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Procedures and Key Issues for Selected Salvadoran Food 

Exports to the United States 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

This report, prepared at the request of the National Cooperative Business Association (NCBA), as 

part of their efforts to evaluate possible trade of food products between cooperatives in the El 

Salvador and in the United States.  The report begins with a brief description of procedures 

required for exports in El Salvador, as well as several public and private programs designed to 

support exporters.  Next, general requirements and procedures for food imports into the United 

States are detailed, including those of the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service and the Food 

and Drug Administration.  A general characterization of previous import refusals of Salvadoran 

agricultural exports to the United States follows.  The report then describes issues related to several 

specific products, including organic cashews, loroco, cheese, coffee, artisanal sugar, juices, balsam 

and honey and propolis products.  Finally, the report ends with some recommendations regarding 

these products as well as some others of potential interest, and possible forms for supporting their 

future export. 

2.  SALVADORAN EXPORT PROCEDURES AND PROGRAMS 

For the past two decades, a series of private and public programs have promoted exports and 

provided training for current and potential exporters.  These programs are complemented by 

government efforts to facilitate exports through a one-stop shop for almost all export permits and 

other paperwork. 

2.1  EXPORT PERMITS 

 

The Integrated Trade System (Sistema Integrado de Comercio Exterior, or 

SICEX)1 is a one-stop shop where businesses can obtain almost all 

government documentation necessary for export shipments.  It is located 

in the Central Reserve Bank (Banco Central de Reserva).  To register as an exporter, a business 

entity must have a Health Permit from the Ministry of Public Health, 2  and also an 

importer/exporter tax identification number, obtained from the Ministry of Finance.3  This step 

must be done in the offices of SICEX, with approximately two hours needed for the process. 

                                                             
1 http://www.centrex.gob.sv/scx_html/ventanilla_electronica.html  
2 http://www.gaisa-mspas.gob.sv/504/LICENCIA_SANITARIA_PARA_FABRICAS_DE_ALIMENTOS.pdf  
3 
http://www.mh.gob.sv/portal/page/portal/PMH/Servicios/Guia?_piref476_2099380_476_2084258_208425
8.grupo=-
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Once a business entity is registered in SICEX, for each trade shipment, an export permit must be 

requested.  This process can be done in person in SICEX offices, lasting approximately one hour, or 

electronically, in about 30 minutes.  The required documents are: 

• Export permit application form 

• Commercial receipt  

• Certificate of origin4, to show that the product is eligible for preferences in the Central 

American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), in the case of exports to the United States  

• Customs declaration form  

• Cargo manifest  

• Temporary deposit request for the ports or airport if not shipped by land 

2.2  EXPORT INCENTIVES, PROMOTION AND TRAINING 

The Ministry of Economy (MINEC) administers the Duty Drawback Program,5 which allows 

exporters to request the return of import tariffs they have paid on inputs for their production 

process.  Import tariffs for inputs are generally 0%, but some products still have tariffs applied.  

This program benefits only exporters who also directly import their inputs.  Also, it does not apply 

to tariffs paid on imports of machinery and other equipment, packaging and shipping materials, nor 

fuels.  Interested parties must present their request to be included in the system to MINEC, 

including their business license, description of the industrial process, commercial receipts and 

customs declarations of the imported inputs and exported products, and certification that the 

business has no pending tax nor social security obligations.   MINEC then sends this paperwork to 

the Customs Service in the Ministry of Finance.  The certification and payment process should take 

no more than 16 business days. 

The Export and Investment Promotion Agency of El Salvador 

(Agencia de Promoción de Exportaciones e Inversiones de El 

Salvador, or PROESA)6 provides different training and advisory 

services to current and potential exporters.  First, they host the 

Export Step-by-Step program, a practical approach to accompany 

potential exporters through diagnostics of each firm, classes on export 

procedures, working with these exporters to modify their product 

and/or improve firm efficiency for better export success, and visits to 

potential markets.  PROESA also publishes market research studies of 

opportunities for different Salvadoran products and industries. 

The Productive Development Fund (Fondo de Desarrollo Productivo, or 

FONDEPRO) 7  provides co-financed grants for small business, 

reimbursing up to 75% of the cost to the business once the investment 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
1&_piref476_2099380_476_2084258_2084258.task=detail&_piref476_2099380_476_2084258_2084258.cont
exto=1&_piref476_2099380_476_2084258_2084258.servicio=443  
4 http://www.centrex.gob.sv/scx_html/TLC_C.A.Rep.Dominicana-USA.html  
5 http://www.asamblea.gob.sv/eparlamento/indice-legislativo/buscador-de-documentos-legislativos/ley-
de-eintegro-de-los-derechos-arancelarios-a-la-importacion/archivo_documento_legislativo  
6 http://www.proesa.gob.sv/  
7 http://www.fondepro.gob.sv/  
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has been made.  Areas eligible for the fund are: 

• Initiatives to enhance quality and productivity, for example for certification processes, 

environmental evaluations, quality management consultants, or for buying equipment to 

improve product quality or efficiency. 

• Value chains and associative ventures, including advisors for joint marketing and 

promotional activities, trade development and equipment to improve the group´s potential 

for export. 

• Innovation and technology, including visits from international experts to improve 

production processes, advisory services from universities for technological solutions, and 

equipment for innovative production processes. 

• Market development, for example, advisory services for export plans, market studies, 

laboratory analyses for nutritional information, design services to adapt products to new 

markets, and attending trade fairs. 

AgroCAFTA8 is a project financed by the Interamerican 

Development Bank and administered by the Export 

Chamber (Corporación de Exportadores, or COEXPORT).  

Its aim is to educate small exporters as to the non-tariff 

requirements for access into the U.S. market.  The project 

has provided training courses for both current and potential exporters on these requirements, and 

has developed very useful technical guides of export requirements for over 400 specific agricultural 

and food products for the U.S. market. 

3.  GENERAL IMPORT PROCEDURES FOR FOOD PRODUCTS IN THE 

UNITED STATES 

All food exports to the United States are subject to animal and plant health and food safety rules.  

However, small shipments with a value of under US$2,000 are considered informal imports, such as 

those taken by couriers or product samples.  Informal imports are not subject to a bond, and the 

product is freed after paying any customs fees after presentation of the appropriate customs form.9  

Formal entry is required for imports with a value over US$2,000, including any personal baggage 

above that value.  A bond is generally required to assure payment of all customs fees.  Formal 

imports must be accompanied by: 

• Shipping information (air, sea or land) 

• Commercial receipt 

• Inward cargo manifest10  

• Shipping list, as well as other relevant documents to determine admissibility 

• Sanitary or phytosanitary certificate 

• Certificate of origin 

                                                             
8 http://www.coexport.com.sv/web/index.php/cooperacion-internacional/agrocafta  
9 http://forms.cbp.gov/pdf/CBP_Form_3461.pdf  
10 http://forms.cbp.gov/pdf/CBP_Form_7533.pdf  



 

After customs procedures through the Department of Homeland Security, i

food products in the United States involve a myriad of agencies, differing by 

agencies involved include the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), the Food Safety 

Inspection Service (FSIS), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), as shown

change as the Food Safety Modernization Act,

implemented over the next two to three years.

 

TABLE 1  U.S. AGENCIES INVOLV

Product

Fresh or refrigerated, not meat 

Fresh or refrigerated meat or chicken

Processed foods except meats; dairy and fish 

 

 3.1  ANIMAL AND PLANT HEA

The Animal and Plant 

Department of Agric

promoting U.S. agricultural health, regulating genetically engineered organisms, 

administering the Animal Welfare Act a

management activities”.

admissibility and providing inspection services at the point of entry.

Prior to entry into the United States, all fresh fr

of admissible plant and plant products specific to each country or region.  The process to attain 

admissibility for a product lasts several years, at least three.

with a Pest Risk Analysis (PRA), which includes the following components:

• Identify potential pests.  What a

affect the product in question?  Are these pests exotic to the United States, or are efforts 

underway to control or eradicate them?

• Identify consequences of introduction

would be the consequences for agricultural production, estimating economic impact?

• Estimate the possibility of introduction.

question could be introduced by the product imported?

                                                             
11 http://www.fda.gov/food/foodsafety/fsma/default.htm
12 Purportedly the record is held by Valencia oranges from Spain that were approved in 18 months due to 
direct intervention on the part of the King of Spain.
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After customs procedures through the Department of Homeland Security, import procedures for 

food products in the United States involve a myriad of agencies, differing by product type.  

agencies involved include the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), the Food Safety 

Inspection Service (FSIS), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), as shown in table 1.  Some of these jurisdictions and procedures may 

change as the Food Safety Modernization Act,11 which was signed into law in early 2011, is 

implemented over the next two to three years. 

U.S. AGENCIES INVOLVED IN FOOD IMPORTS 

duct APHIS FSIS FDA

Fresh or refrigerated, not meat  X  

Fresh or refrigerated meat or chicken; processed eggs  X X 

Processed foods except meats; dairy and fish    

ANIMAL AND PLANT HEALTH INSPECTION SERVICE

The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) is an agency of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA).  Its broad mission includes “protecting and 

promoting U.S. agricultural health, regulating genetically engineered organisms, 

administering the Animal Welfare Act and carrying out wildlife damage 

management activities”.  For food imports, APHIS role includes determining prior 

admissibility and providing inspection services at the point of entry.

Prior to entry into the United States, all fresh fruit and vegetable imports must be included in a list 

of admissible plant and plant products specific to each country or region.  The process to attain 

admissibility for a product lasts several years, at least three.12  The admissibility process begins 

PRA), which includes the following components: 

What are the pests endemic to the potential exporting country and that 

affect the product in question?  Are these pests exotic to the United States, or are efforts 

ntrol or eradicate them? 

fy consequences of introduction.  If the pest were introduced into the United States, what 

would be the consequences for agricultural production, estimating economic impact?

the possibility of introduction.  What is the scientific probability that 

question could be introduced by the product imported? 

http://www.fda.gov/food/foodsafety/fsma/default.htm  
Purportedly the record is held by Valencia oranges from Spain that were approved in 18 months due to 

direct intervention on the part of the King of Spain. 

mport procedures for 

product type.  The 

agencies involved include the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), the Food Safety 

Inspection Service (FSIS), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and the Environmental 

e of these jurisdictions and procedures may 

which was signed into law in early 2011, is 

FDA EPA 

X X 

  

X  

CE 

Health Inspection Service (APHIS) is an agency of the U.S. 

ulture (USDA).  Its broad mission includes “protecting and 

promoting U.S. agricultural health, regulating genetically engineered organisms, 

nd carrying out wildlife damage 

For food imports, APHIS role includes determining prior 

admissibility and providing inspection services at the point of entry.   

imports must be included in a list 

of admissible plant and plant products specific to each country or region.  The process to attain 

The admissibility process begins 

re the pests endemic to the potential exporting country and that 

affect the product in question?  Are these pests exotic to the United States, or are efforts 

If the pest were introduced into the United States, what 

would be the consequences for agricultural production, estimating economic impact?   

What is the scientific probability that the pest in 

Purportedly the record is held by Valencia oranges from Spain that were approved in 18 months due to 
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• Mitigation measures.  What measures should be undertaken in production or shipping to further 

reduce the risk of introduction of the pest? 

Once the PRA is completed, and it is established that the risk of pest introduction is acceptable, 

often an agreement is signed between APHIS and corresponding authorities in the exporting 

country, to ensure that mitigation measures are applied properly.  A list of fresh fruits and 

vegetables for which El Salvador has admissibility to the United States can be found in the 

appendix. 

An import permit is required for the entry of fruits, vegetables, grains, plants for planting and 

flowers.  The Plant Protection and Quarantine permit 587 “Application for permit to import plants 

or plant products”13 can be applied for online, and the progress of the permit process can also be 

reviewed online by the interested party.  Once imports reach the point of entry, they are subject to 

inspection by APHIS authorities.  Specific requirements for imports by product can be found in the 

APHIS Fruits and Vegetables Import Requirements Database.14  Products that are not approved for 

entry may be given a permanent refusal, or offered the opportunity to undergo treatment. 

APHIS is also vigilant as to the possible introduction of pests in wooden pallets and shipping crates, 

which must comply with technical norms.15  All wooden pallets and crates must be appropriately 

heat-treated or fumigated with methyl bromide and present an international seal certifying such 

treatment as well as a code for the country in which the treatment was done. 

3.2  FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION 

 

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is responsible for monitoring and 

enforcing food safety laws and regulations.  It decides whether to 

immediately permit or retain a shipment.  A sample may be taken from the 

shipment for laboratory analysis; if the analysis shows that the product 

complies with all FDA requirements, the merchandise is released.  If the 

goods do not comply, FDA issues a Notice of Detention and Hearing, and the 

importer can appeal with verbal or written testimony in defense of the 

product.  At the hearing, the importer can request permission to re-label or otherwise rehabilitate 

the product.  Alternatively, a product can be re-exported or destroyed.  Certain products from 

countries with a history of problems may be subject to automatic retention for inspection, such as 

cheese and fish and shellfish from El Salvador.   

The main areas of interest of FDA with respect to food products include hygiene and bacterial 

contamination.  The institution is also vigilant as to the use of artificial colors,16 preservatives and 

other additives, allowing only those from an approved list of products that are Generally 

                                                             
13 http://www.aphis.usda.gov/permits/ppq_epermits.shtml  
14 Fresh Fruits and Vegetables Import Manual, available at  
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/import_export/plants/manuals/ports/downloads/fv.pdf  
15 http://www.aphis.usda.gov/publications/plant_health/content/printable_version/wpmregs12.pdf  
16 http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-
idx?c=ecfr&sid=3f6c9146ba54b1b84f17046e27197926&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title21/21cfr74_main_02.tpl  
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Recognized as Safe, or GRAS.17  FDA also reviews packaging, to assure that it adequately protects 

the food product until it arrives at its next use, or to the consumer if it is for direct consumer use.   

Another area of interest is food labeling.  FDA has specific standards as to the different aspects 

which must be included on the label, as well as the size, format and position of this information.18 

• All label information must be presented in English, although other languages may also be 

included. 

• The front panel must include the brand and product name, the net content (weight or 

volume; both metric and U.S. format). 

• The nutritional panel must include a list of ingredients, and “Nutritional Facts” in the format 

shown in figure 1. 

• A list of ingredients by order of weight in the product. 

• Potential allergens must be noted in the list of ingredients, including the allergen source 

(dairy, etc.), or as a separate list after the list of ingredients. 

• The label should also include the name and contact information for the distributor and/or 

manufacturer and the country of origin, next to the list of ingredients and nutritional panel.  

• Other pertinent handling information should be included, such as “refrigerate after 

opening” or an advisory if the product is not suitable for consumption by children. 

• FDA also regulates health claims, as well as special designations such as “light” or “lowfat”. 

Canned and bottled products are also subject to special requirements and procedures.  Low acid 

canned products are those in hermetically sealed containers with a pH over 4.6 and water activity 

of 0.85.  Acidified products are low acid products to which acid is added to reduce their pH to 4.6 or 

less.  Acidified products must have water activity above 0.85 to comply with regulations.   

Each processing plant with low acid or acidified products that exports to the United States must 

register with FDA and provide information as to the production processes it wishes to register.  

Once FDA receives the Food Canning Establishment Registration Form (FDA 2541),19 it issues a 

Food Canning Establishment Number (FCE) to the processor.  The FCE must appear all labels of 

processed products from the plant.  The company must also describe each production process, 

using either form FDA 2541a20 for all processes except low acid aseptic, or form FDA 2541c21 for 

aseptic packaging systems.  FDA then issues a Submission Identifier (SID) for each process; the SID 

must also appear on the product label. 

 

                                                             
17 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceComplianceRegulatoryInformation/GuidanceDocuments/FoodIngredien
tsandPackaging/ucm061846.htm  
18 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceComplianceRegulatoryInformation/GuidanceDocuments/FoodLabeling
Nutrition/FoodLabelingGuide/default.htm  
19 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/Product-SpecificInformation/AcidifiedLow-
AcidCannedFoods/EstablishmentRegistrationThermalProcessFiling/Instructions/ucm125590.htm (manual) 
and http://www.fda.gov/downloads/AboutFDA/ReportsManualsForms/Forms/UCM076778.pdf (form) 
20 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/Product-SpecificInformation/AcidifiedLow-
AcidCannedFoods/EstablishmentRegistrationThermalProcessFiling/Instructions/ucm125590.htm  
21 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/Product-SpecificInformation/AcidifiedLow-
AcidCannedFoods/EstablishmentRegistrationThermalProcessFiling/Instructions/ucm125907.htm  
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FIGURE 1  FDA FORMAT REQUIREMENTS FOR NUTRITION FACTS PANEL 

 

 

The Public Health Security and Bioterrorism Preparedness and Response Act of 2002, also known 

as the Bioterrorism Act,22 is also administered by FDA.  Its purpose is to improve U.S. prevention 

and response to a terrorist attack through biological agents.  It requires the following: 

• Registration of food facilities.23  Foreign and national facilities that manufacture, process, 

package, distribute, receive or store foods for human or animal consumption should register 

with FDA.  Registration is a relatively easy procedure, and can be done either online or by 

mail or fax.  A U.S. representative of the food facility must be named in the registration 

process. 

• Prior notice for imports.24  This prior notice allows FDA inspectors additional time to 

evaluate the need to inspect shipments for bioterrorism risks.  Prior notice may be filed 

electronically and can be filed by the exporter, importer, broker or other representative of 

the manufacturer.  Prior notice must be filed within the timeframe described in table 2.  If 

an article of food is carried by an individual (an informal import as described earlier), the 

food must be accompanied by a prior notice confirmation. 

• Required records of backward and forward links in production chain.25  Food facilities must 

create and maintain records that FDA deems necessary to identify previous suppliers and 

subsequent recipients of the product.  Records must be maintained up to two years, 

depending on the type of product.  This provision aims to enhance the traceability of food 

products. 

                                                             
22 http://www.fda.gov/RegulatoryInformation/Legislation/ucm148797.htm  
23 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodDefense/Bioterrorism/FoodFacilityRegistration/default.htm  
24 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodDefense/Bioterrorism/PriorNotice/default.htm  
25 http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodDefense/Bioterrorism/Recordkeeping/default.htm  
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• Administrative detention.  Shipments of food products that do not comply with the 

preceding requirements are automatically subject to administrative detention until 

compliance is achieved.  Suspect food is also subject to administrative detention. 

 

TABLE 2  TIME FRAME FOR PRIOR NOTICE OF IMPORTS 

Type of shipment Prior notice must be submitted: 

Filed through Customs and Border Protection system No more than 30 days prior to arrival 

Filed through FDA Prior Notice System Interface No more than 15 days prior to arrival 

By land vía road No less than 2 hours before arrival 

By air or by land vía rail No less than 4 hours before arrival 

By water No less than 8 hours before arrival 

Source:  FDA 

 

FDA recommends that farmers and packers implement Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) for fresh 

fruits and vegetables,26 but does not yet require them.  It is likely that GAP will be required for fresh 

products in the near future under upcoming rules to implement the new food safety legislation. 

As defined by FDA, Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP)27 are “the minimum sanitary and 

processing requirements for producing safe and wholesome food”, and are used as one of the bases 

by FDA for inspections in food facilities.  Increased domestic and foreign inspections can be 

expected under the new food safety legislation. 

Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) is defined by FDA as “a management system in 

which food safety is addressed through the analysis and control of biological, chemical, and physical 

hazards from raw material production, procurement and handling, to manufacturing, distribution 

and consumption of the finished product.”28  It is required by FDA for juices and seafood, both from 

domestic production and imports.  Grade A dairy products are included in a voluntary HACCP 

program.  HACCP is also suggested for all other food products, although it is not yet required. 

  

                                                             
26 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceComplianceRegulatoryInformation/GuidanceDocuments/ProduceandPl
anProducts/ucm064458.htm  
27 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceComplianceRegulatoryInformation/CurrentGoodManufacturingPractice
sCGMPs/ucm110907.htm  
28 For FDA guidelines for HACCP, see 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/HazardAnalysisCriticalControlPointsHACCP/HACCPPrinciplesApplica
tionGuidelines/default.htm  



 

3.3  ENVI

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates the use of pesticides 

under the authority of two federal statutes:  the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide 

and Rodenticide Act, and the Feder

establishes maximum residue limits (MRL) or tolerances for pesticides.

monitors food imports for products that exceed these tolerances or that have 

been treated with pesticides for which a MRL has not been establ

product contains a pesticide that exceeds the MRL, or one for which the limit 

has not been established, the product is not allowed entry.

3.4  NATIONAL ORGANIC PRO

 

The National Organic Program

develop and administer national production, handling and labeling 

requirements for organic agricultural products.  It also accredits 

certification agencies both from the United States and abroad,

inspect ag

USDA standards as well as the specific agency standards.

 

• Expiration date or best-by dates are not required by federal law, but many states have laws 

that necessitate their inclusion on product packaging.  

• Universal Product Codes (U

business standard.  UPC are defined by GS1, and the system is based on an annual 

membership fee based on annual sales of the business

UPC are the code for the business, while the next six are assigned to the specific product.  

The last digit is a “check digit” that 

check digit is calculated 

Salvador, the GS1 representative is Diesco,

Commerce of El Salvador. 

• Although not required for importation, a

to register its trade mark with the United States 

protect the intellectual property rights of its manufacturer.

be filled out online.  The trademark symbol “™” may be used on a pro

                                                             
29 MRL for different pesticides can be found 
idx?c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr180_main_02.tpl
30 http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/nop
31 http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5089061&acct=nopgeninfo
32 http://www.gs1sv.org/  
33 http://www.uspto.gov/trademarks/basics/index.jsp
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IRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates the use of pesticides 

under the authority of two federal statutes:  the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide 

and Rodenticide Act, and the Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetics Act.  EPA 

establishes maximum residue limits (MRL) or tolerances for pesticides.

monitors food imports for products that exceed these tolerances or that have 

been treated with pesticides for which a MRL has not been establ

product contains a pesticide that exceeds the MRL, or one for which the limit 

has not been established, the product is not allowed entry. 

NATIONAL ORGANIC PROGRAM 

The National Organic Program30 is administered by USDA.  Its purpose is to 

develop and administer national production, handling and labeling 
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inspect agricultural production systems to certify that they comply with 
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application has been submitted, and the symbol for a registered trademark, “®”, may only 

be used once the registration process has been completed. 

4.  REFUSALS OF SALVADORAN FOOD EXPORTS IN THE UNITED 

STATES 

Salvadoran food exports have often encountered difficulties in entering the United States, 

principally from FDA.  During the past decade, export promotion programs have undertaken efforts 

to educate exporters as to import requirements, and for larger businesses, compliance issues have 

improved.  Particular attention was paid to meeting food labeling requirements, including a 

working group involving public and private sector institutions. 

However, problems with import refusals still occur.  FDA publishes monthly Import Refusal Reports 

by country.  These reports list the manufacturer of the product refused, but that information may 

not necessarily coincide with the exporter.  A large portion of importers who have products refused 

are couriers (known as encomenderos), who fly with large amounts of personal goods from El 

Salvador to Salvadorans in other countries, particularly the United States.  However, because they 

bring in such large amounts, they are required to register their informal imports and are subject to 

not only APHIS sanitary standards but also FDA requirements for hygiene and labeling.  

Unfortunately, FDA registry does not distinguish between formal and informal imports. 

In recent years, despite efforts to educate exporters on label requirements, almost half of import 

refusals are due to label non-compliance (figure 2).  The label problems include an incomplete list 

of ingredients, lack of net content, and a lack of English.  It is also very common to find products 

refused due to additives, particularly artificial colors that have not been approved for use.  Another 

frequent problem has been products whose canning or bottling process has not been registered.  

Most of these problems appear to be with products taken by couriers, as business exporters should 

be knowledgeable as to these requirements before shipment. 

 

FIGURE 2  FDA IMPORT REFUSALS FROM EL SALVADOR BY REASON, 2009-2011 
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including cashew paste, are also experiencing a dynamic market, because of perceived health 

benefits due to their high levels of protein and flavonoids (Sloan, 2004).   

Approximately 20% of cashew production in El Salvador is certified as organic (Arritt, 2007).  The 

Organic Cashew Agroindustrial System (Sistema Agroindustrial de Marañón Orgánico, or SAMO), is 

one of the principal suppliers of organic cashews in the country.  Cashew farmers and cooperatives 

generally only process the nut and discard the fruit.  Much of the organic cashew exports leave as 

unprocessed nuts, with virtually no value added for local communities.  Cost-effective processing is 

a critical need.  Another weakness is the lack of agronomic measures to improve productivity in the 

field. 

In terms of special requirements to enter the United States, since cashews are considered a tree nut, 

appropriate allergy information should be included in the label.  Cashews from El Salvador enter 

the U.S. market duty-free. 

5.2  LOROCO  

 

Loroco is a plant that is native to Central America.  It´s 

Nahuat name, quilite, means “edible herb”.  It is a perennial 

plant, usually producing flowers during the rainy season 

from May to October, but with irrigation, it can produce 

year round.  Its immature flowers are harvested and used in 

typical Salvadoran dishes, such as pupusas (a corn tortilla 

stuffed with cheese and/or pork) and rice, or in traditional 

cheeses.  It has a unique, pungent flavor. 

Its consumption is very common among Salvadorans in the United States; for example, studies have 

found average usage of half a pound per family per week (Figueroa, et al, 2003).  In trials in Canada, 

the United States and Taiwan, various chefs have demonstrated interest in incorporating loroco 

into dishes that they prepare (Arritt, 2007; Linares, 2005).  Loroco could represent a significant 

opportunity to break into the general U.S. market. 

Consumers prefer to buy it fresh or refrigerated, because it better preserves the unique flavor, but 

scarcity and high prices in the past required acceptance of frozen or processed loroco.  The price of 

fresh loroco is generally more than three times that of frozen or preserved product (MAG, 2004). 

Under CAFTA, loroco enters the United States duty free in all its presentations.  Recent trade data 

shows that fresh loroco exports have gained ground in recent years, and almost equaled those of 

frozen loroco in 2010 (figure 4). 
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FIGURE 4  LOROCO EXPORTS TO THE UNITED STATES 

 

 

In 2001, the Association of Loroco Producers of El Salvador (APLORES de R.L., abbreviation in 

Spanish), a cooperative group, was formed, linking together small loroco farmers.  The group 

formed a distribution company, LOROCOSAL, S.A de C.V., and began to sell under the brand “Fresh 

Diamond” (MAG, 2004), and selling refrigerated loroco packed in bags with modified atmosphere.  

Three other businesses also sell modified atmosphere packages of the product.   

This dispersion leads to a problem with fresh loroco, its high air freight costs.  If the different 

businesses were able to coordinate transportation, it may be possible to negotiate better freight 

rates. 

In the past, a frozen loroco shipment was refused entry into the United States due to excess use of a 

pesticide, methamidophos.  A few other shipments have been refused due to hygiene, rejected due 

to “filth”.  Loroco from El Salvador enters the United States duty free. 

As part of its requirements in SICEX, the processing plant for fresh loroco must also have a 

precertification of the shipment from the General Directorate for Animal and Plant Health 

(Dirección General de Sanidad Animal y Vegetal, or DGSVA)34 of the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Livestock (Ministerio de Agricultura y Ganadería, or MAG) of El Salvador, to comply with an 

agreement with APHIS as part of the admissibility process for the product. 

  

                                                             
34 http://www.centrex.gob.sv/scx_html/instituciones_apoyo.html  
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5.3  CHEESE  

Most Salvadoran cheese is for the traditional domestic market, with 

hard, salty cheeses, although some soft cheeses similar to mozzarella 

are produced for pupusas, and fresh cheeses are also found in the 

market.  However, an organic dairy cooperative in the southern Lempa 

River valley produced gourmet cheeses for the national market, under 

the Biolact label.  Unfortunately, this market is small, and to increase 

volume, the plant is looking to also produce traditional cheeses. 

Bacterial contamination problems still cause numerous import refusals 

for Salvadoran cheese into the United States, but these appear to be 

mostly couriers carrying small volumes.  One Salvadoran firm is still 

included in the FDA import alert “Detention without physical 

examination of cheese due to microbial contamination”.35  Other export firms had to have five 

export shipments under automatic detention but found to have no microbial contamination, in 

order to avoid future automatic detentions, a costly process for the importer.  In an attempt to 

facilitate this process, before export from El Salvador, SICEX requires that any shipment dairy 

products be analyzed for bacterial contamination by a certified national laboratory.36  

Another disincentive for Salvadoran cheese producers to enter the United States market are air 

freight costs, since maritime shipping would take too long and limit the shelf life of products once 

they enter the U.S. market. 

El Salvador enjoys an ample tariff rate quota to export a certain quantity of cheese into the United 

States duty free; since CAFTA implementation, El Salvador has failed to fully use this quota, utilizing 

approximately 25% in 2010.  Greater exports would still have the opportunity to enter duty free. 

5.4  COFFEE  

Coffee has been produced in El Salvador for well over a 

century, and is still the principal export crop, although its 

volume and importance has declined during the past two 

decades.  Important initiatives worked to improve quality and 

differentiate specialty coffees after the previous coffee price 

crisis in the early 2000s.   

Organic coffee became an attractive option for farmers in the 

early 1990s.  The transition period from conventional to 

organic was facilitated by a period of semi-abandonment of 

many coffee farms during the Civil War that ended in 1992.  The certification process was 

supported with technical assistance from the Cooperative League of the United States of America 

(CLUSA).  Organic coffee farmers are typically small farmers, although some cooperatives with 

communal production are also certified organic (IICA, 2008). 

                                                             
35 http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/cms_ia/importalert_9.html  
36 Quality Control and Veterinary Diagnostics Laboratory of DGSVA/MAG, laboratory of the Ministry of Public 
Health, or the Integral Quality Laboratory of the Salvadoran Foundation for Economic and Social 
Development (FUSADES). 
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Most Salvadoran coffee is exported as green coffee, although exports of specialty coffees, including 

gourmet, organic, fair trade, sustainable and roasted coffee, now account for almost a third of the 

volume.  The largest market for coffee exports from El Salvador is the European Union, especially 

Germany, but for organic coffee exports, whose volume is approximately 15,000 cwt, the United 

States is the principal destination.  All green coffee enters the United States duty free, and other 

coffee exports from El Salvador pay no tariff under CAFTA. 

Exporters must be registered with the Salvadoran Coffee Council (Consejo Salvadoreño de Café or 

CSC).37  For this step, aside from standard tax identification numbers, the export firm must also 

have a business registration (matrícula de comercio)38 and must also have its brands registered,39 

both with the National Registry Center (Centro Nacional de Registros). 

After the registry is obtained from the council, each export contract must also be registered with 

the CSC the next business day after it is signed.  Before each export shipment can leave the country, 

an export permit and certificate of origin must also be obtained from the CSC.  It is at this time that 

the checkoff fees of a total of US$0.85/cwt are paid, as well as the special contribution of 

US$5.30/cwt to repay the Coffee Emergency Fund, which gave coffee producers special funds 

during the recent coffee price crisis.  The export permit and certificate of origin must be presented 

in SICEX when standard export permits are applied for. 

Finally, the labels on coffee export sacks must follow a specified format (figure 5). 

 

 

2.  Crop year 

3.  Brand 

4.  Quality 

5.  Preparation 

6.  Exporter 

7.  Destination country 

8.  Country code 

9.  Exporter code 

10.  Shipment number 

11.  Lot number 

                                                             
37 http://www.consejocafe.org/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=6&Itemid=72  
38 http://www.cnr.gob.sv/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=87:servicios-
integrales&catid=78:tema-1&Itemid=152  
39 http://www.cnr.gob.sv/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=121:inscribir-
marca&catid=83:tema-2&Itemid=183  

FIGURE 5  COFFEE SACK LABELING 



21 
 

5.5  ARTESANAL SUGAR  

 

Artisanal sugar, also known as panela candy, is from pure sugar cane juice, 

including the components that are processed into molasses in industrial 

sugar.  It is not refined or centrifuged, conserving all the nutrients present 

in the sugar cane juice. 

In its traditional production process, sugar cane talks are squeezed 

through millstones powered by oxen.  The juice is piped to iron vats and is 

heated to a high temperature and cooked slowly for several hours.  Once 

the liquid is reduced, it is poured into molds (wooden molds in traditional 

technology, concrete molds in more modern plants).  These panela cones 

are generally packaged in corn husks and then wrapped in plastic.  The Panela Cooperative 

Association (Asociación Cooperativa de Panela, R.L., or ACOPANELA) now has a more modern 

processing facility, which also allows it to produce granulated panela, which is sold in plastic bags, 

under the “La Molienda” brand. 

The artisanal sugar process also uses no-burn sugar cane, which improves environmental quality 

compared to industrial sugar production, where the leaves of sugar cane are generally burned to 

facilitate harvest but also cause the deleterious release of carbon dioxide. 

Under the CAFTA agreement, sugar exports from El Salvador to the United States are subject to a 

quota, while sugar-containing products enter duty-free.  Normally, sugar-containing products must 

pay a specific tax on the sugar within the good, in addition to the import tariff; however, Salvadoran 

exports are also exempt from this additional duty.  Soon after the CAFTA agreement, there was 

some confusion as to the tariff classification for panela, with some customs agents seeking to 

include it as part of the sugar quota.  This would truncate access to panela, having to compete with 

industrial sugar for a spot in the first-come, first-served quota.  However, after discussions with U.S. 

authorities, panela enters under a candy tariff classification and qualifies for duty-free treatment. 

Some previous panela exports have been refused entry into the United States by FDA for hygiene, 

classified as “filth”.  It is important that quality assurance maintain high standards for the exported 

product.   

5.6  JUICES  

Another product of interest is fruit juices, particularly bottled in glass, and especially from the 

cashew fruit.  Such products must fulfill requirements for canned foods mentioned earlier, having 

registered with FDA with the Food Canning Establishment Registration Form, and having obtained 

a Food Canning Establishment Number (FCE) and a Submission Identifier (SID), both of which must 

be shown on the label.  Juices must also comply with FDA requirements to have a HACCP plan in 

place.40 

                                                             
40 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/HazardAnalysisCriticalControlPointsHACCP/JuiceHACCP/default.htm  
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If the product is not 100% juice, the juice percentage must appear above the nutrition 

informational panel on the label.  Juices imported from El Salvador into the United States have a 0% 

import tariff. 

In virtually all cashew processing plants, the fruit is thrown away, utilizing only the nut.  The weight 

of the fruit is five to ten times that of the nut, and has a high content of vitamin C and riboflavin.  

The opportunity to produce juice from the cashew fruit would be an interesting opportunity to 

build a more integrated supply chain.  In the ethnic market in the United States, 80% of ethnic 

markets and stores were interested in cashew juice concentrate (Zamora, 2005). 

5.7  BALSAM 

Balsam is a resin obtained from the Myroxolon balsamum L., 

pereirae variety, also known as Balsam of Peru, although it 

is native to Central America, almost exclusively in the 

coastal region of El Salvador. 

The bark of the tree is cut and the incision is heated.  After a 

few days, resin has accumulated and is purified through a 

heating and filtering process.   

Balsam is used for natural medicines, cosmetics, perfumes, 

and food aromas and flavorings.  El Salvador produces 70% of the world´s exports of Balsam of 

Peru, and other varieties of balsam found in South America are considered inferior substitutes 

(Arritt, 2007).  Despite the promising market, the activity is threatened by deforestation and the 

lack of competitiveness of lowland coffee farms, where the balsam tree is often used for shade.  

Several cooperatives of balsam producers exist in the country.  Very little scientific research has 

been done on balsam production and processing. 

In the late 1990s, authorities became concerned with possible allergic skin reactions (dermatitis) in 

people who had used topical products with balsam.  However, it seems the concern was 

unwarranted, and demand soon recovered.   

In terms of strategies for export, although medicines and cosmetics do generate greater value-

added, these products require prior FDA approval, which can be a rather difficult task, particularly 

for medicines.  A greater, short-term potential for introducing Salvadoran balsam to the United 

States market may be as a bulk product in barrels, which could subsequently be offered to the U.S. 

health and beauty products industry.  Balsam from El Salvador enters the U.S. market duty free. 

5.8  HONEY AND HERBAL SUPPLEMENTS WITH HONEY OR PROPOLIS 

El Salvador has a long history of honey production, including a large cooperative for marketing and 

input purchases.  Most Salvadoran honey exports go to the European Union, particularly to 

Germany.  A small number of companies also export other honeybee products, including beeswax, 

pollen and royal jelly to Europe. 
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The small quantities of Salvadoran honey shipped to the United 

States have not encountered problems for entry in the past.  

Exports of honey and bee products enter the U.S. market duty free. 

In terms of special requirements, honey exports to the United 

States must comply with specific technical standards.  For honey 

with honeycomb, compliance with the United States Standards for 

Grades of Comb Honey,41 while pure honey must follow the United 

States Standards for Grades of Extracted Honey. 42   These 

documents include guidelines for color designations, grades, types, 

styles and flavors of honey. 

For supplements that include honey, a relatively small but important requirement is that the 

information panel should say “Supplement Facts” instead of “Nutritional Facts” on the package 

label.  A nutritional supplement is a product ingested by mouth with the intention of supplementing 

the diet and contains at least one “dietetic” ingredient and is not in the form of conventional foods.  

Supplements have their own specific guidelines for GMP.43 

In terms of Salvadoran requirements, before export, the Beekeeping Unit of DGSVA/MAG must take 

a sample for quality certification, which must be presented to SICEX. 

6.  FINAL REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Current and potential exporters in El Salvador have had numerous opportunities for training in 

export procedures and requirements over the past decade.  Import refusal information for the 

United States indicates that the vast majority have been able to overcome obstacles to entry, 

especially for product labeling.  It is important to maintain these types of efforts to allow other 

businesses the opportunity to enter the export market. 

Some products still confront food safety issues, and institutional backstopping must improve to 

assist these businesses and to prevent processing plants with high quality from suffering from 

import alerts caused by other exporters.  The Ministry of Agriculture should play a key role in these 

efforts, but with the exception of some short-term projects, has had little influence in this area. 

Due to the small scale of production, El Salvador naturally tends to have small scale exporters.  This 

difficulty will persist for the foreseeable future, and innovative solutions to consolidate cargo and 

combine products for export (associative ventures) can help overcome this natural barrier to 

export competitiveness.  Also, niche products and niche or specialized products also provide special 

opportunities. 

Despite difficulties with export procedures, experience has shown that El Salvador´s greatest 

challenge is generating sufficient competitive production.  Technical innovation can spur new 

product growth and improve productivity in existing lines, but many businesses comment that even 

when they receive technical assistance, they are unable to implement recommended changes due to 

                                                             
41 http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELDEV3011894  
42 http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELDEV3011895  
43 http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=ecfr&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title21/21cfr111_main_02.tpl  
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financial constraints.  Financing mechanisms to overcome this obstacle to innovation are much 

needed. 

Finally, in future discussions of potential products to trade between cooperatives, it would be 

interesting to include cocoa, particularly because of the potential for organic cocoa and since El 

Salvador sits in the middle of the geographic origin of the bean, indicating its ideal climate 

conditions for the crop.   Another potential product is organic sesame seeds.  El Salvador has a long 

production tradition, and includes an exporter who is active in promoting the crop among small 

farmers.  A third potential product is dehydrated Jamaican Sorrel flowers (hibiscus sabdariffa L.), 

which is used as an infusion and drunk either hot or cold.  It has interesting health properties as a 

diuretic and for lowering blood pressure.  Production in the country is still small scale, but it is 

ideally suited to the climate. 
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APPENDIX.  APPROVED COMMODITIES FOR IMPORT FROM EL 

SALVADOR, FRESH OR REFRIGERATED 

Commodity Plant Part(s) Port(s) of Entry 

Acrocomia     Nut     All Ports   

Allium spp.    All plant parts    All Ports   

Aloe    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Arrowroot    Rhizome    All Ports   

Artichoke, Jerusalem    Tuber    North Atlantic (NA)   

Artichoke, Jerusalem    Tuber    Northern Pacific (NP)   

Artichoke, Jerusalem    Tuber    South Atlantic & Gulf (SAG)   

Artichoke, globe    Immature flower head    North Atlantic (NA)   

Asparagus    Spear    All Ports   

Ayale    Fruit    All Ports   

Banana    Fruit, hand of fruit, or leaf    All Ports   

Basil    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Bean, garden    Shelled    All Ports   

Bean, garden    Pod    All Ports   

Bean, lima    Shelled    All Ports   

Bean, lima    Pod    All Ports   

Beet    Root    All Ports   

Black palm nut    Fruit    All Ports   

Blackberry    Fruit    All Ports   

Brassica oleracea    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Brassica spp.    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Cacao bean pod    Pod    North Atlantic (NA)   

Cannonball fruit    Fruit    All Ports   

Carrot    Root    All Ports   

Cassava    Root    All Ports   

Celery    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Chayote    Fruit    South Atlantic & Gulf (SAG)   

Chinese water chestnut    Tuber    All Ports   

Cichorium spp.    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Cilantro    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Coconut    Fruit    All Ports   

Corn smut galls    Gall    All Ports   

Corn, green    Ear    All Ports   

Cucurbit    Fruit    All Ports   

Cucurbit    Fruit    North Atlantic (NA)   

Cucurbit    Fruit    Northern Pacific (NP)   

Cyperus corm    Corm    All Ports   
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Commodity Plant Part(s) Port(s) of Entry 

Dasheen    Corm    All Ports   

Dill    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Durian    Fruit    All Ports   

Edible flowers    Inflorescence    All Ports   

Eggplant    Fruit    All Ports   

Ethrog    Fruit    North Atlantic (NA)   

Fennel    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Garlic    Peeled cloves    All Ports   

German chamomile    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Ginger    Root    All Ports   

Grapefruit    Fruit    All Ports   

Jicama    Root    All Ports   

Lemon    Fruit    North Atlantic (NA)   

Lettuce    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Lily    Bulb    All Ports   

Lime (sour)    Fruit    All Ports   

Loroco    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Lotus root    Rhizome    All Ports   

Maguey    Leaf    All Ports   

Marang    Fruit    All Ports   

Marjoram    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Matsutake    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Mushroom    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Okra    Pod    All Ports   

Orange, sweet    Fruit    All Ports   

Oregano    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Palm heart    Palm heart    All Ports   

Papaya    Fruit    All Ports   

Parsley    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Pea    Pea or pod    All Ports   

Peanut    Nut or pod; Raw    All Ports   

Pepper    Fruit    All Ports   

Pigeon pea    Pea or pod    North Atlantic (NA)   

Pineapple    Fruit    All Ports   

Pomegranate    Arils (false fruit)    All Ports   

Rambutan    Fruit, or cluster of fruit    All Ports   

Raspberry    Fruit    All Ports   

Roselle    Calyx    All Ports   

Rosemary    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Rutabaga    Root    All Ports   
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Commodity Plant Part(s) Port(s) of Entry 

Salsify    All plant parts    All Ports   

Singhara nut    Nut    All Ports   

Sorrel    Above ground parts    North Atlantic (NA)   

Spinach    Above ground parts    All Ports   

St. John's bread    Pod    All Ports   

Strawberry    Fruit    All Ports   

Swiss chard    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Tamarind Bean pod    Pod    All Ports   

Tangerine/Clementine/Mandarin   Fruit    All Ports   

Thyme    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Tomato    Fruit, or cluster of fruit    All Ports   

Truffle    Fruit    All Ports   

Turnip    All plant parts    All Ports   

Water chestnut    Corm    All Ports   

Watercress    Above ground parts    All Ports   

Yam    Tuber    All Ports   

Yam bean    Root    All Ports   

 

Source:  APHIS 


