
volunteer
handbook





In El Salvador,
Inadequate housing 
amounts to A

third 
of its population.



this is why we 
thrive to provide 

adequate housing

and hope.





We have served  
more than

27,000 
families,



after 
more than

24
years 

of service.



This document contains some basic information regarding our country, cultural aspects, 
information regarding Habitat El Salvador’s work supporting families through adequate 
housing, some recommendations if you’re planning on making a short-term trip to our 
beautiful country. Around 1,200 volunteers take part of our international builds in El 
Salvador each year to visit some of the most incredibles parts of our small but beautiful 
country.

Whether you’re preparing to come down here soon to build with us, or you’re just exploring 
El Salvador as an option for your next trip, we hope that this document can be a starting 
point to get you started. Don’t hesitate to get in touch with your sending program or our 
national program if you have any questions or comments regarding El Salvador or our 
program, as we’ll gladly answer any questions for you.

Having said that, we hope to see you soon to share some of the experiences we have as 
we serve Salvadoran families with adequate and affordable housing, as we bring people 
together and make awesome things together.

We’re hoping to host you in El Salvador!

About this 
handbook



Thank you for considering our program for your team’s Habitat service project and our 
partner families and their children. We’re delighted to send you a warm ¡bienvenidos! and 
to guide you during all stages of your trip.

You will probably have a questions on different issues regarding your short-term trips. This 
is why we have prepared this document in hopes of answering as many of your questions as 
possible. Please read it carefully. Within this document we have included information about 
the country, as well as logistical procedures and details that will give you more knowledge 
and allow you to enjoy your trip to the fullest.

Habitat for Humanity El Salvador is committed to providing GV participants with a well-
organized and rewarding short-term mission trip. With the assurance of a well-planned 
trip, the quality of the experience will be left to your leadership and the enjoyment of your 
team members. We will look forward to working with you, and we guarantee that you will 
have an amazing trip!  Our best wishes,

  Luis Viscarra
  GV Coordinator

thank you for 
yoru support



el salvador
fact sheet

Extension
21,040.79 km²

Borders with
Guatemala, Honduras, Pacific Ocean

Population
6,125,512 (est. July 2014).
3 million live outside of El Salvador,
90% of which live in the US.

Density
297 inhabitants per km²
62.6% live in urban areas
37.4% live in rural areas

Economics
Minimum wage: US$114-242
34.5% of the population live in poverty 
conditions.

Languages
Spanish, Náhuat (almost extinct)

Ethnic Groups
Mestizo, Amerindian

Life Expectancy
74.18 years





People. Salvadorans are proud of their country and its accomplishments. The 12-year civil 
war left over 80,000 people dead or missing and nearly one million in exile. However, past 
feelings of hatred and revenge are gradually being replaced with hope and cooperation. 
Salvadorans are very hard-working and all family members contribute to the family’s well 
being. Salvadorans value personal relationships. 

Time. Time is flexible. People are more important than schedules, and the group is more 
important than the individual. Most events begin later than planned and may go on longer 
than planned.

Family. Family is the basis of Salvadoran society. In a pathriarcal society the father is 
typically the head of the household, but femle heads of households are common, especially 
after the war and now due to migration. Most young adults remain at home until they 
marry. Women care for the children and the household, but they often farm, clean homes, 
sew, tend a small store in their own home, or work as skilled laborers or as professionals.

Sports and leisure. The national sport in El Salvador is soccer. Soccer fields and parks with 
basketball nets are common, and in their free time, people like to visit each other, listen to 
music (the louder, the better), go to the movies or just hang out. 

salvadoran
culture



Greetings. The most common greetings are: ¡Buenos días! (Good morning), ¡Buenas tardes! 
(Good afternoon) and ¡Buenas noches! (Good evening). Adios is used when saying goodbye. 
When addressing people older than oneself, a Salvadoran will show friendly respect by 
saying Don (for men) or Doña (for women) with the person’s first name (Doña Rosa, for 
example).  It is important to address a formally educated person by his or her professional 
title: Doctor(a), Ingeniero(a), Arquitecto(a), or Licenciado(a), for an individual with a 
university degree.

Food. Friends and relatives visit one another frequently as a way to maintain their 
relationships. When eating together, anyone joining the group or leaving the table says 
Buen provecho, which is the equivalent of the French phrase Bon appetit. Salvadoran food 
is not particularly spicy. One popular dish is a pupusa, which is a (corn or rice) tortilla 
stuffed with meat, beans and/or cheese.

Clothing. Because of the tropical climate, summer clothing is appropriate all year long. 
Women wear dresses often, but pants are very popular. Young people wear jeans and 
American-style clothing. People always keep themselves and their clothing neat and clean. 
Daily showers are considered a must, even if one has no running water!



Religion. El Salvador is predominantly Roman Catholic, but about 25 percent of the 
population practices other Christian faiths. A small percentage of the population practices 
other world religions, including Islam, Judaism, and the Bahá’í Faith. Religion is a major 
force in the everyday lives of people. Education. The adult literacy rate is 84.5%.  Elementary 
school (for youth ages 7-12) is compulsory. It is followed by three years of Educación Básica, 
which is optional, after which students may choose between three years of technical school 
or three years of Bachillerato (high school)—the college track. Many parents insist that 
their children stop attending school so that they can begin to work and contribute to the 
family’s income. Wealthy and upper middle-class families opt for private education.

Health. Medical attention (examinations, consultations, etc.) in El Salvador is free at state 
health facilities, but all medication must be purchased, thus making it very difficult for 
most people to receive proper medical care. Rural areas lack clinics, while urban clinics and 
hospitals are in poor condition, having been damaged during the war and subsequently by 
the earthquakes of 2001.  A large, higher-quality private health-care system is available in 
cities for those who can afford it.

Economy. Current problems include: large income inequality, unemployment and 
underemployment (which affect more than half of the population), land reform, and 
pollution. Many Salvadorans rely heavily on remittances from family abroad—totaling 



approximately $4.  The minimum wage per month ranges from $98.70 (agriculture) to 
$251.70 (commerce and services), while the cost of basic necessities for a family of four is 
of $600 per month.  Most families thus cannot afford the basics of food, shelter, clothing, 
health, and education, even if more than one family member works full-time.

Transportation and Communication.  Rural people travel long distances on foot, often with 
heavy loads. Most urban people travel by bus. Salvadoran buses are frequent, cheap and 
usually uncomfortable. You can go just about anywhere in the cities or between cities by 
bus. It just takes time. Taxis are available in cities, but are expensive, and many people drive 
cars.  The road system is the best in Central America, but still some places in the city and in 
the countryside may be impassable except by truck or ox-cart.

Government. El Salvador’s government is a democratic republic whose power is contested 
by two permanent parties and a few other temporary ones. Legislative power is vested in a 
one-chamber legislative assembly, which has 85 seats and is elected for a three-year term. 
The voting age is 18. The head of state and government is the president, who holds office 
for five years.  The country is divided into 14 departments (states or provinces) and 262 
municipalities. Each municipality has a mayor who has a significant amount of political 
power and who can greatly change the lives of people in his/her district for better or worse.





Habitat for Humanity El Salvador is a 
non-profit institution, providing over 
25,000 housing solutions since 1992 
and transforming lives of thousands of 
Salvadorans. Habitat for Humanity El 
Salvador provides financial and constructive 
services, as well as housing support services, 
effecting a direct impact on the Salvadoran 
housing deficit.

Habitat began our activities in 1992 in the 
department of Santa Ana, where 29 houses 
were first built. Ever since, around 8,000 
houses have been built and more than 
35,000 Salvadorans have been benefited 
with a decent home where they can live as 
God intends. A decent home is necessary 
for anyone which allows access to other 
conditions that are part of an acceptable 
development to any human being.

Habitat for Humanity El Salvador has over 
24 years of experience in El Salvador and 
almost 40 years of experience worldwide. 
We believe in the worth of our families, so 
we give opportunity. Our partner families 
pay their loans through accessible monthly 
payments, supporting our Revolving Fund 
which continues building more homes 
for families in need. Also, the families 
participate through sweat equity by taking 
part in the construction of their own homes.

Habitat 
el salvador



Foundation:
The program started operations 
in1992, in Santa Ana. We now 
work in all of El Salvador.

Housing solutions: 
25,764 (est. March 2016).

Volunteers:
We mobilize 1,500 international 
and 2,500 local volunteers per 
year.

Operations:
The program is spread through 
seven Regional Agencies across 
the country.

Services:
•	Construction of new homes in 

situ 
•	Home improvements and risk 

mitigation
•	New and used homes
•	 Land legalization
•	Holistic development programs

Portfolio by gender:
57.46% women and 42.54% men.





Habitat for Humanity is a non-profit organization that works to facilitate housing solutions 
for families with limited financial resources in over 70 countries around the world. We 
seek to advocate for adequate housing and drive transforming and sustainable community 
development. Habitat for Humanity has been active in El Salvador since 1992, providing 
more than 22,000 housing solutions and benefiting more than 110,000 Salvadorans.

The working model of Habitat for Humanity El Salvador utilizes housing as means to help 
families to overcome poverty conditions. Families find in the organization a tool to improve 
or build a house, resulting in a significant improvement in their livelyhood. The house 
becomes a catalyst that contributes to the holistic development of the family, impacting 
positively in their welfare, education and health. This methodology fosters the spirit of 
self-improvement in the families and helps ensure sustanability for the program.

We provide national coverage 
through nine regional offices.

How we work



Houses

Houses are built with concrete blocks and 
structural steel reinforcement, glass shutter 
windows, metal doors, a patio, a perimeter 
fence that protects the house from erosion, 
and a cement tile floor. The minimum 
constructed area is 30 m2, and a maximum 
of 42 m2, depending on the model.

Home improvements

Home improvements are intended to 
impact the qualitative deficit, allowing the 
gradual improvement of existing houses. A 
variety of alternatives are offered, including 
loans for risk mitigation works, legalization 
of property and any other financial needs 
related to housing improvement.

what we build



Timeline of Habitat El Salvador

1992
Habitat for Humanity was founded in Santa 
Ana, a few months after the Peace Accords. 
During this period, around 29 houses were  
built in Los Tabloncitos.

1997
Our 500th home was built.

1998
Hurricane Mitch affected over 10,000 
homes. With support from the Cooperative 
Housing Foundation, 80 homes and 40 
septic tanks were built for affected families 
in Usulután.

1999
1,000 families were served through the 
construction of homes in situ. 

2001
Two earthquakes damaged over 185,000 
homes and destroyed 150,000. We built 727 
homes and served 273 Habitat families in 
order to repair their homes.

2006
Habitat El Salvador granted its first home 
improvement.

2007
An earthquake nest hit Ahuachapán, 
affecting over 3,700 homes. With financial 
support from Pro Victimis, Robert J. Frisby 
Foundation and W. O’Neil Foundation, we 
built 201 homes.

Our History



2009
40 homes were built with an alternative 
reinforced concrete construction system. 
This project took place with support by SNV, 
from the Netherlands, the Business Council 
for Sustainable Development (CEDES) and 
Cement of El Salvador CESSA. 

We also inaugurated the Charlotte 
Community composed of land, housing 
and a day care center for 60 families without 
access to land in Santa Ana. This first 
development project had support from HFH 
Charlotte, Thrivent Financial for Lutherans 
and  the Palmer Foundation.

2010
With support from HFHI and Thrivent 
Financial for Lutherans, we finished the 
construction of the Villa Esperanza-
Thrivent Community, adjacent to the 
Charlotte Model Community, providing 
a holistic housing solution for 75 more 
families, including a public space area.

2011
Coordinating with local actors, we 
finalized the construction of the Brisas de 
Jiboa Community San Vicente, with the 
construction of 132 homes for families that 
lost everything due to Tropical Storm Ida in 
2009.

2012
We celebrated our 20th anniversary, serving 
over 13,500 families with housing solutions.

2016
The 25,000th housing solution was 
dedicated.



COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT

Habitat for Humanity El Salvador 
continually thrives to serve more families 
through special community projects, with a 
special focus on the lower-income families 
by providing financial support for housing 
and promoting community development 
programs.

These programs focus on establising 
connections with communities and 
local leaders, as well as local institutions, 
governmental entities and international 
partners that support through periodic 
short-term volunteering trips and donations 
in order that allows us to offer accessible 
opportunities to communities living on 
poverty conditions.

Strenghtening the Getsemaní Community
Consists of a six-year project that aims to 
improve the living conditions of over 200 
families. In collaboration with community 
leaders and other partners, Habitat El 
Salvador is building homes and developing 
programs in community health, income 
generation, values education, community 
leadership and cultural exchange.

Partners in Faith
In partnership with Thrivent Builds, we have 
built 20 homes for low-income members of 
the Cristo Rey church Lutheran Church, 
in El Salvador, who are in need of a decent 
house. Habitat El Salvador will also provide 
technical support for rebuilding  the church 
temple.



Building Community with El Barrial
A four-year project that seeks to contribute 
to sustainable development and improve 
the quality of life for the 109 families who 
live there. The project consists of three 
components: Housing, Risk Management 
and Housing.

Only in recent years, around 714 families 
impacted directy and hundreds more 
indirectly through ten different special 
projects in only seven years.

Some of the partnerships developed with 
different institutions for the involvement in 
different projects are: Atlanta HFH, Edisto 
HFH, El Salvador Vice Ministry of Housing, 
FONAVIPO, Garrett County HFH, Greater 
Des Moines HFH, HFH Charlotte, HFH 
Choptank, HFH Maryland, HFH Metro 
Maryland, HFH of Frederick County, HFH 
of Northern Virginia, HFH of Washington 
County, HFH Prince William County, HFH 
Susquehanna, Joe and Bonnie Reilly, Loudoun 
HFH, Myers Park Presbyterian Church, 
ONUHABITAT, Palmer Foundation, and 
Thrivent, Rutli Foundation, San Vicente City 
Hall, Sandtown HFH, Santa Clara City Hall, 
El Salvador, Shalom Mission Communities 
and, The Blake Family, Thrivent Financial for 
Lutherans, and Waco Habitat for Humanity,



our regional
agencies

With over 25,000 housing solutions built since 1992 across the 14 departments of El 
Salvador, Habitat for Humanity El Salvador has improved its capacity to serve partner 
families with different housing needs and taking into account social, economic and 



cultural aspects. We have done all of this through the implementation of nine Regional 
Agencies through which all operations are being made, and through many different 
projects and initiatives that have forged the way for us to serve more and more families.



Department of San Vicente
The department of San Vicente was created in 1824, shortly after the independence of El 
Salvador, and became the capital of El Salvador from 1834 to 1840, being comprised of the 
current territories that now belong to Cabañas and La Paz. The city of San Vicente of Austria 
and Lorenzana was founded in 1635 by a royal decree. Nowadays San Vicente is considered 
to be an important trade center for the central departments of El Salvador. It still possesses a 
great legacy on monuments and edifications from the colony.

General Information
 Department Name: San Vicente
 Capital: San Vicente
 Population: 174,561
 Extension: 1,184 km²

Housing deficit (households, est. 2007)
 10,323 (San Vicente)
 10,285 (Cabañas)

San Vicente Regional Agency
It opened in February 1995 in San Vicente. 
It serves San Vicente and Cabañas.

Achievements: the San Vicente Team has managed to serve 3,788 families through house 
builds and home improvements, and has recently led projects like Brisas de Jiboa and more 
recently Building Neighborhoods for Peace.

San Vicente



Department of Santa Ana
Santa Ana is a Western department of El Salvador. Before the colony, it was inhabitated by 
mayan groups from the Cuscatlan Seignority such as the Chortí, Pokoman and Pipil tribes. It 
was conquered between 1528 and 1540 by the Spanish. Before becoming a department, Santa 
Ana was a part of San Salvador, and of Sonsonate after gaining independence from Spain. 
Nowadays, Santa Ana is an important commerce center for producers and retailers from the 
Western part of the country and for imports from Guatemala, and considered as one of the 
three most important cities in the country, being the other two San Salvador and San Miguel.

General Information
 Department name: Santa Ana
 Capital: Santa Ana
 Population: 572,081
 Extension: 2,023.2 km²

Housing deficit (households)
 35,521 (Santa Ana)
 34,974 (Ahuachapán)

Santa Ana Regional Agency
The first Habitat Agency operating in El 
Salvador opened in 1992 in Santa Ana. 
Their first build was in the community Los 
Tabloncitos, with 29 houses.

Achievements: the Santa Ana Team has 
managed to serve 4,960 families through 
house builds and home improvements 
and  has led projects such as Partners in 
Faith and Strengthening the Getsemani 
community, among others.

santa ana



Department of San Miguel
San Miguel is an eastern department of El Salvador. Its capital is the city of San Miguel, 
at 138 km from San Salvador. The region was populated by Lenca tribes prior to Spanish 
occupation. San Miguel was declared a department on June 12, 1824 as an area that comprised 
the departments of La Unión y Usulután. The three departments were divided and established 
as we now know them in 1865. San Miguel is nowadays considered one of the three most 
important cities in El Salvador, and has become one of the most important commerce centers 
for imports from Honduras and Nicaragua, and a main agricultural region.

General Information
 Name: Departamento de San Miguel
 Capital: San Miguel
 Population: 478,792
 Extension: 2,077 km²

Housing deficit (households, est. 2007)
 33,951 (San Miguel)
 19,593 (Morazán)
 17,422 (La Unión)

San Miguel Regional Agency
Its office opened in 2009, in the city of San 
Miguel where the office is located. It serves 
serves families for the departments of San 
Miguel, Morazán and La Unión.

Achievements: the San Miguel Team has 
managed to serve 2,549 families through 
house builds and home improvements 
and has led projects in Jocoaitique and El 
Barrial.

San MIguel



Department of La Libertad
On April 16th, 1854 a devastating earthquake took place which destroyed the capital city, San 
Salvador. The city of Nueva San Salvador was born in the “Santa Tecla” estate from which 
a population started developing for a less than five years, before moving the capital location 
again to Cojutepeque. La Libertad was established as a department on 1865. Despite holding 
the official name of Nueva San Salvador for over a hundred years, the city was widely known 
and refered to by its inhabitants as Santa Tecla, and in 2003 it was oficially renamed to 
Ciudad de Santa Tecla.

General Information
 Name: Departamento de La Libertad
 Capital: Santa Tecla
 Population: 747,662
 Extension: 1,652.9 km²

Housing deficit (households)
 34,077

La Libertad Regional Agency
One of the newest agencies for Habitat El 
Salvador. It opened in 2014 in the city of 
Santa Tecla where the office is located. 

The office serves families in the department 
of La Libertad, and up to now, the team 
has managed to serve 477 families through 
house builds and home improvements.

La LIbertad



Department of La Paz
La Paz is located in the central area of El Salvador. It was populated in the past by Mayan 
or Maya-Quiché communities by the end of the 11th century. By that time, waves of 
Mesoamerican Mayans and Toltecs came to settle in the region. The Nonualcos, a Pipil-Aztec 
group, were established four centuries later, and are responsible for the foundations of many 
urban clusters that survive to this day, for example Tecoluca, Santiago Nonualco, Santa María 
Ostuma and Zacatecoluca. The former was, during the colonial times, one of the four most 
important indigenous populations in the country, and the department’s capital since 1786.

General Information
 Department name: La Paz

Capital: Zacatecoluca
 Population: 338,221
 Extension: 1,223.60 km²

Housing deficit (households, est. 2007)
 19,355

La Paz Regional Agency
This regional agency opened in 2001 in 
Zacatecoluca.

The office serves families in the department 
of La Paz.

The La Paz Team has managed to serve 
3,897 families through house builds and 
home improvements.

la paz



Department of Sonsonate
Sonsonate is a western department of El Salvador. Its name comes from a Spanish corruption 
of the word ‘Centzunat’, a Pipil word that means “Big River” or literally “Four Hundred 
Waters”. The department was founded in 1552 with the name of “Holy Spirit Village”. It 
became a city in 1824 and in 1834 it became the capital of the Central American Federation. 
Sonsonate is known currently for its agricultural production and its beautiful landscapes: 
mountains, beaches and the strong vestiges of the Pipil culture that can be found in many 
aspects of the customs of its people.

General Information
 Department name: Sonsonate
 Capital: Sonsonate
 Population: 463,732
 Extension: 1,225.2 km²

Housing deficit (households)
 38,870 (Sonsonate)
 34,077 (La Libertad) 
 34,974 (Ahuachapán).

Sonsonate Regional Agency
It was inaugurated in April of 1999 by a 
group of volunteers from San Antonio del 
Monte who would later come to be part 
of the Board of Directors for the Regional 
Agency. The office is located in the city of 
Sonsonate. Their first build was in Cuyuapa 
Arriba, with five houses. The office serves 
families in the departments of Sonsonate, 
and some municipalities of Ahuachapán.

Its team has served 3,656 families.

Sonsonate



Department of Usulultán
Usulután is a western department in El Salvador. Its name comes from the nahuat word 
‘ucelutan’, which means “city of ocelots”. During the pre-colonial times it was one of the most 
important populations in El Salvador founded by Lenca tribes from Honduras and conquered 
by Yaquis or Pipiles around the XV century. The population of Usulután was established 
as a city in 1960, and Usulután was designated as a department and split apart from the 
department of San Miguel in 1865. By that time the city had 6,856 inhabitants. Usulután is 
currently the largest department of El Salvador in extension.

General Information
 Department name: Usulután
 Capital: Usulután
 Population: 366,040
 Extension: 2,130 km²

Housing deficit (households, est. 2007)
 84,076

Usulultán Regional Agency
It opened in March of 2000 in the city of 
Usulután where the office is located. The 
first build was in Hacienda La Carrera, 
with five houses. 

The office serves families in the 
department of Usulután, which is the 
largest of the country, and has served 3,430 
families through house builds and home 
improvements.

usulutan



Department of San Salvador
San Salvador is a department of the Republic of El Salvador which contains the homonimous 
city and capital of the country. Founded on April 1st, 1525 by Gonzalo de Alvarado after a 
difficult victory by the Spaniards led by Pedro de Alvarado over the pipiles. In 1457, Pope 
Calixtus III established the Holy Savior of the World festivity on August 6th as a reminder 
of the victory of Christian armies over the Mehmed II forces in 1456 during the Siegue of 
Belgrade. The name was used for the territory formerly known as Cuscatlán by the indigenous, 
as the name of the capital, department and country.

General Information
 Department Name: San Salvador
 Capital: San Salvador
 Population: 1,740,847
 Extension: 886.15 km²

Housing deficit (households)
 15,626 (Cusucatlán)
 46,638 (San Salvador) 
 12,336 (Chalatenango).

San Salvador Regional Agency
It opened in 1994 in the capital city, San 
Salvador, where the office is located.
Area of action: The office serves families in 
the department of San Salvador, Cuscatlán, 
Chalatenango and some municipalities of 
La Libertad.

The San Salvador Team has managed to 
serve 3,575 families through house builds 
and home improvements.

san salvador



Department of Cuscatlán
Its originary population was pipil, and its name means “place of jewelry and collars” (words 
“coxcatl”, “cuzcatl” o “cuzcat” --collar) and “tlan” (place). After the colony, Cuscatlán was 
founded by a Gobernment decree on may 22 of 1835, composed of the districts of Suchitoto, 
Cojutepeque, Ilobasco, Chalatenango, Tejutla and Opico, amounting to a total of 64 towns. 
In 1855 the department was divided in two: Chalatenango and Cuscatlán, and in 1873 other 
areas were divided to form the department of Cabañas. At first, the city of Suchitoto was 
designated as the capital for the department, to be changed to Cojutepeque in 1861.

General Information
 Department name: Cuscatlán
 Capital: Cojutepeque
 Population: 216,446
 Extension: 756 km²

Housing deficit (households, est. 2007)
 15,626

Cuscatlán Regional Agency
It opened in 2015 in Cojutepeque. It serves 
only the department of Cuscatlán.

The Cojutepeque Team has managed to 
serve 41 families through house builds and 
home improvements.

Cuscatlan



come and

build!



Over 4200 families are served every year 
through all the different services that 
Habitat for Humanity El Salvador provides. 
Although families come from different 
backgrounds and present different needs, 
some of the main characteristics that our 
partner families must have in order to 
qualify for support are:

•	 Family income lower than five minimum 
wages (from $251.70 up to $1,255.00 per 
month)

•	 Living currently in non-adequate 
housing conditions

•	 Lack of basic services (water, electricity, 
etc.)

•	 Families affected by natural disasters
•	Women heads of households
•	 Families without land or homes of their 

own
•	 Families with variable incomes due to 

informal jobs
•	 Families without access to credits on the 

traditional banking system.

All applications by families around the 
country are reviewed every week by regional 
committees that evaluate on a case-by-case 
basis, which reduces the waiting time of 
families to virtually just a few days between 
the moment they arrange all their needed 
documentation and the start from

The next page shows an example of a 
Habitat home owner in El Salvador.

habitat families
in el salvador



Zonia Elizabeth lives with her two boys, Fernando José, who is 15 years old, and baby boy Anderson who is almost 1 

year old. Zonia is a single mother who works as a teacher at local school and even though she has some struggles, she is 

succesfully raising her two   children on a peaceful and friendly environment.

Before having a Habitat home Zonia was living on one of her sister’s house, which is also the reason why she applied. Her 

sister is one of the first Habitat familes in El Salvador and they all are happy with the quality of the house.

The linving conditions at Zonia’s sister house were not the most ideal, there were 7 people sharing a small two bedroom 

house and the    babies cribs were on the living room, along with another belongings. Adding more to this, she  also 

mentioned that it is very obvious that Fernando is already a teenager and is not okay to share a room with her mom.

Zonia shared that after they moved to the new house everything has improved and they are more comfortable there. 

They will not miss their family because they live across the street, so that’s  a plus. Ferando also improved his mood and 

productivity since he has his own space. “Having a house of our own requires far more responsabilities than what we had 

before, but it is also as equialy rewarding to know that it is our own house and that we can make changes, we can have 

our own plants and just enjoy quality family time on the common áreas”, says Zonia.

On behalf of Zonia and her children, we would like to thank you for your contribution. You are making it possible for 

Zonia to give a better future to her children.



Global Village is the worldwide volunteer program by Habitat for Humanity International, 
through which thousands of volunteers participate every year in order to support Habitat 
programs around the world. Habitat El Salvador hosts over 100 teams every year, including 
volunteers from the United States, Canada, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Spain, Costa Rica 
and Bermuda.

We receive different teams of all kinds: open, closed, schools, universities, corporations, 
churches, and Habitat for Humanity affiliates from different parts of the world also visit our 
country as part of their outreach programs. We believe to have something for everybody. 
Since 1992, more than 1,000 teams comprising over 11,000 volunteers have been part of a 
Global Village short-term experience.

global village 
program



A short-term volunteering trip is a great opportunity for volunteers to immerse in the local 
dynamics through participating in a local build. Volunteers also take time to experience 
local culture, learn about Salvadoran history, visit landmarks and taste local food, all in 
one week.



Some things in mind for your team members 
before coming down to El Salvador are:

•	We ask our teams to be flexible and willing 
to interact with the community in order 
to make the best out of the Global Village 
experience: willing to eat beans, tortillas 
and pupusas, dancing and engaging with 
kids.

•	To come prepared for a full week of hard 
physical labor in a rural setting, and if 
you wish, a very well-deserved time for 
for rest and relaxation.

•	We encourage our volunteers to take 
some time to get to know the country and 
its beauty. Visits to local museums, parks, 
artisan workshops, coffee producers and 
local restaurants are some of the many 
things we would love to arrange for you.

During your process of planning with your 
sending program, our team will assist you 
by email during all parts of the process 
before you come down to our country. 
Some things to keep in mind are:

•	 It is important that you share all 
information you receive from Habitat 
El Salvador with your team, to avoid 
surprises and misunderstandings. 

•	The team leader will act as our key point 
of contact before, during, and after your 
stay in-country. 

•	We also ask you to keep in mind that 
we are not a travel agency, but that will 
happily assist you in planning your trip.  



A regular build day at Habitat El Salvador will look like the following:
 6:30 am Breakfast
 7:30 am  Leave for work
 8:00 am Start work
 12:00 pm Lunch
 4:00 pm Back to hotel
 6:30 pm Dinner
 7:00 pm Team activities

Your daily fee will ensure you: 
•	 Lodging, meals (breakfast, lunch, and dinner), and two daily snacks on construction 

days. 
•	One roundtrip transportation between the airport and your hotel (in San Salvador or in 

your site). Any extra transportation will be charged separately 
•	Daily transportation to and from the work site. 
•	Welcome activity, orientation and follow-up material. 
•	 Phone or in-site support from a full-time Global Village Coordinator. 
•	 Farewell celebration and recognition certificates for your team members. 
•	Use of a cell phone for the group.

work days



Good morning

Good Afternoon

Good night

Hello / Hi

Bye

¿How are you?

See you tomorrow

Please

Thank you

You’re welcome

I’m sorry

Excuse me 

Welcome

Well

Good

Bad

Yes/No

My name is

Nice to meet you

I don’t understand

What?

How?

When?

Where is...?

How do you say...?

Never mind

A dog, most likely a 
mutt.

“I have no idea”

Funny guy, wise guy

Literally means 
“insect”, but it’s a 
non-offensive term to 
denote little kids.

The monies.

Mild term for a drunk 
person.

The right amount, 
proper, adecuate.

Ancient word from 
the nahuat language 
that means ‘house’. 
Nowadays is used 
as ‘shack’ or ‘humble 
house’

Non-offensive noun 
for light-colored skin 
people. Keep in mind 
that Salvadorans use 
the word regardless 
of the person’s 
ancestry.

An informal word 
that can mean ‘guy’ 
if used generally, but 
if used directed to 
a person it means 
‘buddy’.

‘Cool’, ‘great’.

Blind or distracted 
person.

Turkey

Dog, most likely a 
mutt.

Very dirty.

A thingamajig.

Chicken bus.

Word for ‘kid. Comes 
from the nahuat word 
‘cipit’.

Curly hair.

Sarcastic remark that 
means ‘It’s free!’

Mister, madam.

Beyond ugly.

If it’s not related to a 
feline, it’s most likely 
directed to a sketchy’ 
person.

Foreigner, 
caucasians, English 
speakers or from 
the United States. 
We’re not really 
specific. If you ask a 
Salvadoran about the 
term, they’ll shrug.

Tongue-in-cheek 
usage of the word 
‘maestro’.

The most used word 
for ‘money’. Means 
the same as ‘biyuyo’.

‘What is up?’

‘Later!’

‘OK’. We use it way 
too much, we admit 
it.

‘Right?’

‘Alright, then’. 

Buenos días

Buenas tardes

Buenas noches

Hola

Adiós

¿Cómo estás?

Hasta mañana

Por favor

Gracias

De nada

Perdón

Con permiso

Bienvenido/a

Bien

Bueno

Mal

Sí/No

Me llamo

Mucho gusto

No entiendo

¿Qué?

¿Cómo?

¿Cuándo?

¿Dónde está...?

¿Cómo se dice...?

No importa

Aguacatero

“A saber”

Bayunco

Bicho

“Bee Gees” 
El biyuyo, 

Bolo

Cabal

Champa

Chele

Chero, chera

Chivo

Choco

Chompipe

Chucho

Chuco

Chunche

Chuzón

Cipote

Colocho

¡De choto!

Don, doña

Feyo, feya

Gato, gata

Gringo

Maitro

Pisto

¿Qué ondas? 

¡Salú!

Va

¿Veá?

Vaya pues

Vos

this is
how we speak



 ӽ Hat or cap to protect from the 
sun.

 ӽ Old clothes (light-weight cotton 
or beathable synthetics are the 
best).

 ӽ Enough shirts for the week (we 
advice against spaghetti straps 
nor tank tops for women). Long-
sleeve cotton shirts are our 
recommended choice for being 
light, protecting from the sun and 
making you look awesome.

 ӽ Long pants for all days at the 
construction site (shorts are only 
allowed for R&R days). We take 
this rule very seriously to ensure 
safety at the worksite. so please 
take not and let your team know.

 ӽ Lightweight casual clothes. Shirt 
and pants or medium-lenght skirts 
are acceptable and appropiate 
(light sport shirt and cotton pants 
for men, blouse & skirt or a light 
dress for women) to wear at 
church or special meetings (ties 
and jackets are not necessary).

 ӽ Personal cosmetic and toiletry 
items such as soap, toothbrush, 
toothpaste, towel, shampoo, toilet 
paper, etc.

 ӽ Earplugs for sleeping. Some 
areas are noisy at night.

 ӽ Concealed money belt or pouch.

 ӽ Camera with enough memory.

 ӽ Hand sanitizer.

 ӽ Spanish/English pocket 
dictionary.

 ӽ Sunglasses and a travel umbrella.

 ӽ Shower sandals.

 ӽ Bathing suit (you never know!).

 ӽ Work gloves (extra pairs are 
recommended).

 ӽ Protective goggles.

 ӽ Work boots with hard sole and 
optional steel-toes.

 ӽ Dust masks for activities such as 
digging or mixing cement.

 ӽ Trowel of your preference.

 ӽ Sunscreen (15SPF minimum).

 ӽ Personal water bottle to refill at 
the worksite.

 ӽ Passport and two extra 
photocopies of your team’s 
passport photo page.

 ӽ List of in-country contact 
information and phone numbers 
related to the project to give to the 
team members.

 ӽ A pad with blank invoices to keep 
track of your expenses in case 
a smal provider cannot give you 
one.

 ӽ Your emergency card, insurance 
information and incident report 
forms.

 ӽ A printed copy of the registration 
form.

 ӽ Copy of the trip itinerary.   

 ӽ Board games puzzles and other 
things to enjoy with your team at 
night.

 ӽ Granola bars, powder gatorade or 
candy to share with your team.

 ӽ At least one first-aid kit per team 
containing equipment for treating 
minor injuries, and medication 
approved by your physician.

 ӽ Insect repellent.

 ӽ Prescription drugs pre-approved 
by your doctor. We recommend 
you let us know beforehand about 
any medication you’re taking, in 
case of an emergency.

 ӽ Printed copies of emails with 
important information about extra 
arrangements for activities of the 
team.

 ӽ Name tags so that your team can 
use at the site at least the first few 
days.

 ӽ Games or coloring books to play 
with the kids (not to give away). 
Some examples are card games, 
frisbees, coloring books and 
crayons, magic tricks, etc.

 ӽ A picture book or map of your 
hometown or city that you can 
show local people.

recommended
Packing list



thank you
for helping us

to build
adequate housing



for
everyone.



Colonia General Arce
Calle Jorge Domínguez #H-4

San Salvador, El Salvador
Centro América
(503) 25106403


