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COUNTRY DESCRIPTION: El Salvador is a democratic country with a developing economy.  Tourism facilities are not fully developed.  The capital is San Salvador, accessible by El Salvador's International Airport at Comalapa.  Although the dollar and Colon are legal tender in El Salvador, in practice the Colon has fallen out of use, and Americans traveling with U.S. dollars should not exchange them for Colones.  Read the Department of State Background Notes on El Salvador for additional information. 

ENTRY/EXIT REQUIREMENTS: To enter the country, U.S. citizens must present a current U.S. passport and either a Salvadoran visa or a one-entry tourist card.  The tourist card may be obtained from immigration officials for a ten-dollar fee upon arrival in country.  U.S. travelers who plan to remain in El Salvador for more than thirty days can apply in advance for a multiple-entry visa, issued free of charge, from the Embassy of El Salvador in Washington, D.C. or from a Salvadoran consulate in Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Houston, Las Vegas, Long Island, Los Angeles, Miami, New York City, San Francisco, or Washington, D.C.  Travelers may contact the Embassy of El Salvador at 2308 California Street N.W., Washington, D.C. 20008, tel. (202) 265-9671, 265-9672, 265-9675; fax (202) 234-3834; e-mail: correo@elsalvador.org or visit the Embassy's Internet website at http://www.elsalvador.org.  When applying for a visa, travelers may be asked to present evidence of U.S. employment and adequate finances for their visit at the time of visa application or upon arrival in El Salvador.  An exit tax of 27 dollars and 15 cents must be paid when departing El Salvador from the international airport.  This fee is waived for personnel traveling on diplomatic passports. 

Travelers should be aware that El Salvador's entry requirements vary in accordance with agreements the country has with foreign governments.  Citizens of several countries in addition to the United States may enter El Salvador with a current passport and either a visa or tourist card.  Citizens of many other countries, including many Latin American and western European nations, may enter with only a current passport.  However, citizens of most nations are required to present both a current passport and a visa to enter El Salvador.  Non-U.S. citizen travelers are advised to contact a Salvadoran embassy or consulate to determine the entry requirements applicable to them. 

Airlines operating out of El Salvador International Airport require all U.S. citizen passengers boarding flights for the United States (including U.S.-Salvadoran dual nationals) to have a current U.S. passport.  U.S. citizens applying for passports at the U.S. Embassy in San Salvador are reminded that proof of citizenship and identity are required before a passport can be issued.  Photographic proof of identity is especially important for young children because of the high incidence of fraud involving children.  Since the National Passport Center in New Hampshire, and not the U.S. Embassy in El Salvador, prints U.S. passports, citizens submitting applications in El Salvador should be prepared to wait approximately one week for receipt of their new passports. 

The U.S. Embassy in El Salvador reminds U.S. citizen travelers that their activities in El Salvador are limited to those prescribed by Salvadoran law and the type of visa they are issued.  Under Salvadoran law, all foreigners who participate directly or indirectly in the internal political affairs of the country lose the right to remain in El Salvador, regardless of visa status or residency in El Salvador. 

See our Foreign Entry Requirements brochure for more information on El Salvador and other countries. 

Read our information on dual nationality and the prevention of international child abduction.  

In an effort to prevent international child abduction, many governments have initiated procedures at entry/exit points.  These often include requiring documentary evidence of relationship and permission for the child's travel from the parent(s) or legal guardian if not present.  Having such documentation on hand, even if not required, may facilitate entry/departure.  Minors traveling on Salvadoran passports and who are traveling alone, with one parent or with a third party must have the written permission of the absent parent(s) or legal guardian to depart El Salvador.  A Salvadoran notary must notarize this document.  If the absent parent(s) or legal guardian is (are) outside of El Salvador, the document must be notarized by a Salvadoran consul.  If a court decree gives custody of the child traveling on a Salvadoran passport to one parent, the decree and a passport will allow the custodial parent to depart El Salvador with the child.  Although Salvadoran officials generally do not require written permission for non-Salvadoran minors traveling on U.S. or other non-Salvadoran passports, it would be prudent for the parents of minor children traveling on U.S. passports to provide similar documentation if both parents are not traveling with the children. 

SAFETY AND SECURITY: Most travelers to El Salvador experience no safety or security problems, but the criminal threat in El Salvador is critical.  Random and organized violent crime is endemic throughout El Salvador.  U.S. citizens have not been singled out by reason of their nationality, but are subject to the same threat as all other persons in El Salvador.  See the section below on Crime for additional related information.
 
Political or economic issues in the country may give rise to demonstrations, sit-ins or protests at any time or place, but these activities are most frequent in the capital or on its main access roads.  U.S. citizens are cautioned to avoid areas where demonstrations are being held and to follow local news media reports or call the U.S. Embassy for up-to-date information.  Information about demonstrations also is available as “Security Alerts” on the U.S. Embassy Internet home page at http://elsalvador.usembassy.gov. 

Many Salvadorans are armed, and shootouts are not uncommon.  Foreigners, however, may not carry guns even for their own protection without first procuring a firearms license from Salvadoran officials.  Failure to do so will result in detention and confiscation of the firearm, even if it is licensed in the United States. 

Armed holdups of vehicles traveling on El Salvador's roads appear to be increasing. In September 2005 U.S. citizens were victimized in two separate incidents. In one robbery, an American family was stopped by gunmen while driving on the Pan American highway in Santa Ana Department in broad daylight. In the other, armed men robbed an American citizen passenger after the van in which she was riding was carjacked. The van was stopped at a traffic light on the busy road between Comalapa International Airport and San Salvador shortly after dark. 

Mine-removal efforts ceased several years ago, but land mines and unexploded ordnance in backcountry regions still pose a threat to off-road tourists, backpackers and campers. 

Strong undertows and currents can make swimming short distances from El Salvador's Pacific coast beaches extremely dangerous for even strong and experienced swimmers. As an example of this hazard, during a single seven-day holiday in August 2004, nine Salvadoran citizens drowned while swimming at Pacific beaches. In July 2005, three U.S. citizens drowned while swimming at Pacific beaches in La Libertad and La Paz Departments. 

For the latest security information, Americans traveling abroad should regularly monitor the Department’s Internet web site at http://travel.state.gov where the current Worldwide Caution Public Announcement, Travel Warnings and Public Announcements can be found. 

Up-to-date information on safety and security can also be obtained by calling 1-888-407-4747 toll free in the U.S., or for callers outside the U.S. and Canada, a regular toll-line at 1-202-501-4444.  These numbers are available from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern Time, Monday through Friday (except U.S. federal holidays). 

The Department of State urges American citizens to take responsibility for their own personal security while traveling overseas.  For general information about appropriate measures travelers can take to protect themselves in an overseas environment, see the Department of State’s pamphlet A Safe Trip Abroad at http://travel.state.gov/travel/tips/safety/safety_1747.html.
CRIME: The U.S. Embassy considers El Salvador a critical crime-threat country.  The homicide rate in the country increased 25 percent from 2004 to 2005, and El Salvador has one of the highest homicide rates in the world. Both violent and petty crimes are prevalent throughout El Salvador, and U.S. citizens have been among the victims.  Travelers should avoid carrying valuables in public places.  Passports and other important documents should not be left in private vehicles.  Armed assaults and carjackings take place both in San Salvador and in the interior of the country, but are especially frequent on roads outside the capital where police patrols are scarce.  Criminals have been known to follow travelers from the international airport to private residences or secluded stretches of road where they carry out assaults and robberies.  Armed robbers are known to shoot if the vehicle does not come to a stop.  Criminals often become violent quickly, especially when victims fail to cooperate immediately in surrendering valuables.  Frequently, victims who argue with assailants or refuse to give up their valuables are shot. 

In separate incidents in 2004, two U.S. citizens visiting El Salvador were murdered.  The Embassy in San Salvador is aware of one incident in 2004 in which a U.S. citizen woman was carjacked in San Salvador, driven to a neighboring rural area, and sexually assaulted.  On three reported occasions in 2004, U.S. citizens driving private vehicles from El Salvador into Guatemala were carjacked and robbed at gunpoint short distances into Guatemalan territory.  In two of these incidents, the bandits physically assaulted their victims, raping two female minors in one of the attacks.  Travelers are referred to the Public Announcement for Guatemala dated October 29, 2004, for additional information about the incidence of violent crime in Guatemala. 

Kidnappings for ransom continue to occur but have decreased in frequency since 2001.  In 2004, eight kidnappings were reported to authorities; another eight were reported through the first ten months of 2005.  U.S. citizens in El Salvador should exercise caution at all times and practice good personal security procedures throughout their stay. 

The U.S. Embassy warns its personnel to drive with their doors locked and windows raised, to avoid travel outside of major metropolitan areas after dark, and to avoid travel on unpaved roads at all times because of criminal assaults and lack of police and road service facilities.  Travelers with conspicuous amounts of luggage, late-model cars or foreign license plates are particularly vulnerable to crime, even in the capital. 

Travel on public transportation, especially buses, both within and outside the capital is risky and is not recommended.  The Embassy advises official visitors to use radio dispatched taxis or those stationed in front of major hotels. 

U.S. citizens using banking services should be vigilant while conducting their financial exchanges either inside local banks or at automated teller machines.  There have been several reports of armed robberies in which victims appear to have been followed from the bank after completing their transactions. 

Visitors to El Salvador should use caution when climbing volcanoes or hiking in other remote locations.  Armed robberies of climbers and hikers are common. 

INFORMATION FOR VICTIMS OF CRIME: The loss or theft abroad of a U.S. passport should be reported immediately to the local police and the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate.  If you are the victim of a crime while overseas, in addition to reporting to local police, please contact the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate for assistance.  The Embassy/Consulate staff can, for example, assist you to find appropriate medical care, contact family members or friends and explain how funds could be transferred.  Although the investigation and prosecution of the crime is solely the responsibility of local authorities, consular officers can help you to understand the local criminal justice process and to find an attorney if needed.  

See our information on Victims of Crime at http://travel.state.gov/travel/tips/emergencies/emergencies_1748.html.

MEDICAL FACILITIES AND HEALTH INFORMATION: Medical care is limited.  Emergency services, even in San Salvador, are very basic.  Ambulance services are not staffed by trained personnel and lack life-saving necessities such as oxygen.  Physicians in the major hospitals are generally well trained, often in U.S. hospitals, but nursing and support staff are not up to U.S. standards.  State-of-the-art technology for dealing with medical problems requiring hospitalization and/or medical evacuation to the United States can cost thousands of dollars.  Doctors and hospitals often expect immediate cash payment for health services.  Most hospitals accept credit cards for hospital charges, but not for doctors' fees. 

Information on vaccinations and other health precautions, such as safe food and water precautions and insect bite protection, may be obtained from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s hotline for international travelers at 1-877-FYI-TRIP (1-877-394-8747) or via the CDC’s Internet site at http://www.cdc.gov/travel.  For information about outbreaks of infectious diseases abroad consult the World Health Organization’s (WHO) website at http://www.who.int/en.  Further health information for travelers is available at http://www.who.int/ith. 

MEDICAL INSURANCE: The Department of State strongly urges Americans to consult with their medical insurance company prior to traveling abroad to confirm whether their policy applies overseas and whether it will cover emergency expenses such as a medical evacuation. Please see our information on medical insurance overseas at http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1470.html. 

TRAFFIC SAFETY AND ROAD CONDITIONS: While in a foreign country, U.S. citizens may encounter road conditions that differ significantly from those in the United States. The information below concerning El Salvador is provided for general reference only, and may not be totally accurate in a particular location or circumstance. 

Road conditions throughout El Salvador are not up to U.S. standards.  However, the rebuilding of major roads following the earthquakes in 2001 is nearly completed.  Mini-buses, buses and taxis are often poorly maintained.  Drivers are often not trained, and generally do not adhere to traffic rules and regulations.  The U.S. Embassy recommends that its personnel avoid using mini-buses and buses, and use only taxis that are radio-dispatched or those stationed in front of major hotels.  Robberies and assaults on buses are commonplace.  

Because of inconsistent enforcement of traffic laws in El Salvador, safe drivers must make an extraordinary effort to drive defensively.  Passing on blind corners is commonplace.  Salvadoran law requires that the driver of a vehicle that injures or kills another person must be arrested and detained until a judge can determine responsibility for the accident.  This law is uniformly enforced. 

Visitors to El Salvador may drive on their U.S. license for up to thirty days.  After that time, a visitor is required to obtain a Salvadoran license. 

Please refer to our Road Safety page for more information .  Visit the website of El Salvador’s national tourist office and national authority responsible for road safety at http://www.elsalvadorturismo.gob.sv/.  Further information on traffic and road conditions is available in Spanish from Automovil Club de El Salvador, at telephone number 011-503-221-0557 or via the Internet at http://www.aces.com.sv. 

AVIATION SAFETY OVERSIGHT: The U.S. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has assessed the Government of El Salvador as being in compliance with ICAO international aviation safety standards for oversight of El Salvador’s air carrier operations.  For more information, travelers may visit the FAA’s Internet web site at www.faa.gov/avr/iasa/index.cfm. 

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES: Travelers intending to carry cell phones from the United States should check with their service provider to determine if the service will be available in El Salvador.  Credit cards are acceptable for payment in many but not all retail stores and restaurants in major cities.  Automatic teller machines with access to major U.S. bank networks are widely available in San Salvador but less prevalent elsewhere in the country. 

Please see our information on customs regulations. 

DISASTER PREPAREDNESS:   El Salvador is an earthquake-prone country.  Flooding and landslides during the rainy season (June to November) also pose a risk. On October 4, 2005, the Government of El Salvador declared a nation-wide state of emergency following major flooding caused by a series of storms. More than 50 deaths were confirmed as attributed to landslides and flooding at that time and over 34,000 residents were evacuated to temporary shelter. The Ilamatepec Volcano, located approximately 50 kilometers west of San Salvador, erupted briefly on October 1, 2005, casting rocks and volcanic ash onto neighboring regions and producing two confirmed deaths.  General information about natural disaster preparedness is available via the Internet from the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) at http://www.fema.gov/. 

An earthquake measuring 7.6 on the Richter scale devastated much of El Salvador on January 13, 2001.  A second earthquake on February 13, 2001, measured 6.6 on the Richter scale, and caused significant additional damage and loss of life.  Reconstruction efforts continue and the country is returning to normal.  Additional information in Spanish about earthquakes (sismos) in El Salvador can be found on the Government of El Salvador’s web page at http://www.snet.gob.sv/.
CRIMINAL PENALTIES: While in a foreign country, a U.S. citizen is subject to that country's laws and regulations, which sometimes differ significantly from those in the United States and may not afford the protections available to the individual under U.S. law.  Penalties for breaking the law can be more severe than in the United States for similar offences.  Persons violating El Salvador laws, even unknowingly, may be expelled, arrested or imprisoned.  Penalties for possession, use, or trafficking in illegal drugs in El Salvador are severe, and convicted offenders can expect long jail sentences and heavy fines.  Engaging in illicit sexual conduct with children or using or disseminating child pornography in a foreign country is a crime, prosecutable in the United States.  

CHILDREN'S ISSUES: For information on international adoption of children and international parental child abduction, see the Office of Children’s Issues website at h ttp://www.travel.state.gov/family/family_1732.html . 

REGISTRATION / EMBASSY LOCATION: Americans living or traveling in El Salvador are encouraged to register with the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate through the State Department’s travel registration website, https://travelregistration.state.gov, and to obtain updated information on travel and security within El Salvador.  Americans without Internet access may register directly with the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate.  By registering, American citizens make it easier for the Embassy or Consulate to contact them in case of emergency.  

The Consular Section of the U.S. Embassy in El Salvador is located at Final Boulevard Santa Elena Sur, Urbanizacion Santa Elena, Antiguo Cuscatlan, La Libertad, telephone 011-503-278-4444, fax 011-503-278-6020, e-mail: ACSSANSAL@state.gov.  The Embassy's web site can be accessed at http://elsalvador.usembassy.gov.  The Consular Section is open for U.S. citizens services from 8:15 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. weekdays, excluding U.S. and Salvadoran holidays.  After business hours, the Embassy can be contacted by telephone at 011-503-501-2316 or 011-503-501-2253. 

For any questions concerning U.S. visas for either temporary travel to or permanent residence in the U.S., please contact our regional U.S. Visa Information Center.  From El Salvador, the Visa Information Center may be reached by calling 900-6011 or by purchasing a VISAS-USA calling card from any place that sells Telefonica phone cards.  Calling instructions are on the back of the card.  Calls using the 900 number cost approximately 2 dollars and 15 cents per minute and will be charged to the caller's telephone bill.  The Telefonica phone card costs 15 dollars and permits a seven-minute call.  From the U.S., the Visa Information Center can be contacted by dialing 818-755-8425 and charging the call to a Visa or MasterCard credit card. 

*     *     *
This replaces the Consular Information Sheet dated March 17, 2005, to update sections on Country Description, Safety and Security, and Registration/Embassy Location 
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