
 

 

 

TRUTH SEEKER: Gabriela Ayerdi 
A rural community in Guatemala is accompanied as citizens 
unearth and confront corruption in their midst.  
MARCH 2015 

US foreign aid works best as a tool in the hands of the right local 
leaders—those who stand up for accountability, make demands of 
government, and get results. 

Gabriela Ayerdi worked with the citizens of Chinique de las Flores to rout out mayoral corruption. Ilene Pearlman / 
Oxfam America 

Justice was served in Chinique de las Flores, a Guatemalan municipality in the hills 
of Quiche, in 2013 when a criminal court handed down a four-year prison term and 
fine of 5,000 quetzales to former Mayor Ambrosio Lopez Luis Chamorro, who had 
been charged with taking money intended for public purposes.  

When dirty water began to flow from their municipal water system a few years after 
public investments had been made in it, a group of concerned citizens of Chinique de 
las Flores turned to the Advocacy and Legal Advice Center (ALAC), and there they 
found ALAC team member Gabriela Ayerdi. ALAC is a project of Acción Ciudadana, 
the Guatemalan chapter of Transparency International. 
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“They [the community members] were very well organized, and they had the 
intention to have something happen,” says Ayerdi. “The case wouldn’t have 
advanced if the people had not given support and participated. The case of Chinique 
was successful because they did it.”  

But it took the guidance of Acción and its free legal help through ALAC for Chinique’s 
citizens to crack the door and shed light on the darker dealings in their community. 

PASSION INTO PRACTICE 
It was while working in a prosecutor’s office, where some cases were filed away and 
never investigated, that Ayerdi, 27, had her personal epiphany: 

“I realized the judicial system had collapsed because of corruption … that only 
people who knew their rights or had contacts or money could get their cases 
advanced.”  

Now, working as a small team at ALAC, Ayerdi and other lawyers including David 
Gaitan and David Morales have been guiding a host of Guatemalan citizens on their 
journey through the legal system in an effort to fight corruption at the local level.  

DIRTY WATER LEADS TO OTHER QUESTIONS 
When Chinique residents showed up at Acción’s office in the capital, Guatemala 
City, they were concerned with the mayor, who they said refused to answer 
questions about the water issues. With Acción’s help, they realized water wasn’t 
Chinique’s only problem. 

Soon, their queries about questionable road projects resulted in a complaint to the 
comptroller’s office, and ultimately a request to the attorney general for an 
investigation into the mishandling of municipal funds.  

Oxfam asked the ALAC team, “What’s the most important thing in doing 
what is right for one’s community in Guatemala?” Ayerdi responded 
without a moment’s hesitation: “People power.” 

But none of that stopped Chamorro from seeking a second term in office. What put 
an end to his re-election hopes was a night of ballot burning sparked by news of the 
corruption investigation. With many of the ballots unaccounted for, citizens of 
Chinique organized a petition—signed by 1,600 people—and demanded a new 
election. They succeeded, and on the day of the second round they carried out their 
plan to check IDs, making sure no outsiders could vote. 

In the end, the residents of Chinique chose a new mayor who has since made 
improvements to the municipal water system one of his priorities. 


