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El Salvador Catches Break with Surf Tourism
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Central America News

Reasons Change, But Expats Keep Coming

By Tim Rogers
Nica Times Staff

Uncrowded Waves: 18 years after the end of the civil war, surfers are rediscover-
ing El Salvador. And El Salvador is discovering the important role that surfers 
have on tourism development. Pictured, a surfer surveys waves at Punta Roca.
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PLAYA EL CUCO, El Salvador – El 
Salvador’s effort to fix its old reputation as a 
land of guerrillas and gangsters and rebuild 
its image as a tourist-friendly country is 
being helped along by a swelling wave of surf 
tourism.

Similar to tourism trends seen in Costa 
Rica in the ‘90s and Nicaragua in the ‘00s, El 
Salvador is experiencing a surge of coastal 
development fueled by surfers searching for 
undiscovered waves. 

Like the pioneers in the Old West push-
ing into uncharted territory, surfers are usu-
ally the first to blaze new trails up Central 
America’s coastline, for other tourists and 
families to follow once word is sent back that 
it’s OK to come. 

The only problem is that those who have 
already ventured into El Salvador don’t want 
word to get out about the excellent surfing 
conditions and uncrowded waves here.

“The surf here is outstanding. This place 
has got it all – I couldn’t ask for anything 
else,” said Mike McCabe, a long-time surfer 
from California who recently made his sec-
ond surfing trip to El Cuco, on the eastern 
Pacific shore of El Salvador (the country’s 
Pacific coastline runs east to west, rather 
than north to south).

“Wait, don’t write that down – we don’t 
want any more people to come here,” inter-
jected fellow surfer Andy Howden, from 
Sydney, Australia.

The two traveling surfers, both staying at 
Las Flores Resort, a tropical 5-star boutique 
hotel tucked inside a cliff-rimmed cove in 

as important elements to develop tourism. 
And on the beach, surfing is king,” Minister 
Duarte told The Nica Times this week in a 
phone interview from San Salvador. 

Duarte refers to El Salvador’s small size 
as a “country of 45 minutes,” where most 
destinations are less than an hour’s drive 
from the airport. The close proximity of 
world-class surfing spots to the country’s 
international airport is another major ben-
efit to El Salvador, he said.

In fact, “easy” is a word that many surfers 
seem to use to describing the surfing here.

“El Salvador never seemed like an easy 
surfing option before, like Costa Rica and 
Nicaragua are. But this is very easy,” said 
Ross Wittendorfer, a 27-year-old surfer from 
Alabama who said he’s surfed Costa Rica in 
past years but wanted to try something dif-
ferent.  

Wittendorfer’s recent surf trip to El 
Salvador was made even easier by staying at 
the all-inclusive setup at Las Flores Resort, 
which offers 3-7 night surf packages includ-
ing transportation from the airport, meals, 
lodging, and daily surf trips in a boat.

“I’ve been surfing three times a day. All 
I do here is surf, sleep, and eat. And the 
food has been awesome,” he said, adding 
that it is helpful having all the meals pro-
vided because he doesn’t speak Spanish and 
“would hate trying to figure out what to eat 
in town every day.”

“If you only have one or two weeks for 
vacation, this is definitely the way to do it,” 
said the Australian Howden, from a nearby 
hammock.

“This is too easy here,” he said. “I surfed
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It's a Different World: Sun, solidarity, 
work or investment – reasons vary, but  ex-
pats still making Nicaragua their  home.

El Cuco, said that surfing El Salvador is a 
refreshing experience after fighting for space 
on the more crowded and popular waves 
in neighboring countries to the south. The 
surfing here, they said, is still pristine.

El Salvador’s Tourism Minister José 

Napoleón Duarte says the new El Salvador 
is “betting on a future of tourism” and that 
surfing figures to be a key ingredient in that 
success. 

“Along with our cultural and mountain 
attractions, we are betting on sun and sand 

By Jen Perkin
Special to The Nica Times

Nicaragua must be doing something 
right. 

For decades, thousands of foreigners 
have been inspired to pack up and move 
from their comfortable, stable home coun-
tries to one of Latin America’s poorest. 
Nicaragua’s economic and political situ-
ation has never been rosy, and the future 
is far from certain. Yet expats continue to 
come, in good times and in bad.

In the 1980s, Nicaragua saw a wave 
of expat immigration from leftist-mind-
ed individuals who came to support the 
Sandinista Revolution. These “interna-
tionalists” – as they were known then 
– were excited about the possibility of 
an alternative political model. And many 
decided to stay and continue the work 
of social justice even after the revolution 
ended, when the Sandinistas were voted 
out of power in 1990.

 For the next two decades, a new wave 
of expats started coming to Nicaragua. 
Some sensed good investment and business 
opportunities, while others saw a chance to 
help a country in need. Still others came for 
the affordable cost of living and real estate, 
the natural beauty and warm weather, or 
just to start a new life in a friendly culture 
that’s embracing of others.

According to recent polls gathered by 
guidebook author Joshua Berman, cur-
rently updating his book Living Abroad in 
Nicaragua, the majority of foreigners who 
come here are still drawn by curiosity and a 
sense of adventure.

In  some ways, the “Nicaraguan adven-
ture” has changed dramatically over the 
past 30 years. But in other ways, it’s remark-
ably the same.

Lillian Hall, 49, from Arizona, is part of 
the old guard of Nicaragua expats, arriving 
here in 1984 just before the crucial presiden-
tial elections in Nicaragua and the United 
States. She was attracted to Nicaragua by 

what she describes as an optimistic climate 
of solidarity. 

“People were mobilized to defend their 
country and their revolution. It was an 
incredible thing to experience,” she said. 
“People were teaching others to read and 
write, people were organizing in their bar-
rios around health issues and such. People 
were giving so much of their time to make 
their country a better place.” 

As someone who stayed on after the 
Sandinistas were voted out of power, and 
has since witnessed the second coming of
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