 
kinds. Osmaro knew the 
nutritional and medicinal 

value of each. We found a mirto tree whose leaves are rich 
in menthol and are used for toothaches or mouth sores. 
The morro tree, with its green fruit, has been used since 
mesoamerican times to make a drink called horchata. The 
outer shell is dried for utensils and toys. 

In my barrio I learned about teas, herbs and potions from 
Doña Paula.  She and Osmaro would have gotten along 
well. 

The generosity of the older people brought tears to my 
eyes. They had little but held nothing back. They smiled 
through the hardships of life and although they did not voice 
it, I could hear it, “Un día de estos...” One of these days... 

What most grabbed my heart were the children. I saw the 
innocent joy in their eyes. Like in my barrio they had no 
phone, no TV, no running water, no indoor plumbing, but 
they had each other. They had hopes and dreams and a 
great love of life. With my eyes I saw the hope. With my 
mouth I expressed optimism and with my heart I wanted to 
reach out, take them all in and help make their dreams 
come true. 

When many care, dreams can come true. I know because I 
have been to El Charcón and I am from El Barrio de la 
Rana. 

Gregorio meets Osmaro Sibrian 



The following letter was presented to Carlos Molina, Mayor of Puerto de 
La Libertad by the Governing Board (the Junta Directiva) of El Charcón at 
a meeting in the mayor’s office, July 4, 2006.    

 

La Libertad, June 30, 2006 

Mr. Carlos Molina 

and Municipal Council                                                

 

We extend a cordial greeting in the name of the Association for Commu-
nity Development - Rebirth El Charcón, wishing you much success in your 
daily efforts for the benefit of the development of the communities of 
Puerto de La Libertad.   

We are writing to inform you of the most urgent priorities of the commu-
nity and to tell you that we need your support to meet the following needs:  

¨  construction of the banks of the Comasagua River;              

¨  expansion of the potable water project; 

¨  construction of composting latrines; 

¨  collection and provision of garbage cans along the road to Comasagua; 

¨  maintenance of the main street into the community.     

First, we request your help with the construction of the riverbank as it is urgently needed by the community due 
to the fact that last year’s Hurricane Stan caused the river to overflow into the main street and the soccer field and 
we would rather not have this happen again during this current winter season.  For this reason we request your 
good offices in supporting the construction of a riverbank which we suggest be of loose rock, in order to avoid 
the river overflowing.  

Secondly, we see the need to expand the potable water project so that water reaches the homes of families that do 
not currently get any.  We are currently in negotiations concerning this project.  We need permission to tear up 
the street and also need the support of machinery to complete the earthworks where we expect to build the water 
tank plus the approach to the tank.   

Third, we estimate that 100 families need composting latrines as they currently don’ t even have pit latrines and 
we need at the same time that you support us with a public health program to prevent many gastrointestinal ill-
nesses.   

Fourth, we request that you provide garbage collection in our community and also that you prohibit or eradicate 
the two illegal garbage dumps on the road that leads to Comasagua near the river basin, which contribute to the 
contamination of the environment and the water used by the community. 

We as a community are prepared to provide unlimited labor if you are willing to attend to our needs.  We antici-
pate a favorable reply concerning the problems that we are facing as a community.   

 

Respectfully,         

ADESCO EL CHARCON 

(The official seal says: Asociación de Desarrollo Comunal  - Renacimiento  - El Charcón) 

Association for Community Development - Rebirth  -  El Charcón 

Carlos Molina - 
Mayor of Puerto de la Libertad 
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Mission Statement 

The Binghamton - El Charcón Sister  City Project works with CRIPDES, a Salvadoran grassroots or-
ganization, to offer  political, educational and financial support to rural communities in El Salvador .  
As par t of a national network of US - El Salvador Sister  Cities and the broader  movement for  social 
and economic justice, we work to enable people to improve their  lives. 

El Charcón is a few kilometers west of La Libertad on the Pacific coast.  

A Note of Appreciation 
 
On Tuesday, April 11, 2006 we held a won-
derful fundraiser for the Arts Delegation. 
Dubbed  “A 
Latin  Affair,”  
the event was 
hosted by Ora-
zio Salati at his 
beautiful State 
Street gallery. In  
addition to  de-
lightful enter-
tainment by area  
artists, there was 
a silent auction 
of art work do-
nated to our Sis-
ter City Project, 

a slide presentation of  scenes from El Charcón,  macramé necklaces and 
bracelets handcrafted by the El Charcón Youth Group, and delicious refresh-
ments donated by friends and supporters.   
 
Our very warm thanks go especially to Orazio Salati for putting his gallery at 
our disposal. Special thanks also to Maggie Martin and the Art Mission for 
co-sponsoring this event, to Ralph Hall for helping us organize it, to John 
Oldham and Diane Bollen for their technical support, and to all the wonder-
ful artists who donated their time and shared their talent in support of the arts 
here at home as well as in El Salvador. 

Our Host— 
Orazio Salati 

Members of the Ballet Arts Theatre 



the community for jobs in the States. There’s dancing till 
midnight and walking to the beach. It’s becoming part of the 
community, living their reality and, after we leave, it’ s their 
knowing that we care.   

The Arts Delegation is part of the larger Arts Initiative of the 
Binghamton - El Charcón Sister City Project.  In addition to 
making it possible for people in the arts to travel to El 
Salvador, the Arts Initiative hopes to arrange a visit to Greater 
Binghamton by Ricardo Sorto, chair of the Arts Department 
of the University of El Salvador. The hope is that this cultural 
exchange will enrich our communities north and south while 
providing artists with new material for their own work.  

(Arts Delegation, continued from page 1) EL SALVADOR-US Free Trade Deal - 
A Menace to Local Producers 

excerpts from a report by Raúl Gutiérrez 
 

The free trade agreement signed by the United States 
with the Dominican Republic and five Central American 
countries (CAFTA-DR) was hailed by the government of 
El Salvador as a panacea for the national economy.  But 
economist Raul Moreno argues that since the agree-
ment came into effect on March 1, it has only benefitted 
a group of big businesses, mainly importers, while it has 
damaged small farmers and consumers.  CAFTA-DR "is 
the final blow to agriculture in El Salvador, and some 
types of farming, like rice production, are going to disap-
pear by the time the treaty is one year old," leading to a 
loss of food sovereignty, he told IPS.  

Miguel Alemán, a leader of the Confederation of Agrar-
ian Reform Federations, states that CAFTA “means 
death for several sectors, for example some 400,000 
producers of basic cereals who are being hit hard."  He 
adds, "Our cooperatives have cut back 20 percent of 
their employees." Average inflation is 4.3 percent per 
year, nearly seven percent of the economically active 
population is unemployed and 35 percent are underem-
ployed. More than half of the seven million Salvadorans 
live in poverty.  

The free trade agreement was signed in May 2004 and 
ratified in December of that year but entered into force 
only last March, after the legislature approved several 
amendments demanded by Washington. El Salvador 
was forced to change its laws on protection of foreign 
investment and intellectual property, as well as the pe-
nal code, to combat the pirating of CDs and DVDs, and 
counterfeiting of brand-name clothes.  

CAFTA-DR is also in force in Nicaragua, Honduras and 
Guatemala. Meanwhile, the Dominican Republic has 
ratified but not yet implemented it and the Costa Rican 
parliament has not yet approved it. Ever since the nego-
tiations of the treaty began, the region's governments 
have faced fierce opposition from social sectors con-
vinced that Central American producers are not in a po-
sition to compete with products from the United States. 
In El Salvador, ratification was pushed through while 
hundreds of opponents were demanding a national de-
bate on the issue, and parliamentary leaders them-
selves admitted they were not familiar with the contents 
of the treaty, which they were not allowed to debate.  

"Many people are going off to the United States be-
cause of the impact of CAFTA-DR, which has resulted 
in 133,000 hectares of land lying idle. An estimated 700 
Salvadorans a day, on average, leave the country seek-
ing jobs. Most go to the United States and try to enter as 
undocumented migrants. Official statistics indicate that 
some 2.5 million Salvadorans live abroad, including 2.3 
million in the United States. The cash remittances they 
send regularly to their families prop up the country's 
fragile economy.  

(Continued on page 5) 

Reflections on a Visit to El Salvador  
by Laura Fenlon Howland 

 
I used to hope that one day there would be no need for 
such programs as the Sister Cities Project.  I wanted gov-
ernment to step in and take responsibility for social wel-
fare.  Trips like these have served to remind me that gov-
ernment is made up of people and what we should hope 
for most is the widespread ideal of community. 

To me, solidarity is part of being human.  The walls that 
borders and distance create reduce our understanding of 
our obligation to the rest of the world.  Everyday we face 
these walls and our ethical choices are called into ques-
tion.  We ask ourselves whether or not we should spend  
that extra little bit and get the fair trade coffee, give that 
organization a donation, or take that side in a debate.  
This is not to say that any small action will result in a 
change but every small action makes up who we are. 

The opportunity to travel to El Salvador and experience 
its history is one that I am thankful for in a new way 
every day.  Most noticeably I find that my community’s 
sense of "the other" is far 
stronger than I ever noticed.  
We seem to have trouble 
identifying others as being a 
part of humanity.  The walls 
are too high and the cultures 
are too different.  If I do 
nothing else with my life I 
would feel content if I 
worked only to build a sense 
of global community. 

Love, Peace, Solidarity, 
Laura Fenlon Howland 
Member of the Arts Delegation 

 Laura discussing the mural 
with Vladimir (Pingo) 

** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * **  
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Moreno reiterated that one of the main factors in the imbal-
ance of trade with the United States is the huge govern-
ment subsidies shelled out to farmers in this country. 
"Added to that, U.S. products now enter El Salvador tariff-
free, making the situation even more complicated for our 
national producers," he added. Local farmers with small 
plots of land receive no subsidies whatsoever, and further-
more lack both affordable lines of credit and technological 
support.  

The massive influx of U.S. goods demonstrates the com-
petitive disadvantage under which small Salvadoran farm-
ers must labor. For example, Alemán said, last year “we 
were selling a hundredweight (quintal) of creole maize at 
$11 or $12, but this year it's only worth $8.50. Under 
CAFTA, U.S. maize sells in El Salvador at $6.40, so who's 
going to buy from us?" the small farmer asked. "Last year I 
cultivated just under a hectare of maize for my family's own 
consumption, but I'm not going to do that any more be-
cause it's not cost-effective," he added.  "In five years' time 
we'll be completely bankrupt, there will be a production cri-
sis and we won't be able to guarantee food production to 
feed the country," warned Alemán.  

Figures from the U.S. Department of Commerce show that 
El Salvador exported goods to the value of $984 million to 
the U.S. between January and June 2005, while for the 
same period this year, with the treaty in force, only $798 
million were exported.  In contrast, purchases by El Salva-
dor from the U.S. totaled $956 million in the first six months 
of 2005, increasing in the first half of 2006 to $1.07 billion.  
During its first year, CAFTA-DR provides for up to 35,000 
tons of white maize, 350,000 tons of yellow maize, 10 tons 
of milk and close to 65,000 tons of rice to be exported tariff-
free from the U.S. to El Salvador, among other products, 
most of which are already sold in the country.  Afterwards, 
these "quotas" will be increased by between one and 10 
percent a year, for the 20 years' duration of the agreement.  

According to a study by Moreno, imports of white maize, 
sorghum and rice under the treaty will eliminate 92,471 
jobs a month during the first year of CAFTA-DR, and there-
after there would be further job losses of 1,557 a year, on 
average. The numbers forecast tough times ahead for El 
Salvador, in spite of the government's enthusiastic argu-
ments in favor of the free trade agreement. 

(ES-US Free Trade, continued from page 4) The Columbus Park Mural Project: 
Popular  Ar t, from El Salvador  to Binghamton 

By Mik Tulumello 

This fall I worked on a popular art project inspired by my 
Summer ’05 visit to El Salvador - a mural in Columbus 
Park marking the site of Trinity Zion Church, the first Af-
rican American church in Binghamton. The church was 
also a stop on the Underground Railroad.  

The project involved art students from the BOCES Colum-
bus Learning Center, youth from the City of Binghamton 
Gang Prevention Program, and Kaite Chesebrough, a 
member of this summer©s Arts Delegation.  Funding for 
the Columbus Park Mural Project was provided in part by 
a project grant from the United Cultural Fund, a program 
of the Broome County Arts Council. We also had a lot of 
help from workers and officials from the City of Bingham-
ton and Columbus Learning Center. 

Introducing the 
project to Mi-
chelle West’s art 
class, I showed 
pictures of mu-
rals in El Salva-
dor. We talked 
about life there 
and the role that 
mural art plays in 
the expression of 
Salvadoran iden-
tity and the battle 
against oppres-
sion and inequal-
ity. The students 

learned that Salvadoran youths their own age had to pay to 
go to high school and that many families could not afford 
it. They also were surprised by the level of violence there, 
including youth gang violence. After the lesson the teacher 
told me that she had never seen her students pay so much 
attention to anything. 

I created this project believing that most people were un-
aware of the history of the park, which is currently a cen-
ter of gang activity in Binghamton.  Seeing us paint, mem-
bers of the community (some wearing gang colors) 
stopped to ask what we are doing. When they learned  
about the park’s history, they were both supportive of the 
project and surprised by the information since there is no 
historical marker in the park.  It is my hope that the mural 
will not only bring pride back into this community but 
also help people stop and think about their choices. During 
the time of the Underground Railroad, the congregation of 
Trinity Zion Church took great personal risks in their ef-
forts to help their fellow human beings in the fight for 
freedom. Perhaps this mural can help bring some of that 
spirit back into this neighborhood. 

Mik and students working on the  
Columbus Park Mural. 
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We are once again offering holiday gift cards.  Tell 
us who to send your card(s) to and how you want 
your name to appear.  We will send each person 
you name one of our “ Images of El Charcón”  note 
cards in time for the holidays.  
      
The following message will appear on your card: 
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For each card you would like us to send, please 
enclose $25. (See the contribution form).   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Your gift will support the Scholarship Fund and 
other projects that promote the educational, social 
and economic aspirations of our friends in El Char-
cón.    
 
 
   * ************  
 
 
Your name (as you wish it to appear on the card): 
 
________________________________________                                                                                      
 
Recipient(s)  Name(s):   
        
________________________________________ 
 
Address:  ________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
      

* ************                                                           
    

Recipient(s)  Name(s):  
 
________________________________________ 
 
Address:  ________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
      
 

Please enclose this information with 
the contribution and order form.  Thanks!  

One of our note cards. 

Another of our note cards. 
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Your contributions help us fund a regional Youth Group (including the crafts project in El Charcón), schol-
arships, leadership training, and the Arts Initiative. Your support is key to continuing the work of our sister 
city project. Please use the enclosed envelope to return the form below with your tax-deductible contribu-
tion, your Fair Trade order, and your gift card information.  Thanks! 

� .................................................................................................................................................. �  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As a Friend of the Binghamton-El Charcón Sister City Project, I  am 
enclosing a tax-deductible contribution of ... 

 
$..................... 

Please send  ___  gift card(s) in my name at $25 per card. $..................... 

I  would like to order the following Equal Exchange products:  

Café Salvador (12 oz. bags):  

  ____ bag(s) of regular  whole bean coffee @ $8.00  $..................... 

  ____ bag(s) of regular  ground coffee @ $8.00 $..................... 

  ____ bag(s) of organic decaf ground coffee @ $9.00 $..................... 

Tea:  

  ____ box(es) of English Breakfast Tea @ $4.00 $..................... 

  ____ box(es) of Ear l Gray Tea @ $4.00 $..................... 

  ____ box(es) of Green Tea @ $4.00 $..................... 

Chocolate:   

  ____ box(es) of hot chocolate mix @ $5.00 $..................... 

  ____ box(es) of unsweetened cocoa @ $5.00 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of milk chocolate with almonds @ $2.50 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of dark chocolate with almonds @ $2.50 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of organic dark chocolate with pure cocoa nibs @ $2.50 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of organic very dark chocolate @ $2.50 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of organic chocolate with espresso beans @ $2.50 $..................... 

  ____ bar(s) of organic mint chocolate @ $2.50 $..................... 

If you live outside of Binghamton, please add $2 for shipping and 
handling of Equal Exchange products. 

$..................... 

Total amount enclosed:        $..................... 

Make checks payable to BECSCP and mail to  
P.O. Box 444SVS, Binghamton, NY 13903. Thanks!       

Join  our low-traffic e-mail list for local events and urgent actions related to El Salvador.    
Please print your e-mail address here: ___________________________.  



This newsletter  is published by the Binghamton — El Charcón Sister  City Project.  I t was edited by Suzanne Geoghegan 
and MS:Publisher-ed by Jer ry Wagner .  The views expressed are those of the authors and BECSCP. The newsletter  was 
pr inted by Broome Community College and published in conjunction with the Broome Community College Center  for  
Civic Education, and is sent to Project suppor ters. The BECSCP is affiliated with the National Center  for  US - El Salvador  
Sister  Cities. BECSCP is a 500(c)3 tax deductible organization. For  information call 798-0787.  

BECSCP  
Board of Directors 

 
Jeremy Sites, Pres.  

Jane Stuart Andrus, Vice Pres. 
Suzanne Geoghegan, Sec. 

Jerry Wagner, Treas. 
 

Beth Bossong 
Dick Andrus 
Ryan DeLap 
Adam Flint 

Helena Garan 
Sarah Keough 
Mik Tulumello 

 

WHAT DOES THE CODE 
MEAN 

ON YOUR MAILING LABEL? 

90 - 06 = The last digits of the year in 
which you made your most recent  
contribution to BECSCP 

— * — 
A letter indicates that a financial 
contribution to BECSCP has never 
been made and you were placed on 
our mailing list as follows: 

A = Added before 1996  
B = Added in 1996 
C = Added in 1997 
D = Added in 1998 
E = Added in 1999 
F = Added in 2000 
G = Added in 2001 
H = Added in 2002 
I  = Added in 2003 
J  = Added in 2004 
K = Added in 2005 
L = Added in 2006 

BECSCP 
P.O. Box 444 SVS 
Binghamton, NY 13903-0444  

(Labor Donated) 

Visi t our web si te:  
www.tier.net/elcharcon 

Dirk Mohr ,  
member  of the El Charcón governing board  

(sketch by Kaite Chesebrough, 
member  of the Ar ts Delegation) 


