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MARCELO 
RIVERA

Marcelo Rivera
9 July 2009 (the date on which his death 

is commemorated; exact date of death is unknown) 
San Isidro, El Salvador

When he was a teenager, Miguel Ángel Rivera joined 
his older brother, Marcelo, to do community work in 
their home town of San Isidro in the department of 
Cabañas, El Salvador. In the early 1990s, they would 
collect donated books and take them to an abandoned 
building that had been used to store cadavers during the 
country’s civil war. This became San Isidro’s first library 
and cultural centre. 

The Rivera brothers soon founded the Asociación San 
Isidro Cabañas (ASIC). Their organization has, as Miguel 
Ángel explained, an ‘umbilical connection’ to two other 
prominent community groups in the region – the Aso-
ciación de Desarrollo Económico Social de Santa Marta 
(ADES) and Radio Victoria. 

Cabañas is a traditional stronghold of the Salvadoran 
military, with links to conservative politicians and busi-
nessmen. ‘There had been no protests here ever, not 
even during the war,’ said Miguel Ángel. Against this 
backdrop of terrified silence, the brothers began to raise 
their voices and those of the community. 

Their work attracted a violent backlash when they 
launched a campaign to raise awareness about the 
potential dangers of gold mining. Pacific Rim, a Cana-
dian mining corporation that was later sold to Australian 
company OceanaGold, had been granted permission 
to prospect for gold and silver in Cabañas. When they 
discovered deposits, the company solicited permission 
to build a mine. They also launched a public-relations 
campaign, promising that the mine would bring jobs 

and progress, and that the environment would 
remain healthy. The company tried to allay 
fears around two concerns in particular: its 
plans to strip gold from the rock using cya-
nide, and a decision to power the mine using 
the Lempa River, El Salvador’s main source of 
drinking water.  

Cabañas community leaders went to neigh-
bouring countries to visit opencast mines, 
similar to the one that Pacific Rim planned 
to develop. Miguel Ángel visited a mining site 
in Honduras. He remembers encountering a 
giant pile of rock that had been stripped with 
cyanide; there was an overpowering chemical 
smell and a school next door. The people who 
lived around the mine, he saw, were missing 
teeth and suffered from rashes on their skin. 

The locals spoke to him about having lost 
their agricultural livelihoods when the mining 
affected the water table, and wells dried up. 
Miguel Ángel recorded these interviews and, 
on his return, ASIC showed the video to the 
communities of San Isidro. At the same time, 
Marcelo began speaking out on Radio Victoria 
and leading environmentalist marches. 

In June 2005, people from the state partnered 
with community groups across the country and 
formed a central coordinating committee, the 
Mesa Nacional Frente a la Minería Metálica.

‘MARCELO BEGAN 
SPEAKING OUT AND LEADING 
ENVIRONMENTALIST MARCHES’
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 ‘HE BARELY 
SURVIVED A 

FIRST MURDER 
ATTEMPT’

But as opposition grew to the proposed 
mine, Pacific Rim was making headway with 
El Salvador’s political elite. Miguel Ángel said 
the company had a firm strategy in place by 
2007. He believes that while they were can-
vassing bureaucrats in the capital to expedite 
the licensing process, Pacific Rim also estab-
lished mutually beneficial relationships with 
various mayors across Cabañas. Leveraging 
the mayors’ political networks, they would 
hire supporters to promote mining within 
communities. These moves by the mining firm 
exacerbated tensions. The list of parties who 
had a vested interest in Pacific Rim’s success 
was growing. Their most visible obstacle was 
Marcelo Rivera. 

‘He was doing something that had never 
been done in San Isidro,’ said Oscar Beltrán, 
a journalist at Radio Victoria, explaining 
how Marcelo was challenging long-standing 
corruption and traditional power structures 
by ‘confronting them directly’. It did not go 
unnoticed – he barely survived a first murder 
attempt, when a truck with unidentified men 
tried to run him over. Yet he continued to serve 
as ‘the visible face of protest,’ Beltrán said. 

In October 2005, a United States scientist 
named Dr Robert Moran released a scathing 
review of the company’s environmental impact 
exam. The Salvadoran state was divided over 

the issue when then Salvadoran Ombudswoman for the Environ-
ment, Yanira Cortez, voiced her concern about the viability of 
mining in El Salvador. 

The protests in Cabañas were ‘a desperate cry in the face of the 
threat that these projects may represent to life,’ Cortez later stated 
in a deposition. She said that the state’s decision to continue enter-
taining Pacific Rim’s bid showed a ‘disregard for human beings 
in favour of private financial interests’. Pacific Rim’s progress in 
acquiring a concession then faltered and, in 2009, with pressure 
against the mining project mounting from civil-society groups 
and the media, the Salvadoran president announced that the gov-
ernment would not grant the company a mining concession. In 
an attempt to reverse this, Pacific Rim sued the government of El 
Salvador in April 2009 at the International Center for Settlement 
of Investment Disputes (ICSID) – a World Bank trade dispute set-
tlement tribunal in Washington, DC.

Two months later, on 18 June, Marcelo Rivera was 
kidnapped. His body, which, according to the autopsy, 
showed signs of torture, was found about three weeks 
later at the bottom of a well in Cabañas.

The murder kicked off a wave of violence that lasted 
eight months, during which at least four anti-mining 
activists were murdered and many other people received 
death threats, including six journalists at Radio Victoria. 
Several people fled El Salvador, fearing for their lives. 
‘Every time we heard a car outside, we thought, “Shit, 
they’re coming to get us”, ’ said Miguel Ángel.

Local law-enforcement officers said that Marcelo 
had been drinking with members of a gang when a 
fight broke out, and that his murder was the result of 
‘common delinquency’. In September 2010, three gang 
members were convicted of killing Marcelo, and three 
more sentenced for covering up the case. 

Given the details of Marcelo’s activism and the con-
text in which he was murdered, this was an unsatisfactory 
legal decision. Many believe his murder was, in reality, an 
example of a phenomenon that is frequently encountered 

in El Salvador, where gangs are hired as hitmen to carry 
out the dirty work of powerful people linked to organized 
crime. ‘It wasn’t just a small group,’ said Beltrán. ‘This was 
a large group of armed people who had military experi-
ence. The shells left behind where they shot Ramiro [one 
of the other victims] were from an M16 rifle. Those are 
military-issue only.’ While these details fuel speculation, 
there have been few answers. But it seems clear that the 
violence was intended to advance pro-mining interests. 
‘It’s not our job to investigate,’ says Miguel Ángel. 

A decade later, investigations have failed to reveal 
who masterminded Marcelo’s murder. Pacific Rim has 
repeatedly denied involvement in his murder and the 
killings of other activists. 

Beltrán said that the murder was intended to send a 
message: ‘“If we’re capable of doing this to Marcelo, we 
can do anything to you.” Emotionally, it hit us. Confront-
ing the mining company meant confronting economic 
powers. But for us to be silent would have been inconsis-
tent with Marcelo’s work.’ 

In October 2016, Pacific Rim – now OceanaGold – 
lost its case at the World Bank’s ICSID tribunal. And in 
2017, El Salvador became the first country in the world 
to impose a ban on all metal mining. 

Residents of Cabañas, El Salvador, at a celebration 
of El Salvador’s win in a World Bank tribunal over 
Canadian mining company Pacific Rim. They hold signs 
protesting against mineral mining, 4 November 2016

A Radio Victoria journalist 
interviews Marcelo Rivera 


