Summary:  El Imposible National Park

El Salvador has the highest population density (260 people per square kilometer) and the lowest percent of intact primary forest (about 2%) in all of Latin America.   Much of the country is intensely farmed, even the steepest slopes, making them susceptible to landslides and flooding.   El Salvador, like much of Central America, was ravaged by civil conflict for most of the 70s and 80s.  These conflicts stemmed in part from an intense need for land among the many landless peasants.    Most recently, the already hard-hit communities of northern El Salvador were struck by major earthquakes destroying much of the little infrastructure they had.

Of the few remaining natural areas in El Salvador, El Imposible (The Impossible) National Park has the greatest diversity of species of plants and animals in the country.  At least 400 species of plants and many of its spectacular animal species, such as the ocelot, great curassow, black-hawk eagle and the crested guan, are making their last stand in El Imposible.

Traders from Guatemala used to travel through the mountainous forests of El Salvador to reach the local markets, carefully leading their mules through the steep “Impossible Pass”, from which the park takes its name. The Park is one of the few existing examples of the typical Mesoamerican Pacific coastal rainforests.  It is a major source of air-purification for the northwestern part of the country and the source of 8 major rivers, which supply drinking water to the entire region and feed important coastal mangroves.  Additionally, the Park is part of the Mesoamerican Biologic Corridor, a major conservation initiative to create a series of connecting protected areas between the US and Colombia – running the length of Central America.   El Imposible represents the only viable forests within El Salvador, and thus, is a crucial component of the Corridor.

El Imposible is characterized by middle elevation tropical montane forest.   At its highest elevations El Imposible has small remnants of cloudforest – the misty forests that are home to sloths, ocelots, orchids and bromeliads, among others.   The park stretches down into the valleys, encompassing many spectacular waterfalls and rivers, where the forest changes over to lush rainforests replete with toucans, macaws, anteaters, capuchin monkeys, snakes and dozens of other bird species.   Gone are the large mammals that could once be found in El Salvador’s forests – jaguars, tapirs, pumas -- they could no longer take the continued reduction of habitat.  El Salvador’s forests are crucial habitat for the millions of migratory songbirds who travel south from the US and Canada each winter, in search of warmer temperatures and fresh food supplies.   Many of “our” birds in the Northeast travel to the coffee forests of Central America each year – over 3,000 miles each way!

El Imposible National Park, created by government decree on March 16, 1989, includes a core protected area of 8,818 acres.   The core of the park is restricted to scientific research and recreational uses – in much the same way our national parks are used.   When the park was created it was drawn on top of existing private lands.   The government has pledged to help the families who live inside the park to relocate by buying their land at a fair price.  However, in the 12 years since the park was established, none of the families has received compensation.   Surrounding this core is a buffer zone of 5,449 acres that are intended to be used for limited farming, while prohibiting deforestation, hunting, fishing and any new building in the area.  Families living within the buffer zone have been a key part of SalvaNatura’s plan for managing El Imposible.  Many of the over 100,000 residents of the area are living at or below the poverty level – desperate for an opportunity to provide a better life for their children and themselves.  SalvaNatura has long recognized that they must work with these families to help them meet their economic needs while respecting the aims of the national park.

All of the land within the buffer zone is privately owned.   SalvaNatura has been fundraising over the years to buy available land to help families relocate.   Thus far, with support from international donors (including the Rainforest Alliance) SalvaNatura has purchased  over 1,200 acres.  All of SalvaNatura’s lands are adjacent to the park and within the buffer zone previously described.  These lands are managed under the same restrictions as the rest of the park. Wildlife habitat is growing and natural regeneration is taking place in degraded areas.    SalvaNATURA is able to enforce park regulations that foster natural regeneration of wildlife habitat on its property and in those that belong to the Salvadorean government.   However, it is a constant struggle to enforce regulations on private properties in the buffer zone.

The hillsides of El Imposible are well-suited to low-impact agricultural practices and have been farmed in some fashion for hundreds of years.  SalvaNatura (SN) and the Rainforest Alliance (RA) have been working with these small farmers to develop guidelines for growing environmentally sustainable coffee in the hills of El Imposible.   Coffee is a major cash crop throughout Central America.  But due to price fluctuations and high costs of agrochemicals,  many small farmers are unable to provide for their families on their small parcel of land.  SN and RA help farmers to improve their quality, production and income, while decreasing their impact on the fragile wildlife of El Imposible.   For more on ECO-O.K. coffee farming, see the enclosures.   As part of their effort to promote sustainable livelihoods among the communities of El Imposible, SN promotes wise soil management, planting fruit trees (great habitat for birds and a good source of nutrition for children), using living trees as fences and fire wood nurseries (most residents still use wood to cook and heat – taking wood from the forest), and organizes community projects including school nurseries and latrines.

In addition to their efforts to increase the size of the park, SalvaNatura has concentrated much of its efforts in promoting eco-tourism in the buffer zone.  Hiking, bird watching and archaeological trips are organized by a group of trained guides from the community.  These guides, many of them former hunters or loggers, are now able to make a living without destroying the forest.   To help others in the communities around the park SN has provided small loans to help start up a family owned inn, a local restaurant, a natural medicine stall, a handicraft gift shop and three country stores.    These businesses improve the experiences of visitors to the park, by providing the comforts one expects when traveling, while providing a livelihood to local families.

Another important project being carried out by SalvaNatura is environmental education for local children.   Local schoolchildren are benefiting from the creation of “Los Habitantes del Imposible” (the Residents of El Imposible) a program held in 40 local schools to promote pride among the residents.  The materials teach children about what a special place they live in, and encourage careful stewardship of the land.  SalvaNatura supports 132 literacy circles in neighboring communities and has published numerous stories and guides, including a collection of national postage stamps.    All of these projects are part of SalvaNatura’s efforts to provide the communities of El Imposible with viable economic alternatives, raising them out of desperate poverty, so that they will be able to contribute to the preservation of El Salvadors very possible national park.







