
A New Path: A Guide to the Challenges and Opportunities After Deportation

174

El Salvador
IN THIS SECTION
	› If You Have a Criminal Record or 
Tattoos

	› Arriving in El Salvador
	› Getting Your IDs and Documents
	› Meeting Basic Needs
	› Employment
	› Education
	› Health
	› Finances and Taxes
	› Culture and Connection
	› Safety	
	› Legal Assistance

This section is for people at risk of deportation to El Salvador and those 
who have already been deported there. It explains what to expect when 
you get there, and it provides information and resources to help you stay 
safe, meet your basic needs, find employment, and more. 

For more general information on life after deportation, you may want 
to see the Mexico chapters of this guide (beginning on p.69).

For information on creating a family plan and other things you can 
do to prepare while you’re living in the US, see the “Plan for Possible 
Deportation” chapter (on p.23).

	� If you are currently incarcerated and facing deportation upon re-
lease, you may also want to request a copy of our prison reentry guide, 
Mapping Your Future: A Guide to Successful ReentryMapping Your Future: A Guide to Successful Reentry. You can also access it 
online at tinyurl.com/MYFNA. It focuses on reentry into communities in 
the US, but it can also be useful for people facing deportation, especially 
those who are serving long sentences.

If You Have a Criminal Record 
or Tattoos

CRIMINAL RECORDS IN THE 

If you’ve been in jail or prison in the US or had contact with 
law enforcement (that is, you have an arrest record or your 
name appears in a gang database), you might be worried 
about being rearrested when you arrive in El Salvador. Un-
fortunately, the government is not respecting the rights of 
deported people with US or Salvadoran criminal records. 

What you need to know:
•	 People with tattoos that might seem gang-related are 

often arrested just for having the tattoo. 
•	 People who have a criminal record in the US or El Sal-

vador, even if they completed their sentence and were 
released, are often arrested just for having a record.

•	 Most people who are arrested upon deportation are 
taken to Izalco prison.

	○ Prison Address: Calle a Cantón Talcomunca, Izal-
co, Sonsonate

	○ Tel: 2486-8300, 2486-8302, 2486-8303
•	 If you are arrested, the conditions are grim. They in-

clude:
	○ No letters, phone calls, or visits allowed
	○ Years-long pretrial detention
	○ Widespread human rights abuses

	� In a recent study of 25 men deported to El Salvador, 
those who had both a criminal conviction and tattoos 
were at the greatest risk of arrest (10 out of 25 were arrest-
ed). Of those with neither a criminal history nor tattoos, 
none were arrested. Most were arrested right away, but 
some were arrested weeks or months after their arrival. 

US OR EL SALVADOR

http://tinyurl.com/MYFNA
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If your tattoos look like they may be gang related (crowns 
or firearms, for instance) and you are at risk of being 
deported to El Salvador, consider having your tattoos re-
moved. 

	� Many common tattoos that are not gang related (like 
clocks, sports imagery, indigenous imagery, and other things 
as well) may still be seen as gang related.

Jails-to-Jobs has created a directory of free or low-cost 

tattoo removal programs in the US. Find it at jailstojobs.
org/resources/tattoo-removal-programs. 

Removery’s “Ink-nitiative” program provides free tattoo 
removal for qualifying applicants with tattoos on their 
hands, neck, or face. Learn more or apply at removery.com/
services/ink-nitiative.

See the directory (on p.268) for other options in Califor-
nia, Maryland, New York, and Texas.

IF YOU HAVE TATTOOS

Arriving in El Salvador

LOCATION OF ARRIVAL 

RECEPTION: WHAT TO EXPECT

Deportation flights from the US to El Salvador will land in the Óscar Arnulfo Romero International 
Airport, about 31 miles (50 km) from San Salvador. Your flight may make other stops in the US on the 
way. The address is Carretera al Aeropuerto (Airport Highway), Km. 42, in Comalapa, La Paz.

	� Family members can call the DGME (Dirección General de Migración y Extranjería) at +503 2133-
7900 to request the day and time of your arrival.

When your flight arrives, officials will have a list of everyone 
on your flight. They will use this to confirm your identity. 
This usually happens near the landing strip. Next, you will 
be transferred from the airport to the reception center, 
although some individuals may be interviewed by the police 
before they go.

The reception center is sometimes called “Casa del Mi-
grante” or simply “La Chacra,” which is the neighborhood 
where it is located. The center is run by GAMI (Gerencia de 
Atención al Migrante, or the Migrant Assistance Manage-
ment Office). GAMI coordinates with different public and 
private institutions to receive returning citizens.

	� If you had a bag that was taken from you by ICE, ask for 
it back at this stage of the process.

At the reception center, you will be offered food and water. 
After that, you will go through an interview process. During 
that process, center officials will do the following:

•	 Take your fingerprints
•	 Ask your age and gender
•	 Ask where you plan to return to
•	 Ask you questions to determine if you are part of a vul-

nerable group (for example, if you are living with illness 
or disability or are the victim of human trafficking)

•	 Ask if you need immediate medical attention for any 
health conditions

	○ They may also be able to refer you to healthcare 
providers, including for mental health services. 
People with urgent health needs will be immediate-
ly referred to the Ministry of Health.

Maybe you haven’t been to El Salvador in a long time, or maybe you’ve lived 
there more recently. No matter what, deportation can be hard and scary. 
Know that you are not alone. Other people have gone through this before.

	› Location of Arrival 
	› Reception: What to Expect
	› Support Services upon Arrival
	› Emergency Housing
	› Staying Safe as You Travel
	› Community Reintegration 
Services 

http://jailstojobs.org/resources/tattoo-removal-programs
http://jailstojobs.org/resources/tattoo-removal-programs
http://removery.com/services/ink-nitiative
http://removery.com/services/ink-nitiative
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SUPPORT SERVICES UPON ARRIVAL 

After these interviews, you will be offered items to meet 
basic needs, like:

•	 Clothes and shoes
•	 Non-perishable food items
•	 Baby items like diapers, baby food, formula
•	 Personal hygiene kits
•	 Additional items, based on your needs

You may also find additional resources and services in the 
reception center, including bathrooms and showers, free 
WiFi, and access to phones.

Special Attention for Unaccompanied Minors. An official 
from the office of the Attorney General (Procuraduría 
General de República, PGR) office will be at the airport to 
meet any minors who are traveling alone. When the minor 
is interviewed (as described above), a public defender will 
be there to represent them. 

CONAPINA (the National Council on Infancy, Childhood, 
and Adolescence) will also be part of this process. CONAPI-
NA will try to verify that the minor has a family member or 
guardian in the country. If they do, CONAPINA will reach 
out to that family to explain the danger the youth may be 
facing. If a family member or guardian cannot be located, 
institutional care and support will be provided.

Special Attention for Women. The ISDEMU (Institute 
for Women’s Development) will be at the airport to help 
returning women. They will:

•	 Meet with each woman to help connect her with the 
services she needs, including psychological, social, and 
legal services

•	 Help women of any age and nationality, including mi-
grants in transit as well as returning Salvadorans

•	 Provide a document with referral information for con-
tinued services

“I wish that I would have had infor-
mation as far as to keep phone num-
bers or money in my pockets, rather 

than bags. Just keep anything and 
everything that you value in your 

pockets.” 

—Maria, deported to Mexico

CONTACT GAMI

GAMI (Gerencia de Atención al Migrante)

•	 Final Bulevar Coronel Arturo Castellanos, Colonia 
Quiñonez, sobre 54 Avenida Sur, next to the Policía 
Nacional Civil (PNC)

•	 migracion.gob.sv/programa-bienvenido-a-casa
•	 atencionalmigrante@migracion.gob.sv; +503 2133-7900

INTERVIEW

Next, if you are 18 or older, you will be interviewed by the 
National Civil Police (Policía Nacional Civil, PNC). They 
will:

•	 Check for your name in national and international crim-
inal databases

•	 Ask if you have tattoos. Men are usually asked to un-
dress or move clothing aside so the police can check for 
tattoos; women are usually not required to undress.

•	 Identify whether you are a “person of interest” in an 
ongoing investigation

•	 Take your fingerprints (again) and take a photo of you

http://migracion.gob.sv/programa-bienvenido-a-casa
mailto:atencionalmigrante@migracion.gob.sv
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At the reception center, there should be many government agencies ready to help. This table lists 
the agencies and the kind of help that they can provide:

INSTITUTION DESCRIPTION

PGR: Procuraduria General 
de la Republica

MRREE: Ministerio de Rela-
ciones Exteriores

MTPS: Ministerio de Trabajo

Legal representation of minors

Information about programs

Job placement

DAV: Direccion de Atencion 
a Victimas

For survivors of violence

MINSAL: Ministerio de Salud Medical and psychological attention

ISDEMU: Instituto para el 
Desarrollo de la Mujer

Specialized attention for women

CONAPINA: Consejo de la 
Ninez

Protection of minors

RNPN: Registro Nacional Issuance of national ID

The government agency that oversees this process is called the DGME (General Directorate of 
Migration and Foreign Affairs) or “Migration Control.” 

At the end of the reception process, they can take you to the public bus terminal. They may also 
pay for your bus ticket, but you have to ask for that. You do not have to go to the place where 
you were born. You can go anywhere in the country where you feel safe. You may also be able to 
wait for a friend or family member to pick you up. 

	� We’ve done our best to explain what to expect upon your arrival, but your experience could be 
different. Services can become strained by lack of funding or when multiple flights arrive at the 
same time. You might not get as much help as you need. 
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EMERGENCY HOUSING

If you do not have a place to stay when you arrive, or you 
can’t get to your destination right away, there are places you 
can stay: 

•	 Centro de Atención Integral para el Migrante (Com-
prehensive Care Center for Migrants or CAIM). This is 
the main shelter for returnees.

	○ Location: Final del Bulevar Venezuela, Colonia 
Quiñonez (La Chacra), atrás de los talleres de la 
PNC, San Salvador

	○ Contact: +503 2133-7902
•	 The House of the Migrant of Missionaries of San 

Carlos also provides shelter. 
	○ Location: 6° Avenida Norte y Pasaje Viaud, Colo-
nia Magaña, San Salvador. 

	○ Contact: edgarvallecillo@yahoo.es; +503 2221-9725

Some churches and nonprofits have shelters. Don’t be afraid 
to reach out and ask. For a list of shelters and their location 
and contact information, see the directory (on p.205). 

•	 Dormitorio Público Katya Miranda
	○ Colonia Layco, 23 Calle Poniente y 11 Avenida 
Norte, Municipio de San Salvador

•	 Dormitorio Municipal Roque Dalton del Distrito I
	○ Avenida España y 27 calle Oriente

!
STAYING SAFE AS YOU TRAVEL

The GAMI reception center is in a neighborhood known as 
La Chacra. Be careful here. There may be people who target 
returnees for scams or theft.

Be extra cautious. Do not make eye contact or speak with 
people you don’t know. Cover any tattoos with long sleeves 
and pants. Do not use someone else’s cell phone to call your 
family (their contact information could be used to demand 
a ransom). Keep important items like money, documents, or 
phone numbers on your person rather than in a bag. 

Stick together. There is safety in numbers. Talk to the 
returnees you traveled with. Do this while you’re still in de-
tention, at the ICE staging site, on the plane, and at GAMI. 
You may be able to travel together to a safe place or support 
one another in other ways. If you need to travel on your 
own, ask GAMI for help with transportation and directions 
if you do not know the area. 

Learn more about arrival in El Salvador from the American 
Friends Service Committee at afsc.org/facing-deporta-
tion-or-returning-el-salvador.

COMMUNITY REINTEGRATION SERVICES

During the reception process, GAMI can help connect you 
to other support services that serve migrants, including 
the Salvadoran Institute for Migrants (INSAMI) and the 
Association for the Integration of Migrant Workers 
(CIMITRA):

“When I finally got to my hotel, I was 
exhausted. I had been awake for close 
to 48 hours. I was traumatized and in 

shock. I just cried for an hour.” 

—Alex V., deported to Honduras

ORGANIZATION DESCRIPTION

Salvadoran Insti-
tute for Migrants 
(INSAMI)

Association for 
the Integration of 
Migrant Workers 
(CIMITRA)

Provides care and counseling, 
health services, and medical 
support

Helps returnees socially and 
economically reintegrate into 
their communities; helps reunite 
families 

CONTACT

41st North Avenue, #221, Colonia Flor Blanca, San 
Salvador
insami.foundation 
insami@imigrante.org; +503 2291-8861

1a Calle Poniente y 91 Avenida Norte #4727, Colo-
nia Escalón, San Salvador 
cimitra.org
info@cimitra.org; +503 2242-7034

mailto:edgarvallecillo@yahoo.es
http://afsc.org/facing-deportation-or-returning-el-salvador
http://afsc.org/facing-deportation-or-returning-el-salvador
mailto:insami@imigrante.org
http://cimitra.org
mailto:info@cimitra.org
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The Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores (MRREE, known as the Cancillería) aims to provide 
access to basic services, legal protections, job training, and economic opportunity for returnees. 
In partnership with more than 50 public, private, and international partners, the MRREE offers:

•	 Ventanillas de atención a retornados (service desks for returnees) where returnees can ac-
cess MRREE services, including legal guidance, psychological support, and referrals to health, 
education, and employment services. There are 12 service desks across the country (For their 
locations, see the directory, on p.205.) 

•	 Economic programs that provide job training, technical skills certification, and seed capital 
for new businesses. They also offer job fairs to connect returnees with employment opportuni-
ties in various industries. 

•	 Technical education and scholarships for returned youth in technical degree programs in 
fields like software development, hospitality, and mechanics, followed by job fairs. (The MR-
REE helps people find and apply for these scholarships, but it does not offer its own scholar-
ships.)

Learn more about their programs for returnees at tinyurl.com/Min-Exter. For additional support 
organizations and their contacts, see the directory (on p.205).

	� In El Salvador the term persona retornada (returned person) is used to describe both people 
who have decided to return and people who have been deported. 

Getting Your IDs and Documents

This section describes how to get the following documents:

•	 Birth Certificate
•	 Personal Identification Document (Documento Único de Identidad, 

DUI)
•	 Passport
•	 Driver’s License

You’ll need these documents to begin your new life in El Salvador. 

BIRTH CERTIFICATE

You may need a copy of your birth certificate to apply for your DUI (documento único de identidaddocumento único de identidad 
or personal identification document). You can request a copy of your birth certificate online or in 
person. It will cost $3.50 USD.

•  Online: Request and download a printable copy of your birth certificate at simple.sv.
•  In Person: Go to any city hall (alcaldía municipal) to request your birth certificate in person. 

Find locations at isdem.gob.sv/directorio-de-negocios. 

http://tinyurl.com/Min-Exter
http://simple.sv
http://isdem.gob.sv/directorio-de-negocios
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PERSONAL IDENTIFICATION DOCUMENT (DOCUMENTO ÚNICO DE IDENTIDAD, DUI) 

Your DUI is the most important identity document in El Salvador. You will need it for many daily 
tasks, including banking, formal employment, and accessing public services. It is required for all 
people 18 or over and is valid for 8 years. 

How to Apply: Schedule an appointment through DUICentro at www.dui-sv.com or by calling 
+503 2555-1900. You will need to create an account and select a DUI branch for your appointment. 

If this will be your first DUI, it’s free. Here’s what you should bring to your appointment:
•	 A photo ID to confirm your identity (for example, your passport, a valid driver’s license, carné carné 

de minoridadde minoridad, etc.). 
	○ If you do not have a valid ID, go with one parent with a valid DUI or two witnesses with 
valid DUIs. If you need witnesses but don’t know anyone who can help, ask for help from 
migrant-support organizations like INSAMI or CIMITRA (for contact information, see 
the directory on p.205).

•	 If possible, a birth certificate that has been issued in the last year (in case it is requested)

For renewals and replacements, bring the following to your appointment: 
•	 Your current DUI (if you have it)

	○ If you do not have your DUI, you will be asked to sign a declaración jurada (provided at 
the DUI center). 

•	 Your birth certificate
•	 Payment

	○ $10.00 USD
	○ Pay this fee online or at any bank and bring the printed receipt.

•	 Optional: To add your married surname, bring your amended birth certificate, marriage certif-
icate, or divorce certificate.

The DUI branch office should provide your DUI within one to two hours.

REPUBLICA DE EL SALVADOR

PASSPORT 

	� Travel to Bordering Countries: If you don’t feel safe in El Salvador, you may want to travel 
soon after your return. You can travel to Guatemala with just your DUI, as well as to Honduras 
and Nicaragua. You must enter by land, and generally you will be allowed to stay for up to 90 days. 
For all other international travel, you will need a passport.

To apply for your first Salvadoran passport, go in person to the nearest Dirección General de 
Migración y Extranjería (DGME) branch. (Find it at migracion.gob.sv/horarios-sucursales). Bring 
your DUI, and be prepared to pay a $25 USD fee.

You can renew your passport in person or online at pasaporteenlinea.migracion.gob.sv.

passpo rt

http://www.dui-sv.com
http://migracion.gob.sv/horarios-sucursales
http://pasaporteenlinea.migracion.gob.sv
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DRIVER’S LICENSE (LICENCIA DE CONDUCIR)

If you plan to drive in El Salvador, you will need a driver’s license. There are different license 
types depending on the vehicle and whether the driver is a youth or an adult. Adult licenses are 
issued for five years.

To apply: 
•	 Go in person to a VMT (Viceministerio de Transporte) testing center to take the written and 

driving tests. 
	○ Find testing locations at tinyurl.com/VMT-loc. 
	○ For help preparing for the test, visit manejasv.com. 
	○ You will receive a ticket (boletaboleta) after you have passed both tests. 

•	 Next, go in person to any Sertracen branch. 
	○ Find branch locations at tinyurl.com/Sert-loc. 
	○ Bring your ticket from the testing center, DUI, birth certificate (the original and a 
copy), and a blood type certificate.

•	 Complete the psychological and eye exams
•	 Pay a fee of $52.82 USD

First-time or renewed licenses are typically issued at the end of this process, but replacements for 
lost or stolen licenses are not issued immediately. You will receive a 10‑day temporary permit and 
must return to get your official license.

DRIVER LICENSE

Meeting Basic Needs
Living in El Salvador costs much less than living in the US. Many every-
day things, like rent, food from the market, and public transportation 
cost less. As you might expect, most jobs also pay less. In an urban area 
like San Salvador, the average cost of living—not including rent—for one 
person is around $750 USD per month.

This section covers the costs of meeting your basic needs and some 
resources that may help.

	� In 2001, El Salvador made its official currency the US dollar (USD). 
If you still have any colones, you can exchange them for USD at any 
bank at the fixed rate of 8.75 colones per $1 USD.

	› Food
	› Shelters and Housing
	› Transportation
	› Government Financial Support

“Goods in El Salvador have recently gotten significantly more expensive, 
which surprises some Salvadorans returning from the US, especially if 

they have been gone several years. ” 

—Sarah Bishop, El Salvador Specialist, Amnesty International USA

http://tinyurl.com/VMT-loc
http://manejasv.com
http://tinyurl.com/Sert-loc
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To find housing, start by contacting relatives or friends, even distant ones you haven’t spoken to in a 
while. Ask if they can help you find a place to stay. If you’re still in the US, try to do this before your 
removal. 

SHELTERS AND HOUSING

Shelters 
For information on the shelters operated by CAIM and The 
House of the Migrant of Missionaries of San Carlos, see 
“Emergency Housing” on p.178. For a longer list of shel-
ters in El Salvador, see the directory on p.205.

Renting a Home
Common rental options in El Salvador include: 

•	 A room in a shared house or apartment with access to 
common areas like the kitchen and laundry ($50–$200 
USD/month). This is sometimes arranged informally, 
without a lease.

•	 A small apartments with one or two bedrooms ($200–
$500/month). The cost depends mostly on location.

•	 Houses ($150–$900/month). In San Salvador, houses 
start at around $300/month, but in many interior areas, 
they start at $100.

Many people find rentals by word of mouth, but you can 
also search online at sites like Encuentra24 (tinyurl.com/
SAN-rentals) or Facebook Marketplace.

Leases follow the Civil Code and the Tenancy Law. Most 
require you to pay a security deposit, which is often the cost 
of one month’s rent. Ask for a formal, signed lease when-
ever possible—and read it before signing. In some areas, 
landlords may ask for criminal or police records.

Supermarkets, Local Markets, and AgroMercados. El 
Salvador has supermarket chains (including Walmart), but 
prices can be higher there than at local markets. Most cities 
and towns also have municipal markets and AgroMercados. 

AgroMercados sell fresh produce and basic staples at lower 
prices. They are supported by the government’s Ministe-
rio de Agricultura y Ganadería (MAG). La Prensa GráficaLa Prensa Gráfica 
published a list of AgroMercado locations at tinyurl.com/
MAG-markets, but the best way to find current prices and 

locations is through MAG’s social media.

Soup Kitchens (Comedores ComunitariosComedores Comunitarios). Some churches 
operate community soup kitchens. For a partial list of loca-
tions and contact information for Catholic soup kitchens, 
see our directory (on p.268) or visit CEDES (Episcopal 
Conference of El Salvador) at iglesia.org.sv. You can also ask 
about soup kitchens and other assistance programs at your 
district or local government office.

FOOD

Stay Safe While You Search
•	 Don’t share bank details or any personal information in 

apps or online.
•	 Visit properties with someone you trust, and ask about 

the area before you go.
•	 Offer payment only when you know you will be given a 

receipt.

Buying 
The Fondo Social para la Vivienda (Social Housing Fund 
or FSV) is a government program that helps people buy a 
home. It offers low-interest loans for a range of needs and 
budgets. Learn more about the requirements for an FSV 
loan and how to apply by visiting a FSV branch. Find loca-
tions at tinyurl.com/FSV-loc.

You can check out prices through the FSV portal (tinyurl.
com/FSV-portal), Encuentra24, or Facebook Marketplace. 
You can also search for less expensive foreclosed houses at 
viviendarecuperada.fsv.gob.sv. 

http://tinyurl.com/SAN-rentals
http://tinyurl.com/SAN-rentals
http://tinyurl.com/MAG-markets
http://tinyurl.com/MAG-markets
http://iglesia.org.sv
http://tinyurl.com/FSV-loc
http://tinyurl.com/FSV-portal
http://tinyurl.com/FSV-portal
http://viviendarecuperada.fsv.gob.sv
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“I’m in a good environment, I have a great job. My first month was the 
hardest, but I got everything I needed to get out of my mind, get in a 
good place… You have to focus on the positives, like, hey you found an 
apartment!” 

—Ivan, deported to Mexico

City buses are a good, cheap way to get around El Salvador or other cities. They connect neigh-
borhoods and districts with busier, more central locations. Rides cost $0.20 for a city bus and 
$0.25 for a minibus. Visit cartorux.com for information on routes, costs, and hours of operation. 
Download the Moovit mobile app for real-time location information and your distance to the 
nearest bus.

Interdepartmental buses can be used to travel from San Salvador to other departments. Fares 
range from $1.00–$3.50 USD.

TRANSPORTATION

GOVERNMENT FINANCIAL SUPPORT

The government’s Linea de Credito Transforma program provides loans to small busi-
nesses that want to improve how they make things (for example, by buying equipment, 
expanding, or using new technology). Learn more at fecamype.gob.sv/solicite-un-credito-3/
linea-transforma.

Veterans of the civil war (1980–1992), and in some cases their families, may be eligible for 
several benefits through the government’s INABVE programs. Learn more at www.inabve.
gob.sv/beneficios/. 

CONAPINA helps returnee families with children in vulnerable situations. They may give 
food, training, and sometimes a small business grant. CONAPINA selects which families 
to help during the reception process. If your family was not selected but you need their 
support, try requesting their help through one of the Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 
service desks (ventanillas de atención a retornadosventanillas de atención a retornados).

The Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores may be able to offer other kinds of help as well. 
Learn more under their main entry in “Community Reintegration Services” (on p.178). 

$

http://cartorux.com
http://fecamype.gob.sv/solicite-un-credito-3/linea-transforma
http://fecamype.gob.sv/solicite-un-credito-3/linea-transforma
http://www.inabve.gob.sv/beneficios/
http://www.inabve.gob.sv/beneficios/
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Employment
NOTE:

•	 Work Conditions: This section lists jobs that are often available and 
companies that offer these jobs. We are not endorsing these compa-
nies. Before accepting a job, ask around about their work conditions. Be 
aware that even in formal jobs some employers take advantage of their 
workers.

•	 Background Checks: Some employers require criminal background 
checks. These domestic background checks apply only to criminal re-
cords in El Salvador, not in the US.

•	 Remote Work: For tips on finding remote or online work and general 
advice about work after deportation, please see the Employment chap-
ter in the Mexico section of this guide (on p.91).

After getting your IDs and a place to live, your next goal may be employ-
ment. It will be difficult to earn as much as you did in the US, but the cost 
of living in El Salvador is also lower.

Formal employment is work that is officially registered 
with the government. It comes with legally required bene-
fits, such as paid vacation and greater job protection. It also 
includes required contributions from both the employer 
and employee to a pension fund and to El Salvador’s social 
security system (ISSS), which provides health care, sick 
leave pay, and maternity and disability coverage.

Formal jobs can be found in many areas, such as govern-
ment, factories, businesses, farming, and health care. The 
table below includes ten of the largest formal employers 
in El Salvador and their contacts for job seekers. This 
information is not intended as an endorsement of these 
companies. Ask around about their work conditions before 
accepting an offer. 

•	 Almacenes Simán. Department store retail. siman.
evaluarjobs.com/el-salvador

	○ +503 2298‑3777; contacto@siman.com
•	 Super Selectos. Supermarket retail. tinyurl.com/Sup-

Sel-Jobs
	○ +503 2267‑6767; servicioalcliente@superselectos.
com.sv

•	 Banco Agrícola. Banking and financial services. tinyurl.
com/Agric-Jobs

	○ +503 2210‑0000 (24/7)
•	 Walmart El Salvador. Retail and grocery. walmartcen-

troamerica.com/empleo 
•	 La Constancia. Beverage production and distribution. 

tinyurl.com/Const-Jobs
	○ +503 2209‑7555; +503 2222‑8080

•	 Pollo Campero. Fast food restaurants. campero.com/sv/
reclutamiento

	○ Submit the online form and then speak with a local 
manager

•	 Claro El Salvador. Telecommunications. claroem-
pleos-aup.com 

	○ +503 2250‑5555; Connect through WhatsApp at 
website

•	 Holcim El Salvador. Construction materials and ser-
vices. tinyurl.com/Holcim-Jobs

	○ +503 2507‑8888; info.elsalvador@holcim.com
•	 Ferretería Vidri. Hardware retail. vidri.com.sv/empleos/

job-location-results 
	○ +503 2271‑4033; tallerdeservicio@vidri.com.sv

•	 Grupo Bimbo. Food production and distribution bim-
bocentroamerica.com/bolsa-de-empleo

Informal employment refers to self-employment and oth-
er jobs without legal contracts or official protections. There 
usually isn’t a formal application process for these jobs. 
These jobs usually pay in cash, but they offer little job secu-
rity and no benefits. Manual labor jobs are often informal. 

Starting your own business: Because El Salvador does not 
require some businesses to have special permits, starting 
your own business can be a good option. It will probably 
require that you have start-up capital (the money to launch 
a new business). You may be able to obtain start-up capital 
from the Consejo Nacional de la Micro y Pequeña Em-
presa (National Council for Micro and Small Businesses, 
or CONAMYPE). Find them at conamype.gob.sv/regis-

TYPES OF EMPLOYMENT 

	› Types of Employment 
	› Common Job Opportunities
	› Training Opportunities and Find-
ing a Job
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tro-mype or by calling +503 2592-9000. INSAMI, CIMITRA, 
or the MRREE (the Cancillería, or Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs) may also be able to help. Learn more under “Training 
Opportunities” on p.186.

“Inform yourself before you invest any 
money in a business. Think about the 
type of business you want to start and 

be sure there is really a need.” 

—Oscar S., deported to Mexico

Many people find work in call centers and factories, online, or in the transportation sector. Watch 
out for unfair labor practices, even at formal jobs, and be aware that some employers will take 
advantage of their workers.

COMMON JOB OPPORTUNITIES

Call Centers  
If you are bilingual, you may be able to find a job at a call center, with salaries ranging from 
$600–$1,500 USD per month. To apply, check out the company website and social media. The list 
below includes the locations and websites for some of the larger call centers.

•	 Telus International. Antiguo Cuscatlán, San Salvador. telusinternational.com 
•	 Cognizant. Colonia Escalón, San Salvador. careers.cognizant.com 
•	 Concentrix (+ Webhelp). Colonia San Benito, San Salvador. concentrix.com 
•	 Foundever (Sykes). Colonia San Benito, San Salvador. foundever.com
•	 Atento El Salvador. Colonia Escalón, San Salvador. atento.com 
•	 Teleperformance. Santa Tecla, San Salvador. jobs.teleperformance.com

“I found a job right away working at a property management place out here for 
foreigners, since I speak English… I worked for two weeks and then they didn’t 
want to pay me. I was like, wow, this is the stuff you hear people in the states 
going through now I’m going through it here.” 

—Ivan, deported to Mexico

Please note that we do not endorse any of these companies. Ask around about their work condi-
tions before accepting any offers.

	� Interested in online work? See the “Employment” chapter in the Mexico section (on p.91).

“Sometimes we have the idea that only people from the United States, or Spain, 
or other countries can get ahead… I’ve realized that you can get ahead here. Of 
course, with effort, dedication, and discipline.” 

—Deybid, deported to Honduras 

http://conamype.gob.sv/registro-mype
http://telusinternational.com
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To find a job, it’s good to start with your network of family 
and friends. You can also go to online portals such as 
ComputrabajoComputrabajo or TecolocoTecoloco. Some employers also post jobs 
on social media (LinkedIn, Facebook Jobs, WhatsApp), but 
beware of scammers posting fake jobs. 

To apply for a job in El Salvador, you will usually need to 
fill out an application. You may also be asked to submit a 
resume and cover letter. Most jobs require you to show your 
DUI. Diplomas and certificates may be required as well (see 
“Validating Your Education Documents” on p.188). 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MRREE, Ministerio de 
Relaciones Exteriores) may be able to help you find work. 
They offer employment and entrepreneurship services, 
technical training, seed capital, counseling, and legal 
assistance specifically for returnees. They have locations 
throughout the country, including one at the GAMI re-
ception center in San Salvador (Boulevard Venezuela y 54 
avenida sur, Colonia Quiñonez, San Salvador Centro) and 
many with services for women. To learn more about their 

services and locations, visit tinyurl.com/Min-Exter or call 
+503 2231-1000 or 2231-2900.

Non-governmental organizations, local organizations, 
and churches may also have programs to help you find a 
job or get training. These programs are often informal and 
shared by word of mouth, so be sure to ask around. Here are 
a few (for their contact information, see the directory on 
p.205):

•	 US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) 
provides technical training, job placement, and person-
alized technical support for up to six months.

•	 CIMITRA provides job placement services, skills certifi-
cation programs, seed capital for entrepreneurship, and 
technical training.

•	 INSAMI provides job training, technical assistance, job 
referrals, and training and seed capital for entrepre-
neurs.

•	 Servicio Social Pasionista offers job fairs and career 
training.

TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES AND FINDING A JOB

“There are organizations that support immigrants. With their support 
and our effort, we can get ahead.” 

—Deybid, deported to Honduras 

Education
This section provides information on beginning or continuing your edu-
cation after your return to El Salvador.

For more general information on education after deportation or return, 
you may want to see the “Education” chapter in the Mexico section of 
this guide (on p.91). To learn about job and skills training, see “Train-
ing Opportunities and Finding a Job” in the employment section (on 
p.186).

	› Enrolling Children in School
	› Adult Basic Education and Lan-
guage Classes

	› Validating Education Documents
	› Certification of Skills
	› Higher Education

http://tinyurl.com/Min-Exter
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ENROLLING YOUR CHILDREN IN SCHOOL

El Salvador has both public and private schools. The public 
school system is free and anyone can enroll. It includes: 

1.	Educación Inicial (Early childhood care)
2.	Educación Parvularia (Early childhood, Pre-primary): 

Typically for ages 4–6
3.	Educación Básica (Basic education, grades 1–9): Typi-

cally ages 7–15
4.	Educación Media – Bachillerato (Secondary education, 

high school)
	○ General Bachillerato: Equivalent to grades 10–11 
or

	○ Técnico Vocacional Bachillerato (Technical-vo-
cational school): Grades 10–12 (night programs 
may include an additional year)

Early childhood, basic, and secondary education are manda-
tory and free. To enroll your children into the public school 
system: 

1.	Research and select a school that best meets your needs.
2.	Gather required documents, including the child’s 

original birth certificate, vaccination records, proof of 
residency, and a parent’s DUI. Gather translated and 
apostilled versions of any school transcripts or report 

cards. (See note below on translations.) 
3.	Visit the school you selected and request an enrollment 

package. 
4.	Complete the enrollment forms and submit them along 

with all required documents.

For children who were born in the US, you will need a cer-
tified and notarized copy of your child’s birth certificate as 
well as a certified translation. Bring these and your child’s 
translated transcripts to the Ministry of Education for ap-
proval. Learn more at tinyurl.com/SV-Min-Ed. 

You can find more information about this process in the 
“Plan for Possible Deportation” chapter on p.23.

Translations. If a school or government agency requires 
you to provide a translated document, an informal trans-
lation will usually not be enough. You will probably need 
a certified translation (traducción certificadatraducción certificada), which is a 
complete Spanish translation that has been signed by a 
certified translator (traductor certificadotraductor certificado) in El Salvador. 
Requirements vary, so make sure to ask the agency what 
they need.

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION AND LANGUAGE CLASSES

Adult Education. If you didn’t finish high school in the US 
and don’t have a GED, you can get your high school diploma 
as an adult in El Salvador through the Ministry of Education 
(Ministerio de Educación, MINED). 

MINED’s online program lasts 20 months, 10 hours per 
week, and offers help from tutors. Contact the MINED Ed-
ucation Program Unit (Unidad del Programa EdúcameUnidad del Programa Edúcame) if you 
need help applying or have questions: 

•	 Contact: +503 2251-821; bachilleratovirtual@udb.edu.sv
•	 Website: mined.gob.sv/servicios/bachillerato-virtu-

al-en-linea 
•	 Program registration form: tinyurl.com/MINED-reg-

form

You can also get your high school diploma through an ac-
celerated in-person program. This program lasts one year 
and is offered in six educational centers in San Salvador. 
Contact MINED at +503 2593‑2600 for more information. 

Language Classes. To open up more employment options, 
you may want to consider language classes. The Salvadoran 
government has partnered with Platzi to offer one year of 
free classes to all Salvadorans. This includes their English 
language classes as well as courses in technology, soft skills, 
economics, finance, and more. For details on the program, 
visit diaspora.certificate.gob.sv. 

	� For online language-learning resources, see the “Educa-
tion” chapter in the Mexico section of this guide on p.98.

To work on your Spanish, consider CIS El Salvador (Centro 
de Intercambio y Solidaridad). They offer affordable online 
and in-person Spanish and English classes in San Salvador. 
You can learn more about their classes at cis-elsalvador.org 
and read about their work in the community, including a 
scholarship program, at cis-elsalvador.org/programs-1.

For contact information for these and other language pro-
grams, see the directory (on p.205).

http://tinyurl.com/SV-Min-Ed
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http://mined.gob.sv/servicios/bachillerato-virtual-en-linea
http://mined.gob.sv/servicios/bachillerato-virtual-en-linea
http://tinyurl.com/MINED-reg-form
http://tinyurl.com/MINED-reg-form
http://diaspora.certificate.gob.sv
http://cis-elsalvador.org
http://cis-elsalvador.org/programs-1


A New Path: A Guide to the Challenges and Opportunities After Deportation

188

VALIDATING YOUR EDUCATION DOCUMENTS 

If you completed your high school diploma in the US and 
you want to enroll in university or get a job in El Salvador 
that requires a diploma, you will need to validate your US 
diploma. 

To do this, first gather translated and apostilled versions 
of your diploma and high school transcript. (See note on 
translations). You can find more information about this 
process in the “Plan for Possible Deportation” chapter of 
this guide (on p.23).

You will present these documents (original and copies) 
along with your birth certificate and DUI in person at the 
Ministry of Education office. Someone else can also do this 
for you. There is no cost. Within 60 days, you will receive 
a certificate of validation (Resolución de equivalencia de estu-Resolución de equivalencia de estu-
diosdios). You can use this certification to enroll in a university 
or for employment.

This can only be done at the central Ministry of Education 
office in San Salvador:

•	 Address: Edif. A3 primer nivel, Plan Maestro, Centro de 
Gobierno, Alameda Juan Pablo II y calle Guadalupe.

•	 Hours of operation: Monday through Friday, 7:30 a.m. 
to 3:30 p.m.

•	 Contact: mercedes.clemente@mined.gob.sv

Transferring Credits from the US: If you started but 
didn’t finish a degree program in the US, you may be able 
to transfer your credits and continue your education in El 
Salvador. To transfer college credits, bring an apostilled and 
translated copy of your transcripts to the University of El 
Salvador, the only free public university. They will decide if 
and how the credits will be accepted.

CERTIFICATION OF SKILLS 

If you worked as an electrician, cosmetologist, programmer, or in another trade in the US, you can 
become certified in El Salvador to get a job. The Association for the Integration of Migrant Work-
ers (CIMITRA, see p.178 for contact information) certifies skills and knowledge for migrants. 

HIGHER EDUCATION 

Public University: The University of El Salvador is the 
only public, free university in El Salvador. It has four main 
campuses located across the country:

•	 Ciudad Universitaria (UES, Central Campus) in San 
Salvador 

•	 Facultad Multidisciplinaria de Occidente (FMOCC, 
West Campus) in Santa Ana

•	 Facultad Multidisciplinaria de Oriente (FSO, East 
Campus) in San Miguel

•	 Facultad Multidisciplinaria Paracentral (FMP) in San 
Vicente

You can apply from May through October of each year. 
Because it is the only public university and spots are limit-
ed, you may not be admitted, or you may be admitted to a 
program other than the one you have chosen. To apply, do 
the following: 

•	 Gather the following:
	○ Your high school diploma and high school tran-
script (see “Validating Education Documents,” 
above) 

	○ Proof of income and utilities, photos of your home, 
and other documents as needed

•	 Take the PAES or AVANZO standardized test. 
	○ These tests are usually taken at the end of high 
school. Ask the university admissions office how to 
take the test if you went to high school in the US.

•	 Register at the university admissions portal: eel.ues.edu.
sv/expediente/registro. 

•	 Take the assessment tests that are part of the admis-
sions process.

•	 Make a tuition payment online ($10 USD) or at Banco 
Agrícola. 

•	 In October, take the General Knowledge Test.
	○ You can sign up for an optional test prep course 
when you register. 

For more details, contact the UES admissions office: 
•	 ues.edu.sv/admision/ingreso-ues-2026/
•	 ingreso.universitario@ues.edu.sv
•	 +503 2511-2000

mailto:mercedes.clemente@mined.gob.sv
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Other Options: In addition to the University of El Salva-
dor, the following non‑public institutions offer affordable 
higher‑education options.

•	 La Universidad Católica de El Salvador (UNICAES, 
the Catholic University of El Salvador) has a strong 
presence outside of the capital and offers affordable 
tuition.

•	 Universidad Tecnológica de El Salvador (UTEC) 
offers affordable tuition, flexible scheduling options, and 
a range of career‑oriented programs designed to support 
working students.

•	 Universidad de Oriente (UNIVO) is a private, 
non‑profit university located in San Miguel that offers 
higher education at a lower cost than many options in 
San Salvador.

•	 Instituto Tecnológico Centroamericano (ITCA‑FE-
PADE) offers affordable, practical higher education with 
a focus on technical programs and job‑ready skills in 
multiple regions.

•	 Universidad Don Bosco (UDB) offers programs in en-
gineering, technology, and education within a structured 
academic environment at lower cost than many private 
universities.

Health Care

Once you have returned, you will need to access health care. Access to 
health care in El Salvador is free in the public system, but there are also 
private options. This section covers public and low-cost mental health and 
healthcare options.

	� Call 911 in emergencies. Just like in the US, you can call for any emer-
gency—including medical emergencies. Response times may vary depend-
ing on your location.

PUBLIC HEALTH CLINICS

The Ministerio de Salud de El Salvador (Ministry of Health, 
MINSAL or MSPAS) runs public health clinics across El 
Salvador. These clinics provide basic medical care, such 
as doctor visits, vaccinations, and treatment for common 
illnesses. Their services include:

•	 General medicine
•	 Obstetrics and gynecology, including prenatal and post-

natal check-ups
•	 Pediatric care and check-ups
•	 Family planning
•	 Minor surgery
•	 Emergency care (in some locations)
•	 Injections and vaccinations
•	 Wound care
•	 Dental care

In case you need care outside of normal hours, a govern-
ment program called FOSALUD (Fondo Solidario para la Fondo Solidario para la 
SaludSalud) keeps many of these clinics open at night and on 
weekends and holidays, including some that stay open 24 
hours. Get a directory of these clinics at tinyurl.com/FOSA-
LUD-loc. Learn about what they can do at fosalud.gob.sv.

What to bring: If you have an ID (like a DUI or passport), 
bring it. If you do not have documents, you can still get 
care—especially in an emergency. The clinic or hospital will 
register you.

	› Public Health Clinics
	› Public Hospitals
	› Health Care for Re-
turnees (INSAMI)

	› Mental Health Re-
sources

http://tinyurl.com/FOSALUD-loc
http://tinyurl.com/FOSALUD-loc
http://fosalud.gob.sv
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PUBLIC HOSPITALS

Public hospitals in El Salvador are run by MINSAL. They 
provide:

•	 Doctor visits (outpatient care)
•	 Emergency care
•	 Lab tests and x-rays
•	 Overnight stays (if you need to be admitted)
•	 Specialized medical services

There are public hospitals across the country, including 
general hospitals that treat a wide range of health prob-
lems. Three of the main general hospitals are: 

•	 Hospital Nacional Zacamil in San Salvador
•	 Hospital Nacional Santa Gertrudis in San Vicente
•	 Hospital Nacional San Rafael in La Libertad

Specialized Hospitals focus on specific types of care. 
They provide more advanced or specialized treatment, and 
some patients are sent there from other hospitals or clinics. 
Three of the main specialized hospitals are:

•	 Hospital Nacional Rosales offers specialized care for 
adults with serious or complex health problems

•	 Hospital Nacional de Niños Benjamín Bloom for chil-
dren

•	 Hospital Nacional de Maternidad for pregnancy and 
childbirth

These three hospitals are all located in San Salvador. For a 
list of all public hospitals, visit tinyurl.com/MINSAL-Hos-
pitals.

HEALTH CARE FOR RETURNEES    

The Salvadoran Institute for Migrants (INSAMI) offers 
health care for returnees. INSAMI runs mobile medical 
clinics throughout the country and in rural and border 
areas. They offer internal medicine, pediatric care, basic 
mental health support, and help with medications. See the 
directory on p.205 for contact information or visit insami.
foundation to learn more.

MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES

Coping with the trauma of deportation while starting a new 
life can be difficult, to say the least. If you are struggling, 
there are mental health professionals who can help. 

Suicide Prevention Crisis Hotline. Are you worried about 
harming yourself or others? Call 126, the Suicide Preven-
tion Crisis Hotline in El Salvador. It provides free, confiden-
tial support for people experiencing a mental health crisis 
or suicidal thoughts. You can also call 911.

	� See the “Beginning to Heal” chapter (on p.198) for 
resilience-building resources, techniques, and insights from 
people who have experienced deportation.

When you enter El Salvador, GAMI (Gerencia de Atención al Gerencia de Atención al 
MigranteMigrante, or Migrant Assistance Management Office) will 
provide mental health screening. They may provide refer-
rals, but they do not offer follow-up. Here are a few options 
for longer term mental health services:

The Association for Training and Research in Mental Health 

(ACISAM, Asociación de Capacitación e Investigación para 
la Salud Mental) provides mental health services including 
individual therapy, family intervention and reunification, 
and community care. To learn more, visit their Facebook 
page or find their contact information in our directory (on 
p.205). 

Returning women can find mental health support, social 
support, guidance, and legal advice at the Salvadoran 
Institute for Women’s Development (ISDEMU, Instituto 
Salvadoreño para el Desarrollo de la Mujer). You can access 
their services by:

•	 Calling their free 24/7 hotline by dialing 127.
•	 Writing to them on WhatsApp at +503 7854 9521.
•	 Chatting with them at 126teorienta.gob.sv. 
•	 Visiting one of their six Ciudad Mujer centers, located 

throughout the country. 

For more information and locations, visit tinyurl.com/ci-
ud-muj or see the directory (on p.205).

(INSAMI) “Be patient and realistic with yourself, 
what you can really do, what is within 
your control. You’re going to be facing 

a lot of things.” 

—Roberto, deported to Mexico

http://tinyurl.com/MINSAL-Hospitals
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Finances and Taxes 	› Opening a bank account
	› Taxes

OPENING A BANK ACCOUNT

In El Salvador, banking is simpler than in the US. Most 
people use either a savings account or a checking account. 
Savings accounts are typically used to store money and earn 
interest. Checking accounts are often used for everyday 
transactions, like making payments or writing checks. Both 
types of accounts can be used to receive secure payments, 
including salaries. Like in the US, banks will usually provide 
a debit card with your account, which you can use to with-
draw cash and make payments. 

To open a bank account, you will need to show your DUI. 
Banks may also ask for proof of address and proof of in-
come (or a letter from your employer if your job is new). 
Some banks will require a small initial deposit of around 
$15–$25 USD. 

When choosing a bank, compare fees, branch and ATM lo-
cations, and the services offered. If you plan to get a credit 
card or loan, be sure to review rates and terms.

$

TAXES

There are two main types of taxes: value added tax (impuesto al valor agregadoimpuesto al valor agregado, IVA) and 
income tax (impuesto sobre la rentaimpuesto sobre la renta, ISR). IVA is like the US sales tax. 

Income tax (ISR): Salaried employees, self-employed workers, and business owners must 
report their annual income and pay whatever income tax they owe. People who earn less 
than $6,600 USD per year do not owe any income tax. If you earn more, you will owe 
between 10 and 30 percent of your income, depending on how much you get paid. People 
usually fill out their tax forms between January and April, and any tax owed must be paid 
by April 30. This can be done online using the Ministry of Finance’s DGII system, usually 
through Form F11. Find it here: portaldgii.mh.gob.sv/ssc/home. 

$
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Connecting with your Community

This section provides information to help you engage with civic life in 
your community. 

VOTING

Returning citizens have the right to vote. There are three 
types of elections. Presidential elections are held every five 
years; the next one will be held in 2029. Legislative and mu-
nicipal elections are held every three years and take place at 
the same time. The next legislative and municipal elections 
will be in 2027. 

To vote, you will need to go to your assigned voting location 
with a valid DUI, and you must be registered on the elec-
toral roll. Citizens are automatically placed on the electoral 
roll by the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo 
Electoral, or TSE), so you do not need to separately register 
to be included. But it is important to check that your infor-
mation is correct before election day.

To check your registration information and voting location, 
you can use the TSE online system when it is available. You 
can find it through the official TSE website (tse.gob.sv) and 
sometimes through a direct link (e.g., consulta.tse.gob.sv). 
When the online system is not available, you can call an 
election information line or visit a TSE office. During elec-
tion seasons, you can also get registration information and 
voting location from temporary voter information kiosks. 
If your information is missing or wrong, contact the TSE as 
soon as possible. 

	� Be safe on election days. Listen to the news and avoid 
large crowds. (Learn more in the “Safety” section on 
p.194.)

	› Voting
	› Community Organizations 
and Religious Groups

	› Cultural Conventions
	› LGBTQ+ Community

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS AND RELIGIOUS GROUPS

To adjust to life after deportation, consider connecting with 
others who have recently returned to El Salvador. The Al-
liance for Salvadoran Returnees (Alianza de Salvadoreños Alianza de Salvadoreños 
RetornadosRetornados, ALSARE) is a group of returnees who have come 
together to offer each other support. You can find them 
online at facebook.com/somosalsare.

You may also want to reach out to your local Community 
Development Association (Asociaciones de Desarrollo Co-Asociaciones de Desarrollo Co-
munalmunal, ADESCOS). Every community in El Salvador has an 
ADESCO, which organizes the community’s main activities. 
They usually have information on services in your com-
munity. There is no central listing for all ADESCOS, so ask 
around in your neighborhood to learn more about yours.

Religious Groups. Joining a religious community can be 
a great way to connect with others. El Salvador has free-
dom of religion. Christianity is the majority religion (43% 
are Catholic and 34% are Evangelical Christian). Catholic 
and evangelical churches often organize activities and host 
prayer and youth groups. Visit your local church to learn 
more. 

It may be difficult to connect with other religious commu-
nities, especially in rural areas, but here are a few options: 

•	 Mezquita Dar‑Ibrahim (Casa de Abraham) is the 

largest and most consistent Muslim congregation in 
El Salvador. They offer Friday Jumu’ah, daily prayers. 
Address: 1909 Alameda Franklin Delano Roosevelt, San 
Salvador. (islam.org.sv, +503 2535‑4801)

•	 Centro Islámico Árabe Salvadoreño, Mezquita de la 
Luz (An‑Nur) is a Sunni community serving an Ar-
ab‑Salvadoran and local Muslim population. Address: 
Avenida España No. 317, San Salvador (+503 2531‑8949, 
+503 2221‑3440)

•	 Comunidad Israelita de El Salvador (CIES) is El Sal-
vador’s most established Jewish community. It operates 
the main synagogue and offers a community center, 
library, and regular Shabbat and holiday services. Ad-
dress: Bulevar del Hipódromo 626, Colonia San Benito, 
San Salvador. (+503 2263‑8074, dtor.cies@gmail.com)

•	 Sinagoga Beit Israel is an Orthodox synagogue with 
regular prayer services. Address: 9ª Calle Poniente Bis 
#5266, Colonia Escalón, San Salvador (sibi-sv.org, +503 
7732‑6794, info@sibi-sv.org)

•	 Sede Nacional Bahá’í de El Salvador offers a Bahá’í 
Faith community center and hosts study circles and 
community‑building activities. Address: Avenida Las 
Camelias #7, Colonia San Francisco, San Salvador (www.
bahaielsalvador.org, +503 2224‑3622, secretaria@bahaiel-
salvador.org)

•	 To find online Buddhist communities, see our chapter 
on mindfulness (at tinyurl.com/ANP-Mindful).

http://tse.gob.sv
http://consulta.tse.gob.sv
http://facebook.com/somosalsare
http://islam.org.sv
mailto:dtor.cies@gmail.com
http://sibi-sv.org
mailto:info@sibi-sv.org
http://www.bahaielsalvador.org
http://www.bahaielsalvador.org
mailto:secretaria@bahaielsalvador.org
mailto:secretaria@bahaielsalvador.org
http://tinyurl.com/ANP-Mindful
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CULTURAL CONVENTIONS

Many of the cultural differences you will experience in El 
Salvador are similar to those throughout Mexico and Latin 
America. This section includes a few differences that are 
specific to El Salvador. For more general information, you 
may want to read the “Culture and Connection” section in 
the Mexico section of this guide (on p.114).

Language and Slang
Salvadorans use distinctive slang that may feel unfamiliar at 
first, even if you’re fluent in Spanish. Words like cipotecipote (kid), 
chivochivo (cool), pistopisto (money), and bolobolo (drunk) are commonly 
used. Salvadorans also use vosvos instead of tútú in informal situ-
ations among peers—this is normal and not disrespectful.

National Identity and the Civil War
El Salvador’s civil war (1980–92) still shapes daily life in 

ways that may not be obvious to newcomers. Many families 
were directly affected, and people may be cautious about 
discussing politics, the war, or migration experiences with 
strangers. Trust is often built slowly, and people may share 
personal or political views only after time and familiarity.

Migration and American Ties
Migration to the US has shaped everyday life in El Salvador. 
Many families have close relatives there, receive remit-
tances, or move back and forth over time. If people know 
you have returned from the US, they may assume you have 
US connections, speak English, or have access to dol-
lars—which can influence prices, expectations, and social 
interactions.

“I was told ‘no, don’t trust anybody, they’re going to rob you, they’re go-
ing to extort you’ but I was like, no that’s a lie. I made a friend here now 
and I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. He was really welcoming.” 

—Ivan, deported to Mexico

LGBTQ+ COMMUNITY

In San Salvador, Pride marches and public LGBTQ+ events 
are held each year (usually in June) and have become more 
visible over time. The city has a small but established net-
work of LGBTQ+-friendly spaces, mostly in Zona Rosa, San 
Benito, and parts of the historic center. These include bars 
and nightclubs like Scape, Living SV, and El Hoyo as well 
as one‑off parties or drag events promoted through social 
media and word of mouth. 

Beyond nightlife, several community organizations and 
service providers offer safe spaces, health services, legal 
support, and advocacy—particularly for trans women and 
LGBTQ+ people facing discrimination or violence (see the 
directory on p.205). Outside the capital, public LGBTQ+ 
spaces are far more limited, and visibility and safety gen-
erally decrease in smaller cities and rural areas, so many 
people choose to keep a lower profile or seek out trusted 
community groups.
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GANG-RELATED SAFETY ISSUES

Be cautious about what neighborhoods you enter, espe-
cially at night, and especially in San Salvador (outside of 
Centro Histórico) and cities north and east of the capital, 
such as Ciudad Delgado and Ilopango.

If you don’t know if your destination is safe, look for news 
online or ask friends or neighbors. Try not to walk alone, 
especially at night. Avoid roads at night if possible.

The US State Department posts El Salvador travel adviso-
ries with updated crime and safety information at tinyurl.
com/US-StateDept-SV. Travel Safe Abroad offers safety 
information for visitors and tourists at travelsafe-abroad.
com/el-salvador.

Safety

This chapter provides information on how to keep yourself safe in your 
new community. 

KNOW YOUR NEIGHBORHOODS

While aggressive anti-gang measures have improved safety 
in El Salvador (see “State of Exception,” below), it is still 
important to exercise caution. Additionally, tattoos can 
be mistaken for gang affiliations and lead to arrest. If you 
have visible tattoos, you may want to cover them up, espe-
cially in rural and less secure areas.

	› Gang-Related Safety Issues
	› Know Your Neighborhoods
	› Robbery
	› Women’s Safety
	› LGBTQ+ Safety
	› Political Violence and Corrup-
tion

!

Be aware of your surroundings on public transportation 
and in scenic spots near roadways. Pickpocketing is com-
mon in crowded areas, and day-time burglaries may occur 
in the residential areas of San Salvador. Border areas near 
Guatemala and Honduras are considered hotspots for 
petty crime, including robbery. 

These tips may help you to stay safe:
•	 Be cautious when in isolated, scenic locations, even in 

tourist areas.
•	 When possible, use recommended transport or ride-

shares instead of public buses or privately owned taxi 
cabs.

•	 Walk confidently, even if you’re lost.
•	 If possible, avoid traveling at night.
•	 Do not walk with your phone in your hand, and avoid 

wearing flashy jewelry.
•	 Be wary of multiple motorcycles approaching you. This 

is a common robbery technique used to quickly attack 
and escape.

•	 Do not physically resist any robbery attempt.

Call 911. 911 works in El Salvador just like it does in the 
US.

ROBBERY

Sadly, discrimination and violence against LGBTQ+ people 
is common in El Salvador. While no laws prohibit same-
sex sexual activity, same-sex marriage is not recognized, 
and same-sex couples do not have the same legal benefits 
as heterosexual married couples. 

	� For trans and gender‑diverse people returning to 
El Salvador, COMCAVIS TRANS provides emergency 
shelter, legal accompaniment, psychosocial support, sex-
ual‑health services, and reintegration assistance, prioritiz-
ing people in immediate danger. Contact: 12 Calle Poni-
ente #2413, Col. Flor Blanca, San Salvador (+503 2564‑5029 
/ 2508‑6880; comcavis@gmail.com)

For a list of organizations that provide medical and legal 
help, support, and advocacy, check the directory (p.205).

LGBTQ+ SAFETY 

http://tinyurl.com/US-StateDept-SV
http://tinyurl.com/US-StateDept-SV
http://travelsafe-abroad.com/el-salvador
http://travelsafe-abroad.com/el-salvador
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WOMEN’S SAFETY

El Salvador has laws protecting women from violence, but 
femicide (feminicidiofeminicidio, the killing of women or girls) is still 
a serious problem. The Salvadoran Institute for Women’s 
Development (ISDEMU. Instituto Salvadoreño para el 
Desarrollo de la Mujer) is a government organization that 
works to support women and end gender-based violence. 

If you are a woman and you feel threatened or have been 
the victim of violence, you can call 911 for immediate help, 
and you can access ISDEMU’s support services by:

•	 Dialing 126 to reach their 24/7 hotline

•	 Visiting 126teorienta.gob.sv to chat online
•	 Going in person to one of their Ciudad Mujer centers 

(find locations at tinyurl.com/ciud-muj)
•	 Messaging them on WhatsApp at +503 7854-9521.

You can also contact ORMUSA (Organización de Mujeres 
Salvadoreñas por la Paz), a non-government organization 
that supports women who are experiencing violence. They 
can help you understand your rights, find legal help, get 
counseling, and connect with safe services. Learn more 
online or call them at +503 2556-0032.

Legal Support

The legal system in El Salvador can be frustrating or confusing to understand on your own. If you 
need legal representation or advice after your return, the MRREE (known as the Cancillería) or 
INSAMI may be able to help. You can learn about both in the “Community Reintegration Ser-
vices” section (on p.178). 

ORMUSA is a non-government organization that supports women and offers legal support for 
cases involving violence against women. You can learn more about ORMUSA in the “Women’s 
Safety” section above. COMCAVIS TRANS provides legal options for the LGBTQ+ community. 
Learn more in the “LGBTQ+ Safety” section on the previous page.

You can find brief descriptions and contact information for these and other government and 
non-profit legal resources in the directory (on p.205).

	� Were your rights violated during detention or deportation? The migrants’ rights organization 
Justice in Motion helps migrants after they have left the US. Learn more at justiceinmotion.org/
defender-network.

POLITICAL VIOLENCE AND CORRUPTION

Politically-motivated arrests and detentions as well as cor-
ruption are issues in El Salvador. 

A State of Exception began in 2022 and is still in place. 
This has suspended due process rights to crack down on 
gang activity. People with no apparent gang connections 
have been arrested because of their tattoos, appearance, and 
false reports. Activists and journalists are often targeted 
and held in pretrial detention for days, months, or more.

Corruption is a growing concern. The government is often 
secretive, and the Access to Public Information Law is un-
evenly enforced. 

Getting Access and Staying Safe: Seek access to the 
services and programs you need with persistence, patience, 
and respect. If possible, get help from officials who you 
know and trust. Try to learn about the political system and 
to be aware of corruption. Learn about who is in power, 
locally and nationally. You may be able to connect with 
elected officials who can help you, but remember that when 
people in power do favors for you, they may expect some-
thing in return.

http://teorienta.gob.sv
http://tinyurl.com/ciud-muj
http://justiceinmotion.org/defender-network
http://justiceinmotion.org/defender-network

