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Introduction
El Salvador, nestled in the heart of Central America, is a country whose size belies its
remarkable natural wealth. Though it is the region’s smallest nation, El Salvador sits at
the crossroads of north and south, within the globally significant Mesoamerican
biodiversity hotspot. This proud nation boasts an extraordinary variety of ecosystems,
each home to diverse and fascinating species, many of which cannot be found
anywhere else on earth. From the misty, enigmatic cloud forests of Montecristo to the
dynamic volcanic landscapes and the labyrinthine mangrove swamps lining the Pacific
coast, El Salvador offers a unique window into the complexity and splendor of tropical
biodiversity.

However, this richness is set against a backdrop of both resilience and fragility. Over
centuries, the country’s forests and wildlands have been shaped by both natural
forces and intensive human activity. The conversion of land to agriculture, expansion
of urban areas, and economic development have left their mark on the natural
landscape. Despite these challenges, significant forests and protected regions remain,
providing vital sanctuaries for wildlife as well as opportunities for conservation and
ecological restoration.

El Salvador’s fauna is as compelling as its varied terrain. The dense forests shelter
secretive jaguars and pumas, the forest canopies echo with the loud calls of howler
monkeys, and the country’s rivers and coasts attract a dazzling array of birdlife,
including the resplendent Turquoise-browed Motmot—the national bird. Amphibians
and reptiles, many adapted to the unique volcanic soils and microclimates, coexist
with a surprising diversity of freshwater and marine species. Perhaps most emblematic
are the four species of sea turtles that return annually to Salvadoran beaches, a living
link to ancient natural cycles still unfolding under the tropical sun.

Yet, this diversity is under genuine threat. A growing human population exerts
increasing pressure on habitats, leading to fragmentation and loss that pushes many
species toward extinction. Climate change introduces new uncertainties and risks,
reshaping the landscape and altering longstanding ecological relationships. Pollution
and unsustainable land use, meanwhile, threaten the integrity of even the most
remote reserves.

Despite these challenges, the story of El Salvador’s wildlife is not solely one of loss.
Across the country, dedicated individuals and organizations—ranging from
government agencies to international NGOs and local community groups—work
tirelessly to safeguard these natural treasures. Their efforts encompass the
management of national parks and reserves, innovative community conservation
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initiatives, and emerging collaborations focused on restoring habitats and promoting
sustainable livelihoods.

This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of El Salvador: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of El
Salvador," is an invitation to discover the country’s extraordinary natural heritage.
Through detailed explorations of its geography, ecosystems, and species, it aims to
foster both appreciation and awareness. The chapters to come offer insight into not
only what makes El Salvador special, but also how the future of its wildlife depends
upon informed stewardship and collective action. Whether you are a student, a
conservationist, or simply a lover of nature, this guide seeks to inspire a deeper
connection to the wild heart of El Salvador and a commitment to protecting it for
generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Shape of the Land and the
Rhythm of the Seasons
El Salvador, a compact nation on the Pacific coast of Central America, might be the
smallest country in the region, but it certainly packs a punch when it comes to its
physical diversity. Bordered by Guatemala to the west, Honduras to the north and
east, and the vast Pacific Ocean to the south, this landlocked-on-the-Caribbean-side
country occupies a pivotal position on the Central American Isthmus. Its geography is
a dynamic tapestry woven from the forces of powerful tectonic plates colliding
beneath its surface, resulting in a landscape defined by volcanic activity.

The country's terrain is dramatically shaped by two parallel mountain ranges that
traverse its length from west to east, cradling a central plateau between them. This
fundamental structure effectively divides El Salvador into two primary physiographic
regions: the interior highlands and the Pacific lowlands. The highlands, encompassing
the mountain ranges and the central plateau, remarkably cover around 85 percent of
the country's total land area, dictating much of the settlement patterns and natural
characteristics.

The northern mountain range, known as the Sierra Madre de Chiapas, forms a
continuous natural boundary along a significant portion of the border with Honduras.
These mountains present a rugged and often remote landscape, with elevations
generally ranging from 1,600 up to 2,700 meters above sea level. The highest point in
El Salvador, Cerro El Pital, reaching 2,730 meters, is found within this impressive
northern uplift, its slopes frequently shrouded in mist.

In contrast, the southern mountain range is not a single continuous chain but rather a
series of more than twenty volcanoes, some active and others dormant, clustered
together in distinct groups. This volcanic arc is a defining feature of El Salvador's
geography, a constant reminder of the geological energy simmering beneath the
surface. These conical peaks rise dramatically from the landscape, their slopes often
furrowed by past eruptions and the passage of time.

Among the most prominent of these volcanoes is Santa Ana, or Ilamatepec, which
stands as the tallest volcano in the country, reaching elevations cited between 2,365
and 2,381 meters. Another iconic peak is Izalco, historically nicknamed the
"Lighthouse of the Pacific" due to its frequent and visible eruptions that served as a
natural beacon for ships at sea. While Izalco has been quiet since the mid-1960s, the
volcanic chain continues to exert a powerful influence over the land.
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Between the impressive cones and ridges of the southern volcanic range lie fertile
alluvial basins and gently rolling hills, sculpted by the deposition and erosion of
volcanic ash over millennia. This volcanic legacy has bestowed upon El Salvador
remarkably rich soils, particularly on the mountain slopes. This inherent fertility has
historically made these areas prime land for agriculture, most notably for the
cultivation of coffee, which thrives in the volcanic earth.

Nestled between the two mountain ranges is the central plateau, a vital geographical
feature and the heartland for much of El Salvador's population. This plain, stretching
approximately 50 kilometers wide, sits at an average elevation of around 600 meters.
While referred to as a plateau, its terrain is far from uniformly flat, featuring rolling
hills, occasional steep escarpments, and even remnants of past lava flows and
geothermal activity like geysers in some areas.

Despite covering only about a quarter of the country's land area, the central plateau is
where the majority of Salvadorans reside, and it is home to the largest cities, including
the capital, San Salvador. Its fertile volcanic soils also contribute significantly to the
nation's agricultural output, supporting a variety of crops alongside the coffee grown
on the higher slopes.

Hugging the Pacific coastline is the narrow coastal plain, the second major
physiographic region of El Salvador. This lowland strip varies in width, from as little as
one kilometer in some areas where the volcanic slopes plunge directly towards the
sea, to a wider expanse of up to thirty-two kilometers in the eastern part of the
country near the Gulf of Fonseca. The surfaces of this plain are generally flat or gently
undulating, formed by alluvial deposits carried down from the adjacent mountains.

This coastal zone, with its sandy beaches and estuaries, represents a distinct
environment from the interior highlands. While historically significant for agriculture,
particularly crops like sugarcane and cotton, it also plays a crucial ecological role,
especially in its mangrove systems. The interaction of land and sea here creates
unique conditions that support specialized plant and animal communities, which we
will explore in later chapters.

Water is another defining element of El Salvador's landscape. The country is
crisscrossed by numerous rivers, estimated to be over 300 in total, carving their paths
through the varied terrain. The most significant of these waterways is the Río Lempa,
a vital artery that drains a substantial portion, roughly half, of the country's land area.

The Río Lempa has its origins beyond El Salvador's borders, rising in neighboring
Guatemala and flowing through a section of Honduras before entering Salvadoran
territory. Within El Salvador, it cuts across the northern Sierra Madre range, meanders
along a considerable portion of the central plateau, and then dramatically slices
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through the southern volcanic chain before finally emptying into the Pacific Ocean.
The Lempa holds the distinction of being El Salvador's only navigable river, although
primarily by smaller, shallow-draft vessels and only in certain segments.

While the Lempa is the dominant river system, many other shorter rivers drain the
Pacific lowlands directly or flow from the central plateau, finding their way to the coast
through gaps and valleys in the southern volcanic range. These rivers, though smaller,
are crucial for local ecosystems, providing water resources and shaping the immediate
landscapes they traverse.

Adding to the country's aquatic features are numerous lakes, many of which owe their
existence to El Salvador's volcanic past. These lakes, often nestled within the interior
highlands, are frequently found in volcanic craters or calderas, resulting in picturesque
settings with steep, mountainous banks.

Among the most notable are Lago de Ilopango and Lago de Coatepeque, both stunning
examples of volcanic crater lakes. Lago de Ilopango, located just east of the capital, is
the largest natural lake in El Salvador, its deep blue waters filling a massive caldera.
Lago de Coatepeque, situated to the west, is renowned for its striking turquoise waters
and scenic beauty. Another significant body of water is Lago de Güija, located on the
border with Guatemala. Additionally, the Río Lempa has been dammed to create
artificial reservoirs, such as the Embalse Cerrón Grande, also known as Lago de
Suchitlán, which is the largest reservoir in the country.

Shifting from the contours of the land to the patterns of the sky, El Salvador
experiences a tropical climate, but one that is significantly moderated by the country's
varied elevation. This means that while the lowlands can be consistently hot,
temperatures become progressively cooler as one ascends into the highlands.

The tropical climate is characterized by two distinct seasons, defined primarily by
rainfall: the wet season and the dry season. The wet season, known locally as
"invierno" or winter, typically runs from May through October. During these months,
the country receives the vast majority of its annual precipitation, often in the form of
intense afternoon or evening thunderstorms.

Rainfall amounts can vary depending on location and elevation, with southern-facing
mountain slopes sometimes receiving as much as 2,000 millimeters annually. While
the wet season means more frequent rain, it doesn't necessarily mean constant
downpours all day, every day. Often, mornings can be clear before the afternoon
clouds build up, unleashing dramatic, albeit usually brief, storms.

Following the "invierno" is the dry season, referred to as "verano" or summer, which
spans from November to April. During these months, rainfall is significantly reduced,
and sunny, dry conditions prevail across much of the country. This is often considered
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the most pleasant time to visit, with lower humidity.

Temperature variations throughout the year are less pronounced than the seasonal
shifts in rainfall, with elevation being the primary factor influencing how hot or cool a
place feels. The Pacific lowlands are consistently the warmest region, experiencing
uniformly hot and humid conditions with annual average temperatures ranging from
25 to 29 degrees Celsius.

Inland, on the central plateau where San Salvador is located, the altitude provides
some moderation. Here, the climate is more temperate, with annual average
temperatures hovering around 23 degrees Celsius. While still warm, the heat is
generally less intense than on the coast, though temperatures can still climb
significantly during the hottest months, particularly before the onset of the rainy
season.

The coolest temperatures are found in the mountain areas, especially at higher
elevations. In these regions, annual averages can range from 12 to 23 degrees
Celsius, with temperatures above 1,460 meters typically falling between 17 and 22
degrees Celsius. At the highest peaks, like Cerro El Pital, temperatures can even
approach freezing, a stark contrast to the tropical warmth of the coast.

The interplay of these geographical features – the volcanic mountains, the central
plateau, the coastal lowlands, and the network of rivers and lakes – combined with the
distinct wet and dry seasons and the moderating effect of elevation, creates a diverse
mosaic of microclimates and landscapes across El Salvador. It is this intricate physical
backdrop that provides the foundation for the remarkable variety of wildlife and
ecosystems found within this small yet ecologically significant Central American
nation.
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