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Dr. Jose Maria Mendez Jr., Chema Mendez, and I discussed the why of the agrarian 

reform and its results. Our conclusions are below. Dr. Mendez was the legal advisor of 

Viera while he was President of ISTA. He then become my assistant and worked with 

AIFLD until 1984. He has represented campesino organizations for 20 years, including 

the very difficult case of El Espino. He knows his stuff. 

 

Agrarian reform is the term, not land reform because it much more than the distribution 

of land. 

 

Several questions are pertinent in understanding what happened and the effects: 

 

1. What was the situation in 1980 and did it allow for the continuation of the past 

(NO!)? 

2. Under what conditions was the agrarian reform carried out? 

3. What did it do for the campesino, the country and for the development of democratic 

institutions? 

4. Was AIFLD/AFL-CIO the key American institution in this effort? (YES!) 

 

 

1. 1980 Situation 
 

The campesino lived under feudal conditions with little or no education, in poverty, 

almost a slave on the large plantations and totally powerless in the 

socio/econ/political structure.  

 

The land owning class not only controlled the land – the statistics on land 

concentration bear this out- but also the export industries of coffee, cotton etc., the 

banks, the insurance companies etc. They used the military as their front for 

governing.  

 

The army and its rural police organization kept order in the countryside through 

threats and repression. The Guardia Nacional, whose members killed our friends, 

were the rural repressors and employed paramilitary groups to further enforce their 

control. This was one of the last bastions of feudalism in Latin America.  

 

However, the old system was on its deathbed. The guerrilla movement that had built a 

large war chest through kidnapping had started to burn hacienda houses. The 

administrative system backing up the landlords would not have survived more than a 

few months of the guerrilla war. The landlords seemed to see this coming. They took 

out bank loans to send the money abroad and drove their tractors and cattle across the 

borders to neighboring countries.  
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In 1980 there was no farm administration system in place in the country.  

 

 In the countryside (1980) there were competing groups organizing campesinos: 

the Church through its Christian Communities, UCS/AIFLD, the guerrilla in secret cells 

and the armed forces in paramilitary groups.  

 

2. Conditions under which it was carried out 

 
The country was drifting into anarchy. No direction. A full-fledged guerrilla war still 

had started but their base was there. Death squads were more and more active. The 

US, under Pres. Carter, decided that a policy in favor of change was needed to 

prevent another Nicaragua. The army supported the Ag Reform law because the US 

leaned on them. The right wing attacked the changes brought in by the military/civic 

junta (take over of the export industry, nationalization of the banks and ag reform) but 

more than anything else the ag reform. The major newspaper Diario De Hoy still 

attacks the ag reform as the worse thing that ever happened to El Salvador in the 20th 

century and responsible for all its problems. 

 

The Xian Democrats supported the ag reform in its expropriation of the large estates 

(Phase 1) but were very luke warm on 207- Phase 3, land to the sharecropper. Their 

people had lost land to 207 beneficiaries. Yet the ideas behind 207 (keep the 

campesino in place on the land he was working and break the link with the landlord 

by having the state pay off the landlord while the campesino would get his land title 

from the state and pay the state for his land) became the basis for the small scale land 

reform that the Peace Treaty implemented for some 3,000 guerrilla supporters. 

 

Also there was full-scale war and huge terror operation by the army. The UCS lost its 

leaders at an alarming rate. The few farm technicians that worked with the campesino 

cooperatives on the large, expropriated estates were targets of the army and to a lesser 

extent the guerrillas. Semi-literate campesino leaders had to run large farm 

operations. The guerrillas and the army wanted the campesinos as recruits for their 

war machines. The central government was slow in implementing the ag. Reform 

which gave affected landlords a chance to take repressive action against their past 

renters (207). 

 

Also there was a worldwide campaign against the ag reform (it was a disguised 

counter insurgency operation) by supporters of the guerrillas. Oxfam published 

attacks on the ag reform and on us. The guerrillas imposed war taxes and made the 

farm operations much more difficult.  

 

The right and guerrillas made life very difficult for ISTA personnel. 
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3. And all through this terror, chaos and lack of real support for the ag 

reform UCS and AIFLD laid the groundwork for the results we have 

today: 
 

 35,000 families beneficiaries of 207. They became landowners, free from 

the control of petty landlords. They could eat what they grew. They could begin 

to get credit and tech assistance. They felt a new dignity and many supported 

USC and other campesino organizations in their support of Duarte’s election 

(1984) and in a new found political role for the campesino. And while that role 

has been blunted in recent years because of the fall of the Xian Democrats and 

the skillful use of money and promises by ARENA in the purchase of leaders, the 

campesino now has an idea that he can be important in national life.  

 

 Approximately 70,000 families benefited from the expropriation of the 240 or so 

large estates (Phase 1). Feudalism died with this action. Campesinos began to 

take control of their lives and their work. And today, in spite of extreme 

difficulties and in many cases multiple bankruptcies, the cooperatives on large 

estates such as the Carrera, San Isidro (has a tourist hotel) and others are still in 

business. And some, esp. in coffee, have done quite well. 

 

 Did ag production fall because of the ag reform?  

 

Production of basic grains rose. Cotton and coffee production fell. Much of the 

cause for a fall in cotton and coffee was due to the war. There was no security for 

any high cost, cash crop. The old hacienda system would never have survived a 

sustained attack by the guerrillas. 

 

With the disappearance of cotton, campesinos and rural people gained in their 

quality of life. They no longer had to contend with poison spray coming down on 

their villages from fumigating planes and the streams and water supplies becoming 

contaminated. 

 

 USC, democratic labor and AIFLD made the case for the 1980 

reforms; and without their pressure (there is a story that in Jan of 

1980, Viera sent an emissary to tell government that if ag reform 

was not in the works soon, some 20 coops would be taking  up 

arms), there would not have been the 1980 Agrarian Reform. (In 

Feb of  80, Viera and thousands of campesinos demonstrated in 

front of the Presidential Palace in favor of ag reform, and Viera 

was part of the gov. as head of ISTA). The Carter Administration 

under Ambassador Bob White understood this need and supported 

the reforms.  

(The key US organization in this process was AIFLD/AFL-CIO because it 

had laid the groundwork for campesino participation in the critical events of 
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1980 and because it was able to deliver the needed assistance to UCS to help 

it play its key role.) 

 

 Without the reforms and esp. ag reform, the groundwork for a 

peace some 11 years later would not have been there. Many, many, 

many  more campesinos would have joined the guerrillas than did. 

The idea of a political center and non-violent means for change 

would have been even more severely challenged than it ever was in 

the 1980s.  So it is not legitimate to strictly judge the ag reform on 

the calculations of economists. Also the democratic labor 

movement worked hard to encourage the peace process while 

getting shot at from both extremes.  

 

 

Arch: I wrote the following for the author of the AIFLD book:  
 

 

“The last time I talked to Mike Hammer was New Years’ day, January 1st, 

1981,” says Richard Oulahan, who at the time was El Salvador’s Country 

Program Director for the American Institute for Free Labor Development 

(AIFLD). “I remember it very well. He was in the United States, watching 

the football games. I could hear them in the background.”  

 

RVO added: Two days later Hammer, Oulahan’s assistant Mark Perlman 

and José Rodolfo Viera, peasant union leader and head of the El Salvador’s 

agrarian reform, were dead at the hands of a right-wing, death squad in the 

Sheraton Hotel, victims of an anti-Communist rage that saw all social and 

economic change as heresy. The squad leaders, financiers and hit men 

believed that the ends – purifying Salvadoran society from the red tide – 

justified the means – out-right murder and the orquestrastion of selected and 

mass terror. 

 

AIFLD and its staff were treading a tight rope. They were working with the 

…UCS. and other members of the labor movement to implement a radical 

transformation of Salvadoran society in a non-violent and democratically 

conceived manner. Land ownership, with its social and economic control 

over the rural population, could not remain in the hands of a few. The 

landless peasant population needed to become owners of their own destiny 

by becoming owners of their own land. And they would do this one way – 

peaceable and within the law – or another - outside the law and as part of 
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violent revolution. AIFLD and the UCS choose to work with a less than 

perfect civic/military junta to accomplish this transformation. Both 

understood that the junta had no other choice if it wished to retain power. 

They also knew that the growing guerrilla forces opposed agrarian reform, 

viewing it as a side show intended to distract the population from their real 

goal of revolutionary change from the top down. 

 

When Hammer, Perlman and Viera were assassinated some minutes before 

midnight in the Sheraton’s  dinning room, they were discussing how to 

continue to function as part of the political center and to re-energize the goal 

of an agrarian reform managed by, oriented toward and for the benefit of the 

Salvadoran campesino. 

 

Footnote on Today: Campesinos of the reformed sector and private farm 

owners are working together to blunt the effects of the neoliberal policies of 

government. These have abandoned the agricultural sector where a large 

portion of the population still lives and works. 
 

Footnote: Lane Kirkland was always there with his and AFL-CIO support. 

Thanks Lane 


