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Context

The enabling environment for civil society in El Salvador continues to face significant
challenges, characterised by an increasingly restrictive context for civic engagement and
human rights advocacy. There has been consolidation of public power in the hands of the
president of the republic, as reflected in the constitutional breaches enabling the re-election
of the president. Despite the constitutional prohibition of presidential re-election for a second
immediate term, president Nayib Bukele ran again for the 2024 elections and won his
second term. Press freedoms remained under pressure during the electoral period, and
there have been widespread arrests of citizens under the state of exception since March
2022.

1. Respect and protection of fundamental freedoms

Articles 6 and 7 of the Constitution guarantee freedom of expression, association and
peaceful assembly, but these rights are increasingly violated. The state of exception
(suspension of rights) initiated in March 2022 and extended over 30 times, has led to over
83,000 detentions as at November 2024. Although fundamental rights were excluded from
the suspensions, the measure has fostered fear among civil society, threatening personal
and familial safety. The UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), Mary
Lawlor, highlighted concerns on the arbitrary detention of HRDs, with 34 human rights
defenders having been detained by March 2024. Environmental and community leaders of
Santa Marta face ongoing persecution despite being previously acquitted on the same
charges.

Press freedom has been severely restricted, with the Association of Journalists of El
Salvador recording 165 press-related attacks in early 2024, including harassment, threats,
and criminalisation. Laws on cybersecurity and data protection further endanger critical
reporting.

With regards to the freedom of peaceful assembly, there have also been cases of police
checkpoints to interrupt protests, and in October 2024 there were reports of reprisals
against protesters over budget cuts (at least 42 health employees and 9 in the education
sector were dismissed) — which was raised as a concern by Gina Romero, the United
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and
Association. In the education sector, reports of control and surveillance by authorities in the
Ministry of Education have created a climate of fear against protesting and had a chilling
effect on protesters. An initiative in parliament to prohibit dismissals for participating in
protests failed, leaving public officials and trade union members vulnerable to dismissals for
engaging in protests.
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https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/c9w4r0kmw08o
https://www.france24.com/es/am%C3%A9rica-latina/20231027-bukele-se-postula-para-la-reelecci%C3%B3n-en-el-salvador-y-desaf%C3%ADa-restricciones-constitucionales
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/c9w4r0kmw08o
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/c9w4r0kmw08o
https://apes.org.sv/apes-presento-informe-pre-electoral-de-vulneraciones-a-la-prensa/
https://en.sipiapa.org/notas/1216664-the-iapa-and-cpj-warn-about-deterioration-of-press-freedom-in-el-salvador
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/sites/default/files/documents/decretos/67CDD458-9145-41A2-BF4B-EC3EB12CD9DC.pdf
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Aprueban-prorroga-33-del-regimen-de-excepcion-20241205-0060.html#goog_rewarded
https://diario.elmundo.sv/politica/aprueban-prorroga-32-del-regimen-de-excepcion-con-mas-de-83100-capturados
https://www.diariooficial.gob.sv/seleccion/30822
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Relatora-Especial-de-la-ONU-pide-liberar-a-capturados-de-Santa-Marta-20230516-0059.html
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Ya-suman-34-los-defensores-de-derechos-humanos-detenidos-en-el-regimen-de-excepcion-20240315-0100.html
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Nuevo-juicio-contra-lideres-ambientalistas-de-Santa-Marta-sera-el-3-de-enero-de-2025-20241209-0027.html
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Nuevo-juicio-contra-lideres-ambientalistas-de-Santa-Marta-sera-el-3-de-enero-de-2025-20241209-0027.html
https://cpj.org/2024/10/a-culture-of-silence-threatens-press-freedom-under-el-salvador-president-bukele/
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/sites/default/files/documents/dictamenes/06178AAB-C1F9-48B6-959A-423073AE3DBD.pdf
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/sites/default/files/documents/dictamenes/735C8568-ED94-4125-99CB-2474D2507CED.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/12/el-salvador-new-laws-threaten-free-expression-privacy
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/un-sindicato-denuncia-un-despido-masivo-de-empleados-en-el-salvador-por-protestar/87797659
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Denuncian-despidos-de-docentes-tras-participar-en-marcha-20241023-0099.html
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Sindicatos-denuncian-mas-despedidos-contabilizan-al-menos-63-entre-docentes-y-trabajadores-del-area-de-salud-20241024-0066.html
https://cristosal.org/ES/ver-oir-y-callar-la-nueva-realidad-del-espacio-civico-en-el-salvador/
https://www.elsalvador.com/noticias/nacional/salud-presupuestos-de-educacion-bancada-nuevas-ideas-despido-codigo-trabajo-asamblea/1176338/2024/)
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2. Supportive legal framework for the work of civil
society actors

The legal framework governing civil society actors includes the Law on Non-Profit
Associations and Foundations, and its regulations, requiring organisations to register with
the Registry of Non-Profit Associations and Foundations to obtain legal personality. The
supervising entity is the Ministry of Government and Territorial Development, which conducts
oversight, while the Ministry of Finance monitors their funding.

The 2024 Mutual Evaluation Report of the Financial Action Task Force of Latin America
criticised the government for implementing measures targeting civil society without a risk-
based approach. Regulations such as the Instructions of the Financial Investigation Unit, the
Anti-Money Laundering Law and its regulation have imposed a one-size-fits-all approach,
with excessive and restrictive measures against all civil society organisations regardless of
their size. These include mandatory formal due diligence policies and internal audits, which
are costly and burdensome for smaller organisations. Civil society actors have described
these obligations as an "overload" affecting their work and operations.

Additionally, civil society actors have reported administrative harassment as a violation,
through tactics such as unjustified reviews and lengthy audits by the tax authorities, as well
as the denial of legal status due to increased requirements or administrative blockages. All
the above has hindered the operation of civil society actors, including access to international
cooperation funds, public subsidies and other types of financing.

3. Accessible and sustainable resources

In May 2021, the Parliament, with support from the ruling party, created a special
commission to investigate funds granted to non-governmental organisations. In its 2023
report, the commission alleged that in previous administrations a corrupt mechanism granted
resources to non-government organisations — which were referred to as “false
organisations”. The commission’s investigation was criticised for lacking objectivity, as the
investigation excluded organisations linked to the ruling party, despite media reports of
irregularities in the granting of funds, such as those linked to members of the directive board
of the Legislative Assembly at the time.

Civil society organisations have been excluded from receiving state funds, with
representatives of the Legislative Assembly's Finance Commission stating that the 2024
State budget would not include resources for civil society organisations which they referred
to as “ONG fachada” (“facade organisations”), with 2024 being the third consecutive year in
which no state funding was provided for civil society actors. This discourse is aligned with
positions previously expressed by the President of the Republic, for example: “[...] The name
NGO was already very discredited. It is a good thing that they receive foreign funding,
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https://www.jurisprudencia.gob.sv/busqueda/showFile.php?bd=2&data=DocumentosBoveda%2FD%2F2%2F1990-1999%2F1996%2F12%2F8887B.PDF&number=559227&fecha=17/12/1996&numero=LEY=DE=ASOCIACIONES=Y=FUNDACIONES=SIN=FINES=DE=LUCRO&cesta=0&singlePage=false%27
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https://biblioteca.gafilat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/GAFILAT-Mutual-Evaluation-Report-of-El-Salvador.pdf
https://www.uif.gob.sv/wp-content/uploads/instructivos/Instructivo_UIF_Reformas_Septiembre_2023.pdf
https://www.jurisprudencia.gob.sv/busqueda/showFile.php?bd=2&data=DocumentosBoveda%2FD%2F2%2F1990-1999%2F1998%2F12%2F8886B.PDF&number=559211&fecha=23/12/1998&numero=LEY=CONTRA=EL=LAVADO=DE=DINERO=Y=DE=ACTIVOS&cesta=0&singlePage=false%27
https://www.jurisprudencia.gob.sv/busqueda/showFile.php?bd=2&data=DocumentosBoveda%2FD%2F2%2F1990-1999%2F1998%2F12%2F8886B.PDF&number=559211&fecha=23/12/1998&numero=LEY=CONTRA=EL=LAVADO=DE=DINERO=Y=DE=ACTIVOS&cesta=0&singlePage=false%27
https://www.jurisprudencia.gob.sv/busqueda/showFile.php?bd=2&data=DocumentosBoveda%2FD%2F2%2F2000-2009%2F2000%2F01%2F89057.PDF&number=561239&fecha=31/01/2000&numero=REGLAMENTO=DE=LA=LEY=CONTRA=EL=LAVADO=DE=DINERO=Y=DE=ACTIVOS&cesta=0&singlePage=false%27
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1z_W2-kh_NS3lwHmQ2n3K_JyXYnvdZPtz/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1z_W2-kh_NS3lwHmQ2n3K_JyXYnvdZPtz/view
https://cristosal.org/ES/ver-oir-y-callar-la-nueva-realidad-del-espacio-civico-en-el-salvador/
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/node/11238
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/node/12946
https://cristosal.org/ES/ver-oir-y-callar-la-nueva-realidad-del-espacio-civico-en-el-salvador/
https://www.elsalvador.com/noticias/nacional/informe-de-comision-que-investigo-fondos-para-ong-se-entregara-a-la-fiscalia/1092809/2023/
https://diarioelsalvador.com/ong-fachada-seguiran-sin-recibir-recursos-del-presupuesto-del-estado/437759/
https://x.com/nayibbukele/status/1395840100840443908

SUPPORTING
AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT
FOR CIVIL SOCIETY

because they will not receive a penny from the Salvadoran people. Everyone invests in their
own priorities”.

Furthermore, at the end of 2021, a draft Foreign Agents Law was proposed, which provides
for a 40% tax on any financial transaction or donation that would be applicable to civil society
organisations. Due to international pressure it was not approved by parliament, however, the
draft law was not withdrawn; in other words, it still remains pending, and could possibly be
approved.

4. State openness and responsiveness

Collaboration between civil society and the government is non-existent, as clearly evidenced
by its expulsion from the Open Government Partnership in 2023.

There is a tendency to exclude and restrict the work of civil society actors critical of
government_in public spaces, for example in schools or medical centres - environments that
were considered favourable to educational and informative work with citizens. This contrasts
with the opportunities, spaces or resources made available to actors that support the
government positions. Likewise, in the digital space, in the last few months, guidelines have
been issued to block profiles of journalists, activists, media and citizens critical of the
government on social networks of governmental actors and institutions.

In May 2023, the Executive created the figure of the Presidential Commissioner for Human
Rights and Freedom of Expression, which was established, among other reasons, to
maintain a permanent dialogue with different actors and sectors of civil society. However, in
practice this has not been adhered to and, on the contrary, this public official has stigmatised
and guestioned the credibility of organisations and even of the Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights, legitimising measures that violate rights, such as the state of exception.

5. Political Culture and Public Discourses on Civil
Society

In recent years, the discourse of the authorities has been characterised by stigmatisation
and categorisation of non-governmental organizations as “ONG fachada”, alleging their links
to opposition political parties. The work of human rights organisations in the context of the
state of exception has been the object of attacks and discrediting by government authorities
from the highest levels. The most common of these has been to homologate the defence of
rights with the defence of “gang members” (the most relevant criminal groups in the
Salvadoran context).

In this sense, there is a hostile rhetoric that promotes a climate of hostility, delegitimisation
and misinformation in regard to the work by NGOs, considering them as “opponents” or
“‘enemies” of the government. This speech not only generates repercussions in the digital
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https://recursos.elsalvador.com/documentos/2021/11/11/asamblea-legislativa.pdf
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/media_center/preleases/2021/308.asp
https://elfaro.net/es/202111/el_salvador/25867/Bukelismo-retrasa-la-aprobaci%C3%B3n-de-Ley-de-Agentes-Extranjeros.htm
https://diario.elmundo.sv/politica/no-archivaran-ley-de-agentes-extranjeros-dice-presidente-de-asamblea
https://repo.funde.org/1932/1/OGP%20SV_VF.pdf
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Gobierno-salvadoreno-enlista-a-algunos-criticos-y-los-bloquea-en--redes-oficiales-20240916-0044.html
https://www.jurisprudencia.gob.sv/busqueda/showFile.php?bd=2&data=DocumentosBoveda%2FD%2F2%2F2020-2029%2F2023%2F05%2FF8E3F.PDF&number=1019455&fecha=19/05/2023&numero=DECRETO=POR=MEDIO=DEL=CUAL=SE=CREA=EL=COMISIONADO=PRESIDENCIAL=PARA=LOS=DERECHOS=HUMANOS=Y=LIBERTAD=DE=EXPRESION&cesta=0&singlePage=false%27
https://diario.elmundo.sv/politica/comisionado-de-bukele-cuestiona-credibilidad-de-la-cidh-y-senala-conflicto-de-interes
https://diarioelsalvador.com/cristian-guevara-no-va-ni-un-solo-centavo-a-las-ong-fachadas/586790/
https://www.oas.org/es/cidh/informes/pdfs/2024/Informe_EstadoExcepcionDDHH_ElSalvador.pdf
https://cristosal.org/ES/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Ver-oir-y-callar.pdf
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environment, but it has also been documented how civil society actors are stigmatised and
victimized in their communities. This has increased the hostility and stigmatisation towards
civil society actors in general, regardless of the origin of their resources.

Challenges and Opportunities

In the next four months, the state of exception is expected to continue, which implies that the
environment of restriction of rights, intimidation and criminalisation of civil society actors will
likely continue.

There are also risks of new legislation or adoption of bills such as the proposed Foreign
Agents Law (which was not filed), that could have a direct impact on the work of civil society
actors, affecting their funding, their legal status or other aspects affecting the operation of
civil society organisations. The ruling party has the majority in the Legislative Assembly,
which has facilitated the approval of several laws and reforms without discussion and without
providing access to information.

The hostility of the State towards civil society is expected to be maintained and to continue
fostering self-censorship and significantly undermining the protection of human rights.

This publication was funded/co-funded by the European Union. Its contents are the sole responsibility
of the EU SEE Consortium and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.”
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