
21

L e t t r e  C i r c u l a i r e  |  M a r c h  2 0 2 0 L e t t r e  C i r c u l a i r e  |  M a r c h  2 0 2 0

 » The fancy part of the 
San Salvadors’ city 
centre » Weekend 

trip

 » Sensuntepeque  » Beach-
time!

 » Pupusas on the go (with 
cortido=coleslaw and tomato sauce)

After more than 6 months in El Salvador, this newsletter is 
loooong overdue!  Michel and I have been writing different 
blog posts (clickclickclick) but it’s clearly been easier 
writing about other people and situations, than writing 
about ourself.

One of the goals of Eirene Suisse, the Swiss organisation we 
work with, is for our friends and families in Switzerland and 
all over the world to learn about the countries we/Eirenes’ 
volunteers live and work in. Which is also the perfect 
excuse for me to stay in contact with you ;)

So, let me catch you up on what a typical week looks like 
for me (and partly Michel) in El Salvador, what I am actually 
doing at work, and how I’ve experienced the change from 
Switzerland to El Salvador.

Hope you enjoy it and let me know if there’s a topic you 
want us to wrtie about next, or just send me an email, or 
send us a pigeon (post doesn’t work so well) - we’re always 
happy to hear from you! 

Also another hint: Michel and I will be visiting Switzerland 
in June, so we also look forward to seeing you all then.

Saludos y abrazos !

Alex

 » Colors, colors and more 
colors!

 » Meeting ppl  » Tourism in one of the ma-
yan temples

 » Always in groups, never 
alone

H O l A  A M I g A S  y  A M I g O S !
    NEWSlETTEr 1  -  AOuT - FEvrIEr 2020                                      

https://envieausalvador.wixsite.com/cool
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 » Market

 » Patronal festival

 » Arts in Santa Marta
 » Merry Christmas at 
ADES

 » Hills of Cabañas in rainy season

 » Workworkwork
Some people have asked us how 
everyday life is in El Salvador, so 
I thought I’d give an overview of a 
typical week for us. I leave it up to 
you whether this is completely dif-
ferent to Switzerland/South Africa, or 
whether it’s basically the same for all.

Working nine to five?
My Monday morning starts with 
a noisy alarm clock – at 4:15 in the 
morning! As my friends and family, 
you know that that’s the worst pos-
sible torture for me. Michel and I 
share a house with 2 women in San 
Salvador, the capital of El Salvador. 
I work near Sensuntepeque, in 
Cabanas. So, Monday morning it’s 
travel time from 4:45 – 07:00, fol-
lowed by coffee and a desayuno 
typico (typical breakfast of beans, 
eggs, plantains and 

Mondays are are also “institutional 
days” at ADES, my workplace. This 
not only means that we coordinate 
activities, but it’s also the one day of 
the week reserved for institutional 
capacity building. For example, when 
a staff member visits a training or an 
international conference, they are 
expected to replicate parts of the 
training and what they learned with 
the team during a morning work-
shop. Other times we discuss rele-
vant political developments. Thus, 
we’ve analyzed  human rights in El 

Salvador, learned about the concept 
of necropolitics, and analyzed 
recent developments in venezuela, 
Columbia and Chile, etc. 

These institutional days are also the 
days we’ve been working on the 
capacitation process in project man-
agement – my main task and reason 
for being at ADES. But more about 
that later.

The rest of the workweek passes 
just like a “normal” week would 
in Switzerland: meetings, writing 
reports, reviewing stuff. And some 
new additions: planning work-
shops, project evaluations, institu-
tional events and presentations, and 
writing about El Salvador. .

Country life - it ’s 
more exciting 
than you’d think!

Of course, we don’t work 24/7: In 
Cabañas, I stay in the offices’ dormi-
tories, usually with 2-3 other people. 
So, in the evenings, we’ll go out to 
the market in Sensuntepeque, or to 
the gym, or to a pupuseria, or watch 
a movie, or read a book for our new 
book club (Simone de Beauvoir in 
Spanish….!). 

I’ve also already been to four different 
patronal fairs/festivals: Each village 
has their own religious patron, and 

will celebrate them for one week, 
with fireworks,  shows (and clowns), 
a fair, and a religious procession.

Beaches, volcanoes, 
and big city life

And then it’s already the end of the 
work week and time to return to San 
Salvador for the weekend. They’re 
usually spent going to the beach, 
visiting tourist destinations, volca-
nos, or forests. Or we’ll spend it in 
the city, go see a theatre, the movies, 
a restaurant, go to the market. And 
lets be honest:  do our washing and 
house cleaning, sleep, watch Netflix 
- pretty similar to what we would do 
in Switzerland, with a bit less nature 
and parks. 

generally speaking, a good balance 
between the work-week in the more 
chilled country-side, and exploring El 
Salvador or being in the busy city on 
the weekends.

E l  T I P I CO
A WEEk IN THE lIFE OF ONE vOluNTEEr....
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 » Comemoration of assassinated environmentalists  » Women for food sovereignty

The main reason we came here, was 
to work with and learn from a local 
NgO – in my case the Association for 
Economic and Social Development 
(ADES for more info, see here). So 
how has that been going?

When it comes to work, I’d say the 
start was rough but “poco a poco” 
we’re getting there! 

In the beginning, it was difficult to get 
outside of the office, my conversa-
tions were limited due to my Spanish, 
and people didn’t really understand 
my project, or what it would mean for 
them. I basically spent days reading 
reports, attended any institutional 

activity that took place at our offices, 
and had conversations with different 
people that would be involved in the 
project to get a better feeling of the 
expectations. 

Thus, my first weeks weren’t very 
“productive”, but mainly filled with 
learning about ADES and the com-
munities it works with, and where it 
stands/what it does in various topics.

After a while, I built stronger relation-
ships with the people and my place 
– and the objective of my work – 
became more and more clear. The 
general idea for my project was 
there: capacitation (or to use a less 
fancy word: training) of the entire 
team at ADES (and allied organisa-
tions) in participatory project formu-
lation and management.

Capacity needs 
assessment 

Or : falling on my 
face and getting 
up again 

To understand the issues and inter-
ests better, we decided to do a capac-
ity assessment: What does ADES 
already do really well? Where does 
the staff think they need to improve? 
What are they interested in learning?

The first workshop was… a failure, 
there really is no other word. I 
thought we were well prepared and 
we’d checked our plans with various 
people beforehand. The first exer-
cise went as planned. The second as 
well. But when it was time to discuss 
issues more in-depth, find solutions 
– that’s where it went south. And the 
situation got out of hand. Everybody 
left that workshop with a pretty bad 
feeling - the number one thing you 
want to avoid for a first workshop! 

But I learned some pretty good 
lessons: 
•	 One is that some of my work col-

leagues are storytellers. When 

N I C E ,  B u T  W H AT  D O 

yO u  D O  AT  A D E S ?

 » Protection Inter-
national: Meeting 
to discuss safety of 
human rights defen-
ders

 » Meeting in Honduras: meet indigenous and community leaders!

 » Agroeco-
logy at 
school

 » Defense of (indigenous) territo-
ries free of violence
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 » Capacity analisis

you can help support the proj-
ects with a small donation to:

EIrENE Suisse - 1200 genève,
CCP 23-5046-2
IBAN: CH93 0900 0000 2300 5046 2

SWIFT / BIC : POFICHBEXXX
Mention: Agua para todos

 » group work

 » Problem tree  » Energizer: Capacity-musical chairs

they make a point, they make it 
well, with multiple examples. No 
“putting it in a nutshell”– as we 
like to say in Switzerland. So, plan 
for that! 

•	 Also, have a plan A, B, and C. 
•	 Pre-discuss the workshop ques-

tions more in-depth with even 
more people beforehand and 
specifically ask what poten-
tially conflictual topics could be 
brought up. 

•	 And never ever skip the com-
munication rules because we’ve 
started late. We will always start 
late (from a Swiss perspective of 
course, from a Salvadoran one, 
we’re on time! – it’s all about 
the perspective). Just cut 30-60 
minutes off your workshop plan. 

For my second workshop, the timing 
was still off and we got off track a few 
times, but we got the desired result 
and people felt more positive about 
the process. 

We did the capacity needs assess-
ment in October and November, 
and then started establishing teams 
to work on the different issues that 
were identified. 

luckily for me, the staff showed inter-
est and prioritized learning about 
project management and evaluation. 
As one can imagine, any topic with 
“management” in it won’t get the 
staff all giddy with excitement, but 
at least the interest was there! Thus, 

together with two team members, 
we got the green light to start plan-
ning a participatory capacity build-
ing program.

Capacity build-
ing in results-
based project 
management 

The first round of training in “results-
based project management” is now 
underway. 

We’ve done 4 workshops to under-
stand the theoretical foundation of 
how to go from a general idea to a 
well-designed project in January/
February 2020, covering a wealth of 
different analyses and methods that 
can be used to better understand 
the context, the needs and interests 
of different stakeholders, doing a 
gender analysis, etc. 

And now we’re in the first practical 
work phase: As part of the training, 
groups of 2-3 people have to design 
and formulate a new project, using 
participatory methods. “Participatory 
methods” means that the key deci-
sions of the project objective and 
the strategy (how will we reach that 
objective?) have to be taken by the 
project participants/beneficiaries. 

Thus, we have 9 general ideas for 
topics of projects, all rather repre-
sentative of the different work that 

ADES does:

•	 Soil quality improvement 
•	 Building an agroecological 

farmer field school
•	 residual water treatment
•	 New phase: program of child 

and teen pregnancy prevention 
in guacotecti

•	 Artistical expression and spaces 
for youth

•	 Strengthening one communities’ 
women’s organization

•	 Improving the services of a 
women’s’ credit cooperative, 

•	 Establishing an organizational 
communication strategy at ADES

•	 Establishing work safety and 
health processes at ADES

 

The training will continue on until 
June, with more workshops, peer 
and empowerment evaluations, and 
so on. Of course, we’re not finishing 
there! To see the full project descrip-
tion, see here (clickclicklclick).

 » Energizer: 
Human knot

 » results chain

https://envieausalvador.wixsite.com/cool/projet-alex
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 » Swiss deco in El Salvador

 » Heidy in El Salvador!

When Michel and I prepared for the 
move to El Salvador, we heard a lot 
about the potential “culture shock” 
and that we should expect the expe-
rience to have a personal impact 
on us. This weekend Michel asked 
me, whether I feel like being in El 
Salvador has changed us. Honestly, 
no idea. I know that we’ve adapted 
to quite a few things – some things 
more mundane than others. 

I’ve learned a lot related to work, 
about myself, and Switzerland. 
related to work, I’ve had the oppor-
tunity to test and try out various 
methods of “popular education” and 
practice my facilitation skills. I’m 
also learning to not hyperventilate 
before every workshop and relaaax. 
Talking more slowly is unfortunately 
still a work in progress…. but at least 
I’ve improved my sign-language 
(although unfortunately not the offi-
cial one)!

The conversations with my col-
leagues and friends have helped me 
truly understand what being part 
of a community organization, and 
a human-rights based organization 
means. They’ve also shown me a new 
way of seeing and understanding 
world history, and taught me about 
the history of an entire continent 
(Why is it we hardly learn anything 
about latin and Central American 
history in school/uni?). This has not 
only allowed me to connect more 
with my Dads uruguayan culture, but 

also led me to investigate and learn 
more about how Swiss history, poli-
tics and economies are intertwined 
with American (which means North, 
Central and South America – you 
can’t make a bigger mistake here 
than referring only to North America/
the uS when talking about America!) 

And – on the more mundane level, 
I’ve also learned to enjoy tortillas 
and love pupusas, I can stand in the 
bumpy bus for 2 hours while reading 
a book on my tiny cell – or have a nice 
nap while reggaeton is blearing, I’ve 
gotten used to getting up at ungodly 
hours – although there still is a resis-
tance there, and I’ve discovered the 
joy of colourful clothes – who cares 
how much you stand out, colorful 
houses and a colorful life in general.

One of the first questions I received 
when telling people that Michel 
and I will be moving to El Salvador 
was: “Have you been there before?” 
– “Nope”. – “Wouldn’t it be better to 
visited at least once before making 
the decision?” At the time, we didn’t 
think it was necessary, and I still don’t 
think it would have changed much. 
I still have a thousand questions 
about the language, culture, history, 
my organization, the politics and so 
much more – and that’s after having 
been here for six months. I think the 
only thing I would’ve done differ-
ently was taking my Spanish prepa-
ration more seriously!

C u lT u r E 
S H O C k ? 


