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El Salvador was one of eight study countries in IDP’s mixed‑methods research on the impact of the USAID closure on persons with disabilities. Research was conducted through a global survey, key informant interviews (KIIs), and focus group discussions (FGDs) with government officials, OPD staff, implementing partners, adults with disabilities, and parents and caregivers of children with disabilities.
Country Overview
El Salvador is a lower‑middle‑income country with persistent structural inequality, high exposure to violence, and significant climate vulnerability. Despite recent improvements in security and economic stabilization efforts, the country continues to face deep‑rooted development challenges. El Salvador’s GDP per capita stood at approximately $5,767 in 2025,[footnoteRef:1] yet nearly one‑third of Salvadorans remain in poverty (poverty rate at national poverty line at 27.20%[footnoteRef:2]), and economic mobility is constrained by limited formal employment opportunities, high emigration rates, and chronic underinvestment in rural regions. Remittances, equivalent to 24% of GDP in 2023, remain a primary source of household income, underscoring the fragility of domestic economic systems and the dependence on external labor markets for national stability.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=SV ]  [2:  https://pip.worldbank.org/country-profiles/SLV ]  [3:  https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099120924111523990/pdf/P500656-46605126-c2a6-472a-a3d4-a577d289eac6.pdf ] 


El Salvador’s development trajectory has long been shaped by cycles of violence and displacement. For more than two decades, gang‑related insecurity, particularly from MS‑13 and Barrio 18, has disrupted community life, weakened public institutions, and constrained access to education and social services. Prior to recent security reforms, homicide rates were among the highest in the world, and extortion, forced recruitment, and territorial control by gangs severely limited mobility for youth and families in marginalized neighborhoods.[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5] These conditions contributed to widespread internal displacement and pushed hundreds of thousands of Salvadorans to migrate, often irregularly, in search of safety and economic opportunity. Although the government has implemented aggressive security measures since 2019 that have significantly reduced reported homicide rates, the long‑term social and economic consequences of decades of violence remain acute. Communities historically affected by gang control continue to experience high unemployment, low educational attainment, and limited access to public services,[footnoteRef:6] making sustained development investment essential for rebuilding social cohesion and expanding economic alternatives for youth. [4:  https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/pub2023-097-el-mgi-el_salvador-second-profile.pdf ]  [5:  https://insightcrime.org/el-salvador-organized-crime-news/el-salvador/ ]  [6:  https://www.nber.org/digest/202012/gang-culture-and-economic-development-evidence-el-salvador?page=1&perPage=50 ] 


El Salvador is also one of the most climate‑vulnerable countries in Central America. Recurrent earthquakes, tropical storms, floods, and droughts disproportionately affect rural and low‑income communities, damaging infrastructure, disrupting schooling, and exacerbating food insecurity.[footnoteRef:7] Climate shocks, such as the 2023–2024 regional drought, have intensified agricultural losses and increased household vulnerability, particularly among smallholder farmers who lack access to irrigation, insurance, or diversified livelihoods.[footnoteRef:8] These environmental pressures compound existing social inequities and strain government capacity to deliver resilient, inclusive services. [7:  https://climate-diplomacy.org/magazine/conflict/climate-fragility-risk-brief-el-salvador ]  [8:  https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/el-salvador/el-salvador-humanitarian-needs-and-response-plan-2025-summary ] 


Education access remains uneven, especially for children in rural areas and those affected by violence or poverty. While primary education is officially free and compulsory, school dropout rates remain high, driven by economic hardship, insecurity, and limited access to transportation or inclusive learning environments.[footnoteRef:9] Adolescents are particularly vulnerable: many leave school early to work, migrate, or avoid gang‑related risks.[footnoteRef:10] As a result, El Salvador faces a persistent skills gap, with many youth lacking the training needed to participate in formal employment or emerging economic sectors.  [9:  https://escotet.org/in-focus/issues/premier-issue/educaional-opportunity-el-salvadors-barriers-to-achieving-equality-persist/ ]  [10:  https://www.elsalvadornow.org/2025/12/10/dropout-rate-confirmed-in-el-salvadors-private-schools-what-are-the-causes-and-figures-for-2025-confirman-desercion-escolar-en-colegios-privados-de-el-salvador-cuales-son-l/ ] 


Persons with disabilities experience additional barriers to inclusion. National disability prevalence is estimated to be 15%,[footnoteRef:11] yet access to rehabilitation, assistive devices, and inclusive education remains limited outside major urban centers.[footnoteRef:12] Organizations of Persons with Disabilities (OPDs) play a critical role in advocating for rights and services, but they often operate with constrained financial resources and limited institutional support. Government systems have made progress toward disability‑inclusive policy frameworks, but implementation capacity remains insufficient to meet national needs, particularly in rural and climate‑affected regions.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  https://alerta.salud.gob.sv/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Disability0205.pdf ]  [12:  https://momentum4humanity.org/el-salvador/ ]  [13:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2019/09/committee-rights-persons-disabilities-examines-report-el-salvador ] 


Given these intersecting challenges, structural poverty, historical violence, climate vulnerability, and limited inclusive service delivery, sustained external development investment is not supplementary but foundational. Evidence from community‑based programs in El Salvador shows that expanding access to quality education, vocational training, psychosocial support, and disability‑inclusive services strengthens resilience, reduces the appeal of violence, and creates pathways to long‑term economic stability.[footnoteRef:14][footnoteRef:15][footnoteRef:16] Targeted investment in marginalized communities is essential for ensuring that recent security gains translate into durable, equitable development outcomes. [14:  https://workisprogress.org/en/report-2025-focus-el-salvador/ ]  [15:  https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/2025-08/elsalvador-operationalupdate-march-2025.pdf ]  [16:  https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/agustine-project-highlights-students-perspectives-importance-arts-and-cultural-education-social ] 


USAID in El Salvador 
El Salvador has been a consistent recipient of U.S. foreign assistance, particularly in areas related to citizen security, economic growth, education, and governance. USAID’s investments were designed to reduce drivers of migration, including the strengthening of social services that mitigate the conditions that often push families to leave. The abrupt program termination of programs removed stabilizing supports that helped families remain in their communities. 
The figures below reflect total U.S. foreign assistance and USAID sector allocations. Disability‑specific funding is not reported as a separate line item in publicly available data.
· El Salvador received approximately $227 million in total U.S. foreign assistance in FY 2024.[footnoteRef:17] USAID’s support included activities for governance, education, humanitarian, health and population, and economic growth.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  https://foreignassistance.gov/cd/el%20salvador/ ]  [18:  https://usafacts.org/answers/how-much-foreign-aid-does-the-us-provide/countries/el-salvador/ ] 

· In FY 2024, USAID managed $114 million for El Salvador. Sector totals on ForeignAssistance.gov show governance receiving $70 million, education receiving $16 million, and humanitarian programs receiving $13 million.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  https://foreignassistance.gov/cd/el%20salvador/1/2024/obligations ] 

· El Salvador received substantial U.S. humanitarian and disaster‑risk reduction assistance due to its high exposure to earthquakes, tropical storms, floods, and droughts. This support includes preparedness, emergency response, and community‑level resilience programming. USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA) has funded disaster‑risk reduction, early warning systems, and climate‑resilient agriculture initiatives that directly benefit vulnerable populations, including persons with disabilities.[footnoteRef:20][footnoteRef:21] [20:  https://reliefweb.int/report/world/usaid-bureau-humanitarian-assistance-fy-2024-annual-report ]  [21:  https://momentum4humanity.org/our-projects/didrr-el-salvador/ ] 

· USAID was one of the largest bilateral donors supporting El Salvador’s education and youth inclusion reforms. This includes investments in:
· safe learning environments in high‑violence communities
· early grade reading and numeracy
· technical and vocational education and training (TVET)
· youth workforce development and digital skills 
· community‑based psychosocial support and resilience programs; USAID programs have also supported inclusive education policy development, teacher training, and community‑based initiatives that improve access for children and youth with disabilities.[footnoteRef:22][footnoteRef:23] [22:  https://sv.usembassy.gov/usaid-launches-project-to-support-youth-in-san-salvador-santa-ana-and-san-miguel/ ]  [23:  https://www.fhi360.org/projects/educational-innovation-project-eip/ ] 


Programs in El Salvador were terminated as a result of USAID's dismantling, including the Educational Innovation Project (2022-2025). IDP was a partner on the project, delivering inclusive education programming. USAID’s Education Innovation Project strengthened the foundational systems required for sustainable improvements in the quality of education in El Salvador. The project supported the Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MINEDUCYT) and municipal governments in advancing national education reform priorities, including foundational learning, inclusive education, and safe learning environments.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  https://www.fhi360.org/projects/educational-innovation-project-eip/ ] 

This $27.4 million USAID‑funded cooperative agreement operated across high‑priority municipalities and school networks nationwide. A few of the achievements in the first two years of operation included:
· National Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and Inclusive Education integration: Provided technical assistance to MINEDUCYT to embed UDL principles into national teacher training frameworks, curriculum guidance, and early grade instructional materials. This work ensured that inclusive instructional practices were systematically integrated into foundational learning reforms.
· Teacher training on inclusive instructional practices: Developed and delivered training modules for teachers, pedagogical advisors, and regional coordinators on UDL, differentiated instruction, and strategies for supporting learners with disabilities. Training included practical classroom tools, model lesson plans, and guidance for adapting instruction to diverse learning needs.
· Inclusive Teaching At the Right Level (TARL) adaptation: Supported the adaptation of TARL methodologies to include disability‑inclusive approaches. IDP provided technical guidance to ensure the implementation incorporated flexible grouping, accessible learning materials, and inclusive assessment practices.
· Strengthening school-level support systems: Worked with school directors, municipal education offices, and community organizations to strengthen school‑based support systems for vulnerable learners. This included coaching for school leadership, development of inclusive school improvement plans, and integration of psychosocial support strategies.
· Capacity building for government counterparts: Provided targeted capacity building to MINEDUCYT technical teams on inclusive education, UDL, and accessible learning design. This ensured that inclusive practices were embedded in policy alignment, curriculum development, and national rollout of foundational learning reforms.
· Cross-cutting inclusion integration: Ensured inclusion was a cross‑cutting priority across all EIP activities. IDP provided ongoing technical guidance to embed disability‑inclusive approaches across teacher training, instructional material development, school coaching, and community engagement.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  https://www.inclusivedevpartners.com/el-salvador-eip/ ] 


IDP Research Findings on the Impact of the USAID Dismantling on Persons with Disabilities
SUMMARY OF THE METHODS AND RESEARCH IN EL SALVADOR
This study employed a mixed-methods design to document the impact of USAID program terminations on persons with disabilities, their families, and the organizations and systems that served them. Data were collected concurrently through three methods: an online survey, key informant interviews (KIIs), and focus group discussions (FGDs). Findings from all streams were triangulated during analysis. In El Salvador, data was collected from 3 government officials, 25 parents/caregivers of children with disabilities, and 1 OPD. The study was conducted under Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the University of Massachusetts Boston.
The findings below are drawn entirely from evidence collected in El Salvador, with a focus on the experiences of municipal officials, OPDs, caregivers, adults with disabilities, and rehabilitation center staff interviewed across San Marcos, Ilopango, San Martín, La Libertad Este, and San Salvador.
Finding 1: Educational inclusion deteriorated rapidly, leaving many children with disabilities without viable schooling options.
When USAID‑supported activities ended, the fragile arrangements that made school attendance possible, such as transport stipends, scholarships, caregiver accompaniment, and teacher coaching, collapsed. Families described withdrawing children from school because teachers lacked preparation, bullying intensified, and transportation became unaffordable. Without USAID’s support, inclusive education efforts stalled, and families now face inaccessible schools with untrained teachers.
"“I had her in a regular school, but the other children would make fun of her… they laughed at her and didn’t want to include her. I spoke with the school, but things did not change much. In the end, I decided it was better to withdraw her and enroll her in a special education school.”
– Parent of a child with a disability, El Salvador
Finding 2: Rehabilitation and therapy access contracted sharply, especially for rural and low-income families
USAID investments had strengthened municipal rehabilitation centers and enabled outreach to communities that otherwise had no access to therapy. Once funding ended, the enabling conditions that allowed persons with disabilities and their families to effectively access and benefit from those services withered. As a result, the gap between service availability and actual accessibility widened considerably, particularly for households living in conditions of poverty and geographic isolation.
Families who relied on transportation support or accompaniment lost access entirely. For many households, therapy was the first expense families cut when USAID support disappeared. 
" Continuing with therapy became impossible, as the available income had to be used first to feed the family… the priority became ensuring daily meals, so therapy had to be suspended.
– Parent of a child with a disability, El Salvador
Finding 3: Caregiving responsibilities intensified for mothers, while economic supports and psychosocial spaces disappeared.
Across all municipalities, women described a dramatic increase in caregiving burdens. USAID‑funded workshops had provided rare moments of respite, emotional support, and peer connection, spaces that vanished overnight. Women caregivers described depression, isolation, and emotional exhaustion.
[image: The image shows a woman holding a baby in a red dress, with a baby stroller and a blue curtain in the background.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]"On the days I attended, it was as if that space allowed you to release everything you had inside."
– Parent of a child with a disability, El Salvador
Livelihood supports, such as seed capital, savings groups, agricultural inputs, and small business materials, also ended abruptly. These programs had been essential for caregivers who cannot work outside the home due to full‑time care responsibilities. The loss of these supports has deepened poverty and increased isolation.
“Seed capital helped strengthen small home businesses… now we cannot work because we need to take care of our children.”  
– Parent of a child with a disability, El Salvador
Finding 4: Adults with disabilities lost employment, mobility supports, and access to services tied to USAID programming.
OPDs reported staff layoffs, reduced territorial work, and the disappearance of stipends for trainers with disabilities. Loss of employment also meant losing transportation support, reduced access to assistive devices, and diminished ability to participate in community life. Adults with disabilities described discouragement and loss of hope.
“Some of our staff had to leave because there were no longer funds to continue paying salaries… the year 2025 was one of the most difficult.”  
– OPD, El Salvador
Finding 5: Local disability‑inclusive systems weakened significantly, reversing years of gradual progress.
Municipality disability offices lost technical guidance, coordination mechanisms dissolved, and OPDs lost structured partnerships with government institutions. Much of the remaining work is now sustained only through individual initiative rather than institutional systems.
[image: The image shows a group of people sitting in a room with a rusty, bare wall and a tiled floor, and a small window with a barred glass.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]“The closure of projects has led to a noticeable reduction in technical support… capacities have been significantly weakened.”
– Government official, El Salvador
Across municipalities, assistive device distribution became sporadic or stopped, disability identification systems stalled, rights‑based training for caregivers ended, and municipal disability agendas were deprioritized for months. The system has reverted to fragmented, under‑resourced conditions similar to those before USAID engagement.
“The reduction in transportation affected access to technical supports such as prostheses or assistive devices.”  
– OPD, El Salvador
What Must Happen Next
The findings above point to concrete, actionable steps that donors, governments, and the U.S. Congress can take to address the harm documented in El Salvador and prevent its recurrence.
1. Donors should rapidly channel short‑term financial support to El Salvador’s OPDs, particularly the Network of Survivors and AMUCES, whose territorial outreach and staffing were cut by more than half. These organizations are now the primary lifeline for families who lost access to services overnight.
1. Future education investments must reinstate the practical supports that make schooling possible for children with disabilities, including transportation subsidies, school scholarships, and teacher preparation on inclusive practices. Without these, attendance in both rural and urban municipalities will remain out of reach.
1. Rehabilitation and therapy services require renewed donor investment, particularly in municipal rehabilitation services, where planned equipment improvements and service expansion were interrupted following the end of USAID-funded support. Strengthening these services is essential for families who cannot afford transportation to distant hospitals or rehabilitation facilities.  
1. Economic inclusion programs for women caregivers must be rebuilt, including seed capital, small‑business inputs, savings groups, and agricultural support. These initiatives were the only viable income pathways for caregivers who cannot work outside the home due to full‑time care responsibilities.
1. Municipal disability systems need structured rebuilding, including disability registries, referral pathways, and community outreach mechanisms. Much of this work is currently sustained only through individual staff initiative, which is not sustainable or equitable.
1. Donors should adopt mandatory transition protocols to ensure communities are never again left without warning or handover when programs close. The abrupt termination in El Salvador caused immediate service collapse and deepened vulnerability.
1. U.S. government agencies must safeguard disability‑inclusive programming from future political reversals, ensuring that accessible materials, sign language interpretation, and disability‑disaggregated data collection are protected and cannot be eliminated under broad executive orders.
1. U.S. Congress should recognize disability‑inclusive programming in El Salvador as a stabilizing force, particularly in municipalities where poverty, isolation, and limited public services heighten social vulnerability and contribute to migration. Investments in inclusive education, rehabilitation, and caregiver support strengthen community cohesion and reduce long‑term systemic regression.

This brief draws on findings from When Programs End Overnight: The Impact of the Dismantling of USAID on Persons with Disabilities (IDP, 2026). The full report is available at www.inclusivedevpartners.org. For more information, contact Inclusive Development Partners.
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