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So you’re coming to Nicaragua… 
…Here are some things you should know. 

 
Nicaragua is a country with an extensive history, much of which involves corruption, war, 

and the United States. This history has landed Nicaragua where it is today, the second 
poorest country in the Western Hemisphere where the people endure many political, social, 
and economic struggles. Before you arrive, take some time to familiarize yourself with some 
of these struggles as well as some of the triumphs. By arriving with some knowledge of the 

situation, your experience will be enriched. 
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More than 30 women and men have cleared the land and 
begun construction on the new spinning plant. 
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The Center for Development in Central America (CDCA) is the non-profit work of the Jubliee 
House Community.  The JHC is an intentional living community that was founded in North Carolina 
in 1979.  In 1994, eight members of JHC moved to Nicaragua and founded the CDCA with the 
intention of working on projects recommended and prioritzed by local Nicaraguan community 
leaders. The community also hosts various individual volunteers and delegations.  
 The CDCA focuses its projects in several 
areas, these include: 
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Women’s Sewing Coopertive 
In 2006, 55 heads of households were paid 

significantly more than the wages of  
Nicaraguan sweatshops, sewing t-shirts, baby 

clothing, and other items from both  
conventional and organic cotton.  The first 
and only free trade zone cooperative in the 
world, the sewing coop is being used as a 
model for other cooperatives in other 
countries. 

Spinning Plant Cooperative 
Women and men are organizing and beginning the construction of the plant which will take 
raw cotton and spin it into yarn for the sewing coop to use. This will move the process of 
making totally fair trade clothing one step further and rejuventate the production of organic 
cotton in Nicaragua and Central America. 

SUSTAINBLE AGRICULTURE 
Small farmers band together to share the burden of lowering prices for coffee, seasame, 
coffee, cashews, etc. The CDCA helps to export their product and ensure of a customer base. 

HEALTH CARE  
Health Clinic 

Two general physicians, medic, volunteer orthopedist, community health promotor, lab 
techncian and a counselor attend the people of Nueva Vida for a one time fee of about 
US$1.58. They are also given the option to contribute half a day of labor around the clinic in 
exchange for a bono, the value of an appointment.  The clinic keeps charts on over 11,000 
patients. 

-People’s pharmacy- Donated medicine equaling tens of thousands of dollars are given 
out each year, while about half is purchased by CDCA, including chronic meds, 
antibiotics, birth control, and anti-parasite medicine.  
-Green Pharmacy- a new project which will rely on traditional medicinal herbs to treat 
patients in a more sustainble method.  

APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY 
    Biodeisel 

Creating biodisel from used cooking oil will not only cut the money spent on diesel, but will 
ensure clean emmisions and a healthier relationship with the environment.  The projected 
goal is 100 gallons per week by the end of 2007.  

EDUCATION 
The CDCA seeks to education the global north through delegations, brigades, and speaking 
tours throughout the United States 
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Official Name: Republica de 
Nicaragua 
Capital:  Managua 
Independence: 15 September 1821 
(from Spain) 
Population: 5,570,129 (July 2006 
est) 
Area: 129,494 square km (roughly 
the size of New York State, largest 
country in Central America) 
Currency:  Cordoba (18 cordobas = 
1 US$) 
General Social Statistics: 
· Over half of the population is under 
16 years of age. 
· 80% of the population lives in 
poverty, 17% in extreme poverty 
(Independent analysts estimate 90% poverty). 
· Women head 34% of urban homes and 17% of rural homes. 
· 32% of homes in Managua have no electricity, in the Atlantic Coast regions 17% 
· Nicaragua has the highest tax rates in Central America (including a 15% sales tax) 
· From 1993 to 2001 the number of child workers grew by 400%. 43% of these do not attend school 
and 60% are illiterate. 
External Debt: 
· In 2001: $6.5 billion (about $1,400 per Nicaraguan) 
· Annual payments: $225 million 
· Debt is three times the Gross Domestic Product, the highest debt in Central America and the 
highest per capita in Latin America 
· Average per capita income: about $910 a year 
· Nicaragua became one of the 41 members of the Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative by the 
World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
 
Climate: tropical in lowlands, cooler in highlands 
Median Age: 20.9 
Ethnic groups: Mestizo 69%, white 17%, black 9%, Amerindian 5% 
Religion: Roman Catholic 72.9%, Evangelical 15.1%, Moravian 1.5%, other 1.9%, none 8.5% 
Language: Spanish 97.5%, Miskito 1.7%, other .8% 
Literacy:  67.5% 
Economic aid: $419.5 million 
GDP comp sector: agriculture 17.3%, industry 25.8%, services 56.8% 
Agriculture:  coffee, bananas, sugarcane, cotton, rice, corn, tobacco, sesame, soy, beans 
Military:  Army (Navy, Air Force), 17 years for voluntary service 
Suffrage: 16 years old, universal 

�
Facts from: World Bank, UNICEF, and Witness for Peace 
�
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Daniel at an FSLN rally in Masaya. 
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�	� 	�	,��-������� After a coup, he 
ruled for 20 years of the 40 year Somoza Dynasty, before he 
was assassinated and his two sons took over consecutively.   
As a ruler, he had little care for the poor and social programs 
in general. He appropriated the best lands and commerce for 
himself and his family.  He was a loyal ally of the United 
States government and reaped the benefits personally. After 
Somoza’s assassination in 1956, power went to his sons Louis, and Anastasio, known as ‘Tachito,’ 
in that order. The Somoza family owned roughly one half of the country’s resources. 
�
����
�	� �
��
	� �� In 1927 led guerillas against the US occupation 
of Nicaragua. He organized the Sandinista rebels against the U.S. Marine 
occupation in an effort for a nationalist Nicaragua.  He later included the 
unification of Latin America as part of his lucha (struggle).  He was 
assassinated in 1934 on order from Anastasio Somoza Garcia while leaving 
negotiations of a ceasefire. He is regarded as Nicaragua’s most heroic 
national figure. 
�
'��.
����/	��� The world famous Nicaraguan poet that Nicaraguans 
hail and name many festivals, streets, parks, and buildings after. Some of his 
well known work includes:   
 
 �
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�
��
�0� !�1��� Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional 
(FSLN) is a political party named for Augusto Sandino. They overthrew Tachito Somoza and 
declared triumph on July 19, 1979.  They experimented with social and economic reforms despite 
resistance from US backed Contra Rebels. 
�
����	
��	

������ Prominent student leader who founded the FSLN party in 1961.  The group 
campaigned, protested, and waged guerilla war against Tachito Somoza, under constant threat of 
harassment, exile, torture, and death. Fonseca was captured, tortured, and killed in 1976. �
�
�	
���
�� Consisted of a group of Anti-Sandinistas and ex-National Guardsmen who fought 
against the Sandinistas in the 80s. The Contras were funded by the United States, primarily the 

Reagan Administration, who supplied over $400 million dollars 
over the course of the war. 
�
��
������������� Current President as of January 2007.  
Head of the FSLN, also headed the ruling junta in 1979, and was 
democratically elected in 1984. Referred to by his first name, 
Daniel has reinitiated a less dramatic Sandinista government, 
however, still claims a priority for the poor of Nicaragua.  So far 
Daniel has made true on his campaign promises to lower the 
salaries of government officials, including the president and vice 
president, as well as filling half of the government positions with 
women. He has also made it illegal to charge for public education 
and made initiative to nationalize electric and health systems. 

Sandino, center, en route to Mexico. 
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 -Anastasio ‘Tachito’ Somoza 

The Somoza Dynasty consisted of Anastasio 
Somoza and his two sons, Luis and Anastasio,. 
Together they ruled Nicaragua for 40 years. 
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The earliest evidence of humans in Nicaragua were 
the Achualina footprints found in Managua from 10,000 
years ago.  For thousands of years, numerous tribes, 
nomads and farmers were able to live peacefully together 
on the lands now called Nicaragua.  Columbus arrived in 
1502 claiming the Caribbean Coast for Spain, and in 1522 
the land was named after the head chief Nicarao, who was 
ruling part of the area at the time. the country has been 
enduring centuries of turmoil and unrest.  

Before the Spanish came it had been home to several indigenous peoples. The Spanish sold 
hundreds of thousands of indigenous Nicaraguans into slavery in Peru's silver mines and into 
Panama and massacred thousands more. A population of approximately 2 million indigenous people 
was reduced to 8,000 in only 35 years under Spanish rule. 
 Through the 19th century there was constant conflict between the two main political parties, 
the Liberals, who claimed Leon, and the Conservatives, who were centered in Granada.  The 
Liberals took desperate measures in 1855, inviting filibuster William Walker from Tennessee to 
help.  He brought in troops and quickly took Granada, but didn’t stop there. He named himself 
president of Nicaragua, declared English the official language, and initiated slavery to put himself in 
favor with the US southern states. Soon he announced his plans to conquer the rest of Central 
America, but he didn’t accomplish his goal before he was captured and killed in 1860 in Honduras. 
 The Conservatives regained power and moved the capital from Leon to Managua, a neutral 
city that is geographically the halfway point between Leon and Granada. Things were more or less 
calm for 50 years, until 1912 when the US sent Marines in to occupy the country when the bickering 
between the two parties became too loud.  In the name of ‘protecting American lives and property,’ 
the Marines stayed until 1925 installing and ousting presidents at will.    

Only two years later, in 1927, the Marines returned, but this time they were met with 
resistance from Augusto Cesar Sandino. With support from neither the Liberals nor the 
Conservatives, Sandino rounded up the first guerilla troops in the Americas and fought for six years 
against the US occupation. The Marines left in 1935, but left behind the US trained National Guard 
under the command of Augusto Somoza Garcia.  A US withdrawal convinced Sandino to hold his 
horses (literally) for long enough to engage in peace talks instigated by Somoza. After leaving a 
negotiation meeting, troops ordered by Somoza ambushed and killed Sandino.  

Anastasio Somoza ruled the country for the next 20 years, whether directly or through 
figurehead presidents. During this time he appropriated Nicaragua’s prime property and commercial 
interests for himself and his family.  Meanwhile, his government made no effort to provide the poor 
majority with health care, clean water, electricity, or education.  In 1956, Nicaraguan poet Rigoberto 

López Pérez disguised himself as a waiter and 
shot the dictator at a diplomatic party, before he 
himself died in a hail of bullets.  

Luis Somoza, the older son of Somoza, 
assumed the presidency until his death in 1957, 
when Anastasio ‘Tachito’ Somoza, his younger 

brother, inherited the rule.   The youngest Somoza proved to be the most ruthless and made it a habit 
to harass, capture, exile, torture and kill members of the developing FSLN.  After the earthquake in 
1972, the wealthy class began to turn against him, when he pocketed the majority of relief money 
pouring into the country.  

People of all classes began to believe that peace would only come with the dictator’s 
removal. The Sandinistas began to gain underground support among the wealthy elite and middle 
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Contra rebels in Segovia. 

class as well as the working class.  In 1978, the Sandinistas took over the National Palace in 
Managua, where they held the 1,000-member National Assembly hostage.  They demanded a huge 
ransom and the publication and broadcast of their political program. Somoza had little choice but to 
comply, but refused to step down and instigated an arbitrary bombing of Nicaraguan cities.  Events 
culminated on July 19, 1979, when the FSLN marched triumphantly into Managua, two days after 
Somoza fled to Miami in US provided planes, taking with him his father’s coffin and the national 
treasury. � �

The United Nations claims that $480 million worth of damage was done during the 
insurrection and the FSLN was left with a shattered country plagued with malnutrition and disease. 
Over 50,000 Nicaraguans were killed and 600,000 were left homeless.  

The period of Sandinista rule, 1979-1990, is known was the Revolution.  One of the initial 
successes of the FSLN was the literacy campaign. The goal 
was to create a literate electorate able to make informed 
choices at elections. Over 100,000 Nicaraguan urban youth 
flooded the countryside and in a period of six months, 
taught half a million people basic reading skills. This 
brought the national illiteracy rate down from over 50% to 
just below 12%.  

There was significant support and success for the 
Sandinistas at the time of the Revolution, but soon it began 
to fall under attack from the Contras, a group of ex-
National Guard and Somoza supporters financially backed 
by the Reagan administration (read more in Nicaraguan and 
US relations).  The targets of the Contra attacks were 
primarily teachers, schools, health care workers, and other sectors in which Sandinista policy was 
successful.  As the decade wore on and the Contra attacks intensified, Sandinista popularity began to 
wane. As a result of embargoes there were major food shortages from which everybody suffered, 
peasants and upper class. Instead of money, campesinos, poor rural farmers, were paid in food or 
other goods for their coffee after the Sandinistas nationalized all coffee exportation. Because of this 
many rural Nicaraguans turned against the FSLN and joined the Contras and the draft. 

In 1990 the second set of elections under the FSLN government ended in a shock for the 
Sandinista government, when Violeta Charmorro was elected Nicaragua’s newest president. She was 
left a country torn by war and over $10 billion in debt.  Doña Violeta struggled to mend the broken 
pieces of the country with what many referred to as her matronly instinct. 

In 1996, Alemán and the PLC (Constitutionalist Liberal Party), which was also Somoza’s 
party, came to power. Six years later he left, after embezzling approximately $110 million from the 
people of Nicaragua.  Much of this money came from Hurricane Mitch relief.  Transparency 
International, a British based anti-corruption lobby group, has ranked Alemán as the world’s ninth 
most corrupt leader in history. Alemán is currently serving his prison sentence within the borders of 
Nicaragua, spawning many jokes about Nicaragua being the largest jail in the world. 

Enrique Bolaños, vice president of Aleman, was elected in 2002 under criticism from all 
sides for his ties with the corrupt Alemán and the US. After being kicked out of the PLC under the 
influence of Alemán, he formed his own party, called APRE (Alliance for the Republic).  Bolaños is 
remembered as a completely ineffectual president who accomplished very little during his term.  

In 2006 Daniel Ortega was elected back into the presidency.  He took a different approach to 
his campaign. Symbolically softening the traditional Sandinista colors of black and red, to pink and 
turquoise, he also softened his socialist agenda. Many in Nicaragua are excited to have a left wing 
party back in power, which will include the nationalization of more social programs and better 
relations with other Latin American countries (Hugo Chavez and ALBA).   However, the excitement 
is somewhat clouded by the controversy surrounding Daniel which includes a power sharing 
agreement made between he and Aleman called El Pacto and sexual abuse charges. 
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The US and Nicaragua began close relations in the early 

20th century when the US sent the Marines occupations. They 
became quite chummy under the Somoza Dynasty. The Somozas 
were supported by five Democratic and three republican US 
administrations.  The US was allowed to use Nicaragua as 
staging grounds for CIA invasions into Guatemala and the Bay 
of Pigs into Cuba, and Nicaragua contributed small forces to 
participate in the US occupation of the Dominican Republic in 
1965, as well as troops to fight in both Korea and Vietnam. In exchange for the support, the US gave 
millions of dollars of aid to Nicaragua for social and economic projects, however, there is ample 
evidence that Somoza and accomplices were stealing much of the aid.  The US also offered military 
support and by the end of the Somoza era the National Guard was the most heavily US trained 
military establishment in Latin America.   

When the Sandinistas came to power in 1979, the US offered a timid hand of friendship in 
the form of diplomatic recognition and emergency relief aid. However, the CIA still sent DC-8 jets 
disguised with Red Cross stripes to evacuate Somoza’s officer corps to Miami. When Reagan came 
into office, he cut off all aid and claimed (with little evidence) that Nicaragua was the main source of 
arms for the rebel movement in El Salvador. Reagan immediately terminated the remaining balance 

of a $75 million loan to Nicaragua.  
Increasingly unhappy with the 

socialist FSLN, the US began to harass 
Nicaragua through indirect military pressure 

in Honduras and intensive espionage of Nicaragua. Other Central America countries were pressured 
to isolate Nicaragua diplomatically, through military threats and offers of large amounts of US aid.  
In 1982, Reagan gave the CIA $19.8 million to enlarge and support an exile army of anti-Sandinista 
counterrevolutionaries, which consisted mainly of former National Guard officers, who later became 
known as Contras.  In May 1985, the US successfully embargoed trade with Nicaragua, immediately 
followed with a campaign led by the Reagan administration to discredit and defame the Sandinista 
government of Nicaragua. 

After the Iran-Contra scandal in 1986, the Reagan Administration pressed the Contras to 
intensify their offensive in Nicaragua, bringing the war to a destructive peak in 1987.  In 1989 the 
death toll for the entire war was over 200,000 Nicaraguans, (1/10 the population) and direct US aid 
to the Contras totaled over $400 million. 

Through the 90s the US continued to back corrupt political leaders that led Nicaragua further 
into debt and away from economic and social stability.   More recently, the instigation of the Central 
American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) has created more strife between the US and Nicaragua.  
Supporters of CAFTA claim that new markets will be opened to US manufacturers, while helping 
Central American nations modernize their economies, create worker rights protections that will 
enforce and improve labor laws and improve environmental standards. 

The opposition claims that CAFTA causes local businesses to be crowded out and Central 
American consumers will be forced into US product dependency.  Economist Joseph Stiglitz, who 
supports free trade, argues that CAFTA will increase provery because it prematurely opens markets 
to the US agriculture goods which are subsidized, making local farmers unable to compete with 
imports, and the nations in question do not have the ability or resources to burden this change.  He 
also argues that the agreements were made from inequal negotiating positions and therefore do not 
result in free-trade agreements.  

CAFTA was signed into effect DATE.  In Nicaragua, its effects can be seens through 
changes in labor laws, ie sweatshops, and the privitization of education, health, water, etc. 
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20-25% of children under 5 
are malnourished. 
60% of children under 2 
are affected by anemia due 
to malnutrition. 
253,000 children seek work, 
the majority quit school  
1/5 people have no access to 
health care 
34% of population is 
illiterate 
74% of people have limited 
access to drinking water or 
electricity. 
US: 2.7 doctors/ 1000 
people, $5,000 person/year 
Nicaragua: 0.6 doctors/ 
1000 people, $24 person/year 

 

Children working in garbage dump instead of going to school. 
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Nicaragua’s national debt is $6.5 billion. That means each Nicaraguan owes about US$1400. Now 
consider that the gross national income per capita in Nicaragua is US$910. 
The external debt is suffocating the country and its people. This is because debt payment is 
prioritized above individual needs. On average, the Nicaraguan government spends 25% of annual 

budget on debt payments, but only 14% on health care and 11% on 
education. 
3�������������������	�����	�45�
 It all started with oil (as usual) back in the 70s.  The prices were 
driven up and Latin America could not export enough to finance 
imports, which created huge trade deficits. OPEC then raised the 

prices of oil which brought a flood of money to industrialized 
countries, who then turned around and offered these ‘petro’ dollars 
as low interest loans to struggling countries like Nicaragua. But 

none of the beneficiaries paid attention to see that the majority of this money went straight into the 
corrupt pockets of Somoza, not towards the development of Nicaragua.  

Simultaneously, developed nations began to cut back on foreign aid to poor countries. As a 
result, the countries of Latin America quintupled their long term borrowing in the 70s. 

In the early 80s, the prices for agricultural goods collapsed which further devastated the 
region. It was right about this time that the US decided to raise interest rates from 8% to 20% leading 
the way for the other developed nations to follow, which they did.  Nicaragua was forced to borrow 
more money simply to pay the increased interest on their debt.  There was also the financial burden 
of the war draining the economy during the 80s.  

There were attempts to alleviate debt in the 90s and moves were made towards privatization. 
This way the government could use its money for chipping away at that debt, rather than things like 
clean water and education. Now, Nicaragua has paid its original debt several times over but is caught 
up in the cycle of borrowing more simply to pay the accumulated interest. Meanwhile, health, 
education, and environmental protection have been left secondary, leaving diminishing hope for a 
future generation able to advance the country economically. 
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What to look forward to… 
-Albuquerque Public School 
Buses…Bus co-ops buy retired US 
school buses for personalized public 
transportation.  
 

-Drinking out of plastic 
baggies…Many vendors sell their 
refresco in plastic bags with a straw, just 
tear in with your teeth and suck away. 
 

-No street names…directions are 
given as references to the location of well-
known buildings and statues, or where 
they used to be, Donde fue Vicky’s una 
cuadra abajo. 
 

-No skyscrapers, or any view of 
the skyline…After the earthquake in ’72 
Managua was built sprawling and more or less 
one level. It is, however, a very green city with 
many trees.  
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Most Nicaraguans exist on the staple food, gallo pinto, red 
beans and rice, which is often eaten three times a day. 
Several other foods you will be likely to come across are 
maduro, deep fried plantain, which offers a sticky sweetness 
as opposed to its greener cousin platano verde, which is the 
less ripe, boiled version.  You will also run across a common 
version of farmer’s cheese, here it is called cuajada and is 
often served along side your gallo pinto. Nicaragua, too, has 
its version of tortilla, corn based and thicker that the flour 
based Mamacita’s you buy in the States.   Because of its cost, 
meat is a rarity, but don’t be shocked to eat the family chicken.   
 The drinks are more likely to impress. Filled with sugar and rico, refresco offers a variety of 
local fruits pulverized into a drinkable fashion, and accompanies most meals. There is also cacao 
which is a cocoa bean based drink. Pinolio is the national drink made of milled corn and cocoa.  If 
all else fails, there is certain to be an Eskimo man on every corner, ringing his bells and announcing 
the arrival of ice cream, an international treat. 
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Ah, Managua. Described in one (highly 

unrecommended) guidebook as ‘grimier than grimy, uglier 
than ugly, and hotter than hell,’ Managua is a city that has 
done little to sell out to tourism and the business of 
impressing rich gringos.  

The capital city of over one million sprawls out in 
many directions. After the city center was destroyed in the 
earthquake in 1972, there was little enthusiasm or money 
(included in what Somoza stole) applied towards 
rebuilding or replacing it. Therefore, you are left with a 
city that can appear to an outsider as a bit confusing.  
Development proceeded haphazardly without a commercial 
center and houses sit in the backyard of a brand new 
American style shopping center, while horses graze in the 
grassy areas between the road near the old city center, and 
all of this without the aid of street names to help navigate 
the chaos. But before you conjure too many images of 
livestock on the loose, Managua has remained the 
commercial center of Nicaragua and has continued to 
grow, however irregularly, especially along the 
southwestern side. There are cyber cafes, several malls, 
many restaurants, and bars for drinking and clubbing. 

To find the charm in Managua it is necessary to do 
a little exploring.  Universities such as the UCA offer a hip insight to Nicaraguan urban youth and 
culture, which is residual of the strong student movements that took place in the 70s and 80s. Several 
parks are scattered throughout Managua, including Malécon, which is on the shore of Lake Managua 
and the Sunday afternoon hangout for many Nicaraguan families. There is also Parque Tiscapa 
which has a nice view of the city and is the home to the giant silhouette of Sandino visible from 
many parts of the city.  
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After Hurricane Mitch, the people of Nueva Vida were given two 
poles and a sheet of plastic to rebuild their lives. 

Ciudad is primarily a pedestrian city, so the government 
used funds to pave sidewalks rather than the streets. 
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Before it was home to over 150,000 

people, Ciudad Sandino was just two lonely and 
unused cotton fields owned by Somoza.  In 1968, 
there was a huge flood and all of the people who 
lived along the lakeshore in Managua lost their 
homes.  They were moved to the field by the 
government and then sold the plots of land from 
Somoza.  

In 1972, another natural disaster, this time 
an earthquake, forced another quarter of a million 
homeless Managuans to relocate.  Thousands 
were moved to the same cotton fields, which were 
renamed OPEN 3 (Permanent National 
Emergency Operation 3). Here, the refugees tried to reconfigure their lives, displaced from the 
neighbors and neighborhoods they had known their entire lives, in a community with little or no 
economic activity.  They were still expected to make regular payments on their land, and if they 
missed just one, they would have to restart their payment from the beginning. 

In 1979, after the fall of Somoza, the community was renamed Ciudad Sandino.  The 
government continued to move displaced people to the community, and Ciudad Sandino slowly 
stretched out with the new makeshift homes of the poorest people from Managua.   

Then, in 1998, Hurricane Mitch hit.  Six feet of water accumulated in five days, displacing 
people all over the country, and 12,000 refugees were moved to Ciudad Sandino alone.   Each new 
family was given a plot of land 10 yards by 15 yards, two poles, and a large piece of black plastic to 

make themselves a home. This newest, most 
economically distressed barrio was called Nueva 
Vida.  
In 2001, lack of hygiene and other basic needs 
prompted the petitioning by community members 
of Ciudad Sandino to become its own 
municipality.  The biggest challenge this brought 
was the tax base, which is only $2.30 per person 
per year.  

 Simultaneously, a population of more 
than 150,000 is nestled tightly into an 
infrastructure designed for no more than 40,000 
people.  At 7,700 people per square mile, Ciudad 
Sandino is the most densely populated area in 
Nicaragua. That is comparable to Detroit, MI, 

except that Ciudad Sandino has no multistory buildings. 80% of the population is unemployed or 
lacks a formal job, making Ciudad Sandino also the poorest urban population in Nicaragua.  

Still lacking water and electricity on a regular basis, the city is not able to survive on the 
resources at its own disposal and must search for outside funds and aid.  Countries such as Japan 
have done much to help improve the schools of Ciudad Sandino.  The European Union (EU) has 
provided funds to improve the city’s infrastructure, which is extremely susceptible to natural 
disasters, as well as a water project to supply a more reliable source of drinking water. A new 
housing project of 600 affordable houses is also being funding by the EU. This development will 
house more than 6,000 people and priority is given to the socially marginalized such as the elderly 
and single women. 
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In Nicaragua the bonds of a family are 
very strong. But if you try to actually 
figure out how everyone in a house is 
related, good luck.  It is not unusual to 
find many generations extended in all 
directions living under the same roof, or 
very near each other.  It took one 
volunteer staying with a family in 
Ciudad Sandino weeks to figure out 
which of the children that passed in and 
out of the house were the actual 
grandchildren of her host mother; every 
child in the neighborhood called her 
abuelita (grandmother).   
 Children, more specifically girls, 
are expected to participate in helping 
around the house early on and in many cases are compelled to leave school in order to sell water or 
tortillas on the street in order to help support their family. 

Family loyalty is also obvious in the amount of remittances that are sent back to Nicaragua 
yearly, totaling over US$800 million dollars and supporting 700,000 to 900,000 Nicaraguans. 
 

3	��
��
Women have played a vital role in the shaping of Nicaragua.  Prominent members of the 

revolution, women were the champions of many progressive rights in the 80s.  An example of this is 
the election of Violeta Chamorro as president in 1990.  Despite their accomplishments, women still 
struggle for their place in today’s society.  

Women constitute half of the population, produce 40% of the national wealth and perform 
50% of the work in the industrial, communication and service sectors. Still, they earn 30% less than 
men and own less than 10% of the land.  After Hurricane Mitch, however, the mayor’s office issued 

the titles of the new houses in Nueva 
Vida to the women of households. This 
was done in order to prevent displaced 
and homeless women and children, and 
has resulted in a unique situation that 
contrasts the typical situation of 
Nicaraguan women. 
Traditionally, women manage the 
household.  In times of economic need 
they are given a double burden. While 
their partners and husbands are unable to 
find appropriate work for men, women 
are forced to supplement the family 
income by taking in laundry, selling 
food on the streets, or getting a job at a 
maquila, sweatshop. While many men 
feel it is socially unacceptable to work 
many of these alternative jobs, such as 

Women often work in the informal sector, such as making food to or doing laundry.  

Often times, many generations and extended family live 
together under the same roof. 
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Many Nicaraguans seek work in the informal 
sector, such as this man who is selling items 
at busy stoplight in Managua. 

cleaning houses or selling food, women are forced to fill these roles and feed their families.  Women 
are obligated to work outside the home, while at the same time struggling to 
care for their family within.  

During your stay in Nicaragua, you will have the chance to meet 
many strong Nicaraguan women who have creatively learned to use what 
little resources they have.  

 
$������	
� � 
Most schools in Nicaragua are crowded so they run shifts, 7:30-12 and 1-
5:30 pm. Previously, most children had to pay a monthly tuition (around 
$2), which prevented many children from attending school.  President 
Ortega has made it illegal to charge tuition for classes, and made uniforms 
optional, although families are still expected to pay for books ($15 yearly).  
There are still many children unable to attend school because of the cost and 
the fact that their families need them to work. Of the 60-70,000 school age 
children in Ciudad Sandino, only about 15,000 are able to attend school.  
Those who don’t attend school are often expected to work to help 
supplement their families’ income. 
�

��������
The total health expenditure per capita is $24/year, while the gross national 
income per capita is $910 per year. That means that people who on average 
are making only $910/year must spend almost 23% of it in health services, if they can get any at all.  
 The infant mortality rate in Nicaragua is 28%, while the life expectancy is only 63.1 for 
women and 59.7 for men.  Secondary health care such as dentistry and optometry are virtually non-
existent for the majority of Nicaraguans. With the majority of the population working in the informal 
sector, health insurance is a luxury that most Nicaraguans will never know.  
 Women who choose to give birth in a medical center are given none of the familiar comforts 
of the US, ie sheets, water, window. They are given a bare bed and a time limit after the baby is born 
before they must clear out.  
�

$���	���
�� �
The minimum wage established by the Nicaraguan government is 
$77 per month, however, many people are paid less than this. Three 
quarters of the population lives on less than $2 per day and one half 
live on less than $1 per day.   
 The extreme economic situation has drawn the attention of 
many companies from the US, Taiwan, Korea and Europe, who set 
up manufacturing areas known as free trade zones.  In October 2006, 
the minimum wage in the free trade zones was $76.44. However, 
often these workers are forced to work at least 12 hours a day, seven 
days a week, and are even watched and timed for restroom breaks.  
Not surprisingly, the burnout is tremendous. Still, those who work in 
the free trade zones are considered lucky, because those who are left 
are forced to find jobs in the informal sector of the economy, 
washing windshields, selling tortillas on the sidewalk, water on the 
street, or working as a day laborer in construction.  This means no 
insurance, no salary, and no job security.   In Nicaragua, 65% of the 
population works in the informal sector.  
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Local Vocabulary: 
Here are some words you are likely to hear or use while in Nicaragua: 
Chocho!: Cool, wow 

Chapas: earrings 

Chele/a: a non-offensive way to refer to North Americans or pale skined Nicaraguans. 

Chinelas: flip flops, sandals 

Dale pues: Okay, I agree, let’s do that. Good conversation finisher 

Guaro: general term for booze or alchoholic beverages 

Gringo/a: Another way to remind you that you are foreign. Not offensive here. 

Hombre: used as an expression like Americans use man, si hombre!, yeah man! 

No hay falla: No problem (no problema) 

Panza: more informal name for stomach, belly 

Peso: no, it’s not Mexico, but Nicas refer to cords as pesos, ex. Esto vale cinco  pesos. 

Pinche: cheap 

Repello: this is the concrete and sand mixture flung onto the walls and then smoothed to a fine  
finish. Not heard as much on the street but if doing 

construction at the CDCA, expect it.  

Va pues: Okay then, see you, I agree, or whatever  

 

Body Language: 
Nicaraguans have a very rich vocabulary of signs 
and gestures, here are some of the most common: 
 
Nose Scrunch: similar to a face in the US made when 
there is a foul smell, signifies, What? What do you want? 
Or What do you mean? 
 
Lip Point:  perhaps the most distracting gesture to accostumed oneself to, Nicaraguans pucker their 
lips in the direction of what they are refering to. The trick is, most people don’t stop talking to point. 
 
Finger Wag: a side to side wagging of index finger increases a simple verbal no, to a very serious 
no.   
 
Downward Wave: can sometimes be mistaken as a shadow puppet show, this means Come here. 
 
Wrist Snap: Done with the tips of thumb and middle finger joined while the index finger dangles 
loosely, while the wrist is given several quick flicks. The snapping noise serves to emphazise 
whatever is being said, can also mean “Harsh” or to say “Woowee, that’s good!” This is a good one 
to practice, because even the 2-year-olds are well honed on their snappin skills.  



 14 

'��	���
�����
� '����
�*�3�����
�*�!�
��
�
�  
 
Reading: 
Forrest D Colburn, My Car in Managua 
 
Gioconda Belli, The Country under my Skin and The Inhabited Woman 
 
Joan Kruckewitt, The Death of Ben Linder: The Story of a North American in Sandinista 
 
Jennifer Atlee-Loudon, Red Thread: A Spiritual Jounal of Accopaniment, Trauma and Healing 
 
Margaret Randall, Sandino’s Daughters: Testimonies of Nicaraguan Women in Struggle 
 
Peter Rosset and John Vandermeer, The Nicaragua Reader: Documents of a Revolution Under Fire 
 
Walker, Thomas, 
 
Watching:  
 
Carla’s Song (1996) 
 
The World is Watching, First Run/Icarus Films, directed by Peter Raymont  
 
The World Stopped Watching, (2003) First Run/Icarus Films, directed by Peter Raymont 
 
Listening: 
 
Radio Nicaragua 
radionicaragua.com.ni/ 
 
Radio Pirata, Managua 
http://pirata.tk/ 

 
U2, Where the streets 
have no name 
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