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A Message from Paul Redfern, 
BECSCP's Virtual Lobbyist 

Button holing politicians in legislative hallways, visiting 
congressional offices, and 
making personal phone calls 
to government officials 
remain essential elements in 
an effective lobbying 
strategy. Every politician 
likes the personal touch, 
particularly in the digital age 
when it is so uncommon. A 
personal handwritten note, 
for example, instead of an 
email, stands out and gets a 
politician's attention. Yet 
despite the advantages of the 
personal touch, more and 
more lobbying today is 
done digitally. Emails are 
replacing faxes, digitally 
signed web-based letters 
are replacing letters sent by mail, and twitters, blogs, and 
personal commentaries beneath articles in online media such 
as the <www.nytimes.com> or <www.pressconnects.com> 
are replacing letters to the editor in print dailies. 

Why is virtual lobbying so popular? In a word, speed. 
Because today's news cycle is 24x7, the rapid response to 
events as they happen is essential. 

In the case of the imprisonment or disappearance of a social 
activist, the need for speed is obvious. The need for speed in 
issues-based advocacy may not be so obvious. Here is an 
example. During the run-up to the recent Salvadoran 
elections, the right wing ran an ad campaign claiming that the 
US would stop remittances to El Salvador if the right wing 
didn't win the election. Soon after those ads ran, an action 
alert was sent out by the US - El Salvador Sister Cities staff 
asking the sister cities and other NGOs to pressure the State 
Department and Congress to make a statement declaring the 
ads false and reasserting the United States’ neutrality in the 
Salvadoran elections. The pressure put on the State 
Department was quick and effective. Within 24 hours, 
statements denouncing the ads were made by the US 
government. Most importantly, those statements were picked 
up by the Salvadoran newspapers. A negative ad campaign 
was foiled. 

As a virtual lobbyist for BECSCP, it is my job to maintain 
relations with the foreign affairs contact at Congressman 

(Continued on page 2) 

Of Gas and Gold: 
Organizing for community health, safety and wealth 

from New York to El Salvador 
by Adam Flint 

When residents first became aware that large multi-
national mining companies wanted the wealth beneath 
their feet, the process had already been quietly moving 
forward for years. The companies knew that decades of 
government neglect and economic hard times had left 
many rural people desperate enough to sign over their 
property rights for a tiny fraction of the immense profits 
over the horizon. As the communities started to organize 
to protect themselves, they found themselves fighting a 
David and Goliath struggle to gain some measure of con-
trol over a process that would change their world forever. 

These lines could be written about thousands of places 
on earth, including El Salvador, but only since the sum-
mer of 2008 did Upstate New Yorkers realize it was 
about them too, in the form of the Marcellus shale natu-
ral gas play. 

In El Salvador, foreign gold mining interests had long 
been operating mines using cyanide in the north of the 
country, and, by 2006, serious health effects from acid 
drainage and other negative environmental effects re-
sulted in a growing movement against further permit-
ting. By December 2006, the National Coalition Against  
Mining introduced into the national assembly a bill to 
ban further metal mining concessions. The issue was di-
visive, as the few Salvadoran landowners and service 
companies who stood to gain (in the near term) were 
added to the powerful voices of Vancouver-based Pacific 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Hinchey's office and to respond to each "urgent action" 
lobbying request BECSCP receives.  

If you wish to assist in this effort and receive action alerts, 
please contact Paul Redfern at red@cac.cornell.edu and I'll add 
you to a distribution list. You are under no obligation to take 
action on the email alerts that you receive; you are welcome to 
take action when you have time or when the spirit moves you. 

If you wish to track current events in El Salvador, you may 
want to take a look at a new beta product from Google called 
"Google alert." It's a quick and easy way to monitor developing 
news stories in El Salvador (or, for that matter, to monitor any 
topic of interest). Simply go to http://wwww.google.com/alerts 
and enter the topic you wish to monitor (such as "El Salvador"), 
how often you wish to receive email summaries on that topic, 
and the email address where you'd like to receive them. That's 
all there is to it. Google does the rest. 

Staying informed on events in Latin America is an interesting 
way to expand one's view of the world, and lobbying is a small 
but important way to connect with the issues that directly affect 
the lives of our brothers and sisters.  

(Message from Paul, Continued from page 1) 
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Books, Books, and More Than Books 
by Suzanne Geoghegan 

 

This year we held a series of fundraisers to help meet our 
financial commitments to El Charcón, CRIPDES and the 
national U.S.-El Salvador Sister Cities network. 

The Art Theater Gallery graciously hosted our first book sale at 
its First Friday event on March 6. On June 6th the Giant 
Supermarket on Rano Blvd. in Vestal generously put its lobby 
entrance at our disposal for a second book sale. 

Then, on August 29 the Endwell Fire Station became the venue 
for a joint rummage sale that involved Greater Binghamton's 
three sister city organizations: Binghamton - El Charcón, 
Binghamton-Borovichi and Binghamton-La Teste. This cooper-
ative effort was a great success. We plan to repeat the event 
next year on the last Saturday in August. 

Our warm thanks to the many friends who contributed books 
and rummage sale items. Warm thanks as well to the delightful 
Vestal High School students who cheerfully helped us run the 
book sales at the Art Mission Gallery and Giant. And, finally, 
heartfelt thanks to the many stalwart friends who helped set up, 
take down, do shifts, cart and carry at one event or the other. 
None of this would have been possible without that combined 
effort and collective generosity. 

Looking ahead to August 2010, if you think you might have 
books or items to contribute to our next joint rummage sale, 
please contact Suzanne <suzanneg@stny.rr.com> or (607)798-
0787. And if, in principle, you think you might be willing to 
donate a few hours to this project - setting up the tables a day or 
two before, covering a shift on the day of the sale, 
transporting items to and from the Fire Station, please let us 
know that too. It's an easy and fun way to support our work. 
We can't do it without you. 

We know it's early to be asking. Think of this as a list of friends 
who may be able to help when the time comes. Thanks! 

Keeping in Touch 

How do you keep in touch with people who live thousands of miles away, can't afford to phone and don't own computers? That's the 
challenge when it comes to communicating with our friends in El Charcón. 

For several years, we made monthly phone calls to a succession of community representatives. That worked when the person at the 
other end was near the phone at the appointed time. In El Charcón, though, you can't always count on things going according to plan. 
On days when the calls went through as planned, the next challenge was to relay the conversation fully and accurately, because the El 
Charcón governing board would want our news and our messages, and we would want theirs. 

A couple of years ago we switched from phone calls to conveying e-mail messages via Sarah Bishop, our on-site staff person in El 
Salvador. This works well - except when our committee doesn't meet for a while or their community leaders get caught up in some all-
consuming project like the run-up to the presidential elections this past March. 

In May, Sarah had a wonderful idea. She video-taped messages from several community leaders in El Charcón as well as from 
scholarship students, including those supported by us. It was delightful to ‘see’ these young people as well as old friends in El Charcón. 
We have produced a video in reply. While videos will not replace e-mail messages, they will definitely strengthen the connection 
between us. 

Our thanks to Vince Fronda and Nastassja Noell for videotaping our reply and for editing the video from the scholarship students. You 
can find the messages from the scholarship students (in Spanish with English translation) at <www.archive.org>. We are confident that 
you will be as impressed as we are by the maturity and sophistication of these wonderful young people. 

A BECSCP banner quilted by Iris Thor 



Page 3 

Downturn in US Economy Effects Salvadorans  
adapted from a report by Raúl Gutiérrez,  

a Salvadoran journalist for IPS - Inter Press Services 

Remittances sent home by Salvadorans working in the 
United States have been shrinking. According to 
sociologist Juan José García, an expert on migration 
and remittances, remittances grew only 2.5 percent last 
year with respect to 2007, a  significant slowdown 
when compared to the 17 % increase in 2004. This 
decline is likely to continue through the coming year. 

Official figures indicate that nearly 27% of the 
Salvadoran population receives transfers from abroad. 
This figure is far higher in El Charcón where nearly 
every family has at least one relative living and 
working in the States. While much of the money that 
flows back to El Charcón goes toward food, clothing 
and paying the utility bills, occasionally there are other 
signs of this cash transfusion - a toilet seat cover over 
the cement latrine, a refrigerator or TV, a tile floor or a 
modest new home. 

According to an analysis by the Pew Hispanic Center, 
during 2008, unemployment among foreign-born 
Latinos in the state of California reached 12.4% – the 
highest rate in 40 years. A majority of Salvadoran 
migrants live in Los Angeles County and the rest of 
southern California, where they generally work in 
construction, services, retail and tourism – the 
industries that have felt the strongest impact of the 
recession. 

In addition, according to Gilma Pérez, coordinator of 
the migrants program at the Central American 
University's Human Rights Institute, over 20,000 
Salvadorans were deported from the United States in 
2008, as a result of tighter controls. Pérez also said the 
crackdown on illegal migrants and the profound 
economic crisis affecting the United States have 
temporarily curbed emigration with the number of 
Salvadorans attempting the journey shrinking from 
around 700 to 400 a day. 

Note: For a glimpse into the world of Central 
Americans attempting to cross illegally into the US, 
together with a taste of the culture of the Mara 
Salvatrucha, a violent latino street gang, watch Cary 
Fukunaga's film, Sin Nombre. 
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Rim Mining Corporation and others. With gold at $850 
an ounce, and conservative estimates of 1.2 and 7.4 mil-
lion ounces of gold and silver, respectively, from just 
one mine, the stakes were very high. For most Salva-
dorans, they were high in terms of degradation of health 
and the environment, most particularly clean water, 
which has been a scarce resource for decades in this 
densely populated and heavily deforested nation. In Feb-
ruary of this year, with national elections in March, the 
Salvadoran government, citing health and environmental 
concerns, announced that it would refuse to grant extrac-
tion permits. As of this writing, at least two companies, 
including Pacific Rim, have taken El Salvador to arbitra-
tion under CAFTA, citing regulations to recoup losses 
from foreign investment. 

While there are important differences between El Salva-
dor and New York, many similarities stand out. Local 
people were unaware of the true value of the gas, and of 
the costs to health, safety, the environment and the econ-
omy associated with production. To take just one exam-
ple that is rarely in the press: finding a mortgage or 
maintaining insurance for a home near or in a gas drill-
ing unit will become difficult or impossible, given the 
increased risks associate with this large-scale industrial 
activity. 

Self-interested parties have inflated the benefits and 
minimized the costs in the press. State and local officials 
are beset by various conflicting interests as they try to 
balance the exploitation of natural resources while pro-
tecting citizen health and safety. Local citizens groups, 
such as the Binghamton Regional Sustainability Coali-
tion (BRSC) work to inject some facts and questions 
into a gold-rush climate where industry spin dominates 
the public discourse in the press and at meetings.  

The most important difference here is that a significant 
number of rural people, including many farmers, need 
money to save them from economic hardship or ruin, 
while in El Salvador, the benefit to those living near the 
gold mines is minimal. BRSC has consistently supported 
clean, safe and responsible energy production as part of 
a green collar economic renaissance. This means build-
ing local wealth and capacity through sustainability, in-
cluding things like changing the rules of the dairy trade 
so that farmers can profit on the land.  

After three years of learning and organizing, Salva-
dorans from most walks of life decided that gold mining 
was incompatible with their hopes and dreams for their 
nation. When looking at the likely impact of gas produc-
tion, many New Yorkers are now coming to similar con-
clusions. 
 
Adam Flint is a founding board member of both the 
Binghamton - El Charcón Sister City Project and the 
Binghamton Regional Sustainability Coalition. 

(Of Gas and Gold, Continued from page 1) 



A Significant Appointment  
(message sent to local committees by Sister Cities Staff) 

But first, a note of explanation: CRIPDES - the Association of Rural Communities for the 
Development of El Salvador - has as its mission to strengthen and develop organizing in 
rural communities as they struggle for an economically, politically, and socially just 
society. Day-to-day, CRIPDES supports community organizing of the rural population, 
popular education and mobilization for political advocacy. 

CORDES is a parallel not-for-profit organization that works closely with CRIPDES in 
rural communities like El Charcón, providing technical support to move from a 
subsistence economy to one that favors diversification in order to increase employment 
and income while improving living conditions in an environmentally sustainable way.  

So... 

It was with great excitement that our friends in El Charcón and in the broader US-El 
Salvador Sister City network learned of the appointment of Hugo Flores as Vice-Minister 
of Agriculture and Livestock in the newly formed cabinet of President Mauricio Funes. 

Until his appointment Hugo Flores worked for many years with both CRIPDES and 
CORDES. Stepping down as executive director of CORDES to move into his new role, 
Flores said: "We will push forward new and better policies that favor the agricultural 
sector, that has been so forgotten up until today, and which is so fundamental for the 
social development of our country." 

This is an important achievement for the organized communities of CRIPDES and 
CORDES. In appointing Flores, the new government has demonstrated that it recognizes 
the importance of the work done by these two organizations for the advancement of the 
rural sector. To quote Flores, "We will always be hand-in-hand with the social  
organizations, with CORDES, with international solidarity, with the friends that have 
accompanied us at every moment, contributing in the effort to be the bearers of hope, 
change and a dignified life for the whole population." 
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We thank River Read Books for 
carrying Equal Exchange 

chocolates, with the proceeds 
benefiting our Sister City Project. 

A Letter from One of Our Scholarship Students 

Editor's note: Elvira is one of our most successful scholarship students. Her mother, Paulina, visited us in '99 as a community 
representative. Her father, Valentín, attempted the trip to the States but was turned back. He is currently president of the governing 
board. We first met Elvira when she was 5 years old. It has been a joy to watch her grow from childhood to adolescence. 

May 15, 2009 

Dear friends in Binghamton: I send warm greetings hoping that you and yours are all well, wishing you also much success in the work 
you do each day. 

I want to tell you a bit about myself and my community. My name is Elvira Meléndez Domínguez. I'm 15 years old and in 9th grade. 
This is my last year in this school. I don't want to leave because I have many friends here, also 
memories of my childhood and part of my adolescence. My mother is Paulina Domínguez and 

my father is Valentín Domínguez. I have 2 very playful sisters. 

Let me tell you about my community. It is fairly well 
organized and, I think, rather well known. We have a youth 
group, recently started. For me and for others, it is our first 
time organizing a youth group. I'm the vice-president. It's 
taking a lot of my time but my mother supports me, and guides 
us in the organizational aspects of working with young people. 
She has a lot of experience in this as she has done a lot of 
organizing work. 

I really like playing soccer. It is my favorite sport. 

I would like to learn more about you, how you work together, 
what life is like there, what your young people like to do, etc. 

Warm wishes and many thanks for your efforts, 

Elvira 
Elvira as a young child 

Elvira Meléndez, with her mother 
and two younger sisters, several 

years ago 
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Excerpts from the May 26, 2009 letter from the  
El Charcón Governing Board (Junta Directiva) 

  
(Editor's note: Letters like this one demonstrate the level of commitment and  organizational sophistication of our friends in El 
Charcón. Rather than wait for help from government offices, community leaders are working actively with Salvadoran NGOs 
dedicated to the improvement of living conditions in rural communities. Their initiative and resourcefulness are inspiring.) 
  

Dear friends of the Binghamton committee, 

Receive these greetings on the part of the Governing Board and community of El Charcón, who wish you success in your daily 
work benefitting communities like ours. We hope that this finds you and yours in good health…  

It pleases us to know that you received our last letter that we sent in September. We are also thankful for the support that you 
have given to the community and particularly to Maryuri and to Elvira with the continuation of the scholarship support. There 
are many things to tell you, so let's begin… 

We should tell you that on March 1st a single committee was formed called C.A.S.A. (Committee of Water and Environmental 
Cleanup) which deals with risks, water, and sanitation in the community... It consists of 18 people (4 men and 14 women) and 
has accomplished various things in the community. 

The CASA committee drew up a work plan and various projects they proposed have been carried out, among others, 
participating in trainings for dealing with solid waste, hygiene habits, and the use of latrines. Tuesday, March 3, and Thursday, 
May 14, they did house visits in order to review the use and maintenance of latrines. Also on Wednesday, April 22, International 
Earth Day, we completed a campaign of cleaning the river and streets of the community. It was very successful and there was a 
good level of community participation, even among the kids. The next activities that they are going to undertake are as follows.  
Friday, May 22: an exchange with another community called Espíritu Santo in order to share experiences relating to sanitation, 
organization, construction, and administration of the water project. The exchange has been scheduled by the sanitation promoter 
of ACUA because they are initiating this work in that community. Tuesday, May 26: the presentation of the map of risks and 
flooding that ACUA has been working on with the community. Friday, May 29: there was training on water purification 
methods in order to prevent gastrointestinal diseases. And Saturday, June 6: there was a reforestation campaign by the old 
garbage dump that was closed. It is on the other side of the river in front of the houses by the mango field (plan del mango). 

We should tell you that control of the mayor's office was won by the Coalition FMLN-PDC, although we have had some 
difficulties because the mayor does not support many of us in the community. He identifies with PDC (Christian Democratic 
Party) and knows that we board members sympathize with the FMLN, so he doesn't do much for us in spite of the coalition...   

We have followed up on the problem of the houses at risk which troubles us greatly. On Tuesday, March 5, a delegation of the 
community (including the CASA committee members, the community governing board, and the community developer for 
ACUA, José Carlos, who is supporting us with community organization and in particular with environmental risk) went to meet 
the mayor to put this problem to him, together with the technical report that the geologists of ACUA have produced and which 
presents the recommendations, those being relocation given the serious danger these houses are in. But the mayor said that he 
could not make decisions and that he had to talk with his advisors. He said they would make a decision when they met. What he 
did propose was that they could support relocation though not in the same community, but rather in Melara (a canton in a 
municipality that is far from the community). This is because the mayor's office has a plot of land there... 

We want to tell you all that we have been participating in some training sessions on how to take minutes and administer water 
projects, as well as an exchange on Friday, May 15 concerning the water system of San Pedro Perulapán in order to learn about 
the administration and experiences of that water system. 

Our community forms part of an Association of Potable and Healthy Water Systems (ASAPS). There are 3 delegates from the 
community in this association. Nurian and Paulina, Valentín's wife, stayed on the board of directors of this association, whose 
purpose is to offer mutual support to communities with communal water systems. They will propose technical training of 
plumbers and electricians. It will be much easier to buy materials for the water systems because they would get them at lower 
prices, and they would try to negotiate subsidies for the water systems. We are happy to participate in the formation of this 
association. 
 
Hoping to hear from you again, we say goodbye. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
The Board of Directors of the El Charcón community. 
  
Valentín, Isabel, Nurian, Antonio, Héctor, Humberto, and Francisca 
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Mission Statement 
The Binghamton - El Charcón Sister City Project works with CRIPDES, a Salvadoran grassroots or-
ganization, to offer political, educational and financial support to rural communities in El Salvador.  
As part of a national network of U.S. - El Salvador Sister Cities and the broader movement for social 
and economic justice, we work to enable people to improve their lives. 

El Charcón is a few kilometers west of La Libertad on the Pacific coast. 
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Holiday Gift Cards 
 
We are once again offering holiday gift cards.  Tell us who to 
send your card(s) to and how you want your name to appear.  
We will send each person you name one of our “Images of El 
Charcón” note cards in time for the holidays.  
      
The following message will appear on your card: 
 

A gift of $25 has been made in your name by 
_____________ to the Binghamton - El Charcón Sister 
City Project. The families of El Charcón and neighboring 
rural communities are grateful for this support as they 
work toward their dream of a better life for themselves 
and their children.  
 
With our thanks, and warm wishes for the holidays, the 
Binghamton - El Charcón Sister City Project. 

              
 
For each card you would like us to send, please enclose $25. 
See the contribution form on page 7.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Your gift will support the Scholarship Fund and other pro-
jects that promote the educational, social and economic aspi-
rations of our friends in El Charcón.    
 

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

Your name (as you wish it to appear on the card): 
 
________________________________________                                                                                      
 
Recipient(s)  Name(s):   
        
________________________________________ 
 
Address(es):  _____________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
 

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

One of our note cards. 

 

Another of our note cards. 
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YOUR  CONTRIBUTIONS  SUPPORT  EL  CHARCÓN 

Beyond your personal contribution, there are many ways to support our efforts. Do you belong to a group 
that could sponsor a scholarship student? Can you interest your office or place of worship in switching to 
fair traded coffee? Enclose a note and we’ll get back to you. 

Whatever your form of support, it is key to continuing the work of our Sister City Project.  

Please use the enclosed envelope to return the form below with your tax-deductible contribution, gift card 
information and the order form.    Thanks! 

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

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

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

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

I would like to order the following Equal Exchange products:  
 Coffee (12 oz. bags):  

  ____ bag(s) of Café Salvador whole bean @ $8.00  $..................... 
  ____ bag(s) of Café Salvador drip @ $8.00 $..................... 
  ____ bag(s) of  Breakfast Blend drip @ $8.50 $..................... 
  ____ bag(s) of Organic Decaf drip @ $9.00 $..................... 
  ____ bag(s) of Hazelnut drip @ $9.00 $..................... 
 Tea (1.9 oz. boxes):  

  ____ box(es) of English Breakfast @ $4.00 $..................... 
  ____ box(es) of Earl Gray @ $4.00 $..................... 
  ____ box(es) of Green @ $4.00 $..................... 
 Chocolate:   

  ____ box(es) of hot chocolate mix @ $7.00 $..................... 
  ____ box(es) of baking cocoa @ $7.00 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of milk chocolate with hazelnuts @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic dark chocolate with almonds @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic very dark chocolate @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic extra dark chocolate (80%) @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic dark chocolate with espresso beans @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic dark chocolate with orange flavor @ $3.50 $..................... 
  ____ bar(s) of organic dark mint chocolate @ $3.50 $..................... 

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

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

Make checks payable to BECSCP and mail to  
4641 Vestal Parkway East, Vestal NY  13850. Thanks!      

Join  our low-traffic e-mail list for local events and urgent actions related to El Salvador.    

Please print your e-mail address here: ___________________________.  

Here’s what your contribution can do:  
 [$20]   provides a student 1 month’s worth of scholarship support       
 [$35]   provides 35 lunches for a Youth Project workshop         
 [$50]   produces informational packets on environmental issues 
[$100]  pays for an Environmental Cleanup Day in El Charcón       
[$200]  covers a reforestation project in El Charcón  
[       ]  even more 
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________________________________________                                                                                       



This newsletter is published by the Binghamton — El Charcón Sister City Project. It was edited by Suzanne Geoghegan and 
MS:Publisher-ed by Jerome Wagner. The views expressed are those of the authors and BECSCP. The newsletter is sent to 
Project supporters. The BECSCP is affiliated with the National Center for U.S. - El Salvador Sister Cities. BECSCP is a 500(c)3 
tax deductible organization. For information call (607)785-0869.  

WHAT DOES THE  
LABEL CODE MEAN? 

90 - 08 = The last digits of the 
year in which you made your most 
recent contribution to BECSCP. 
 
If you don’t see a number below 
your address, that means you 
haven’t yet supported BECSCP 
financially. Please consider mak-
ing a contribution this year. 
Thanks! 

BECSCP 
4641 Vestal Pkwy. E. 
Vestal, NY  13850  

(Labor Donated) 

Visit Our Web Site:  
www.binghamtonelcharcon.org 

Join Our E-Mail List. Send Your Address to 
<suzanneg@stny.rr.com>  

Thanks! 
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One of the Village’s Children 


