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Introduction: 

 

 Nicaragua was a touristic place and had one of the fastest growing economies in Latin America 

up until last year. There has been a lot of civil unrest in Nicaragua following the actions of President 

Daniel Ortega, his administration, the police and the military. Ortega, who is won his 3rd consecutive 

term in 2016 after gaining 70% of the vote with a voter turnout of 30%, has faced international criticism. 

However, following an announcement in April 2018, uproar surged. It was declared that social security 

would be cut and so thousands protested in the streets, highways were barricaded which was detrimental 

to the economy and movements such as the White Unity Movement were formed. The protests have 

been met with brutal actions. Protestors have been shot, leading to several deaths and many have been 

arrested. At least 322 have been killed and 2,000 have been injured as a result. As of 29th September 

2018, anti-government marches are illegal and there is tighter grip on independent media and 

journalists, offices of those reporting on the protests have been looted. The United Nations has accused 

the Ortega administration of human rights violations, but the President expelled the mission of the UN 

High Commissioner for Human Rights, preventing the monitoring of Nicaragua. The Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights has condemned the treatment of protestors and journalists. Due to the 

violence in the country, many have started to flee the country. 50,000 are estimated to have fled to Costa 

Rica as well as other neighbouring countries.  

 

The Issue: 

  

President Ortega and Democracy  

 

President Ortega was elected as President of Nicaragua in 1984 after joining the Sandinista 

National Liberation Front (FSLN), a group fighting against Anastasio Somoza. The Somoza family had 

been ruling the country since 1936. However, in 1990, he lost the election and instead Violeta Chamorro 

became president. 

 

 In 2006, he was re-elected as President as he changed his stance from what it has previously 

been. Three years later, Nicaragua’s Supreme Court allowed Ortega to stand for another term. Many 

saw this and still see it as illegal and in 2016, more changes were made to the constitution allowing him 

to run for a third consecutive term. Opposition leaders said that the election was fixed as Ortega was 

able to change the constitution in order to benefit him and allow him to run for another term as well as 

prevent the opposition from having a fair chance, as he limited their ability to run for elections. The US 

government also said that it was concerned by the elections and the lack of democracy.  He was re-
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elected but the opposition called the election rigged. He won with 70% of the vote and 

Maximino Rodriguez, leader of the Liberal Constitutionalist Party (PLC) with 14%. Many in the PLC 

and many of its allies encouraged voters to boycott. It is believed that more than 70% of registered 

voters abstained from the vote.  

 

 

Protests and Violence 

 

Venezuela was exporting billions of dollars' worth of oil to Nicaragua and between 2007 and 

2016, Nicaragua used 40% of oil proceeds went to social security and welfare such as housing for the 

poor. Nicaragua’s economy improved as gross domestic product increased. However, Venezuela started 

to experience financial strain and so it cut back on oil exports. This was detrimental as Ortega then 

decide to cut back on social welfare programs. 

 

After announcing that welfare benefits would be reduced and social security would be cut, 

protests started. Thousands took to the streets to voice their frustration with the government. Highways 

were barricaded and many flooded the streets waving flags. As well as showing anger towards the 

change in policy, there were also demands from protestors for the resignation of Ortega. However, he 

refused to back down and refused to hold early elections.  

 

The protests quickly turned violent. The government has been accused of being responsible of 

324 deaths and 2000 injuries since September 2018 as well as torture and extrajudicial killings. Those 

protesting have also been arrested. Nicaraguan nongovernmental organisations have stated that 477 

have been prosecuted due to involvement in protests and many of which have been charged with 

terrorism-related offenses. Soon, protestors started to demand justice for those detained, injured or 

killed by police during the protests.  On the 28th September 2018, anti-government marches were made 

illegal. In addition, 135 people working in public hospitals were fired for participating in the protests 

and/or showing disagreement with the government. The Inter American Commission on Human Rights 

(IACHR) found that public officials were threatened if they did not take part in pro-government protests.  

 

However, the government claims that the violence was not one sided.  There has been a lot of 

violence caused by clashes between anti and pro-government groups. On the 9th of July, the government 

accused protestors of killing and kidnapping hundreds of citizens as well as burning homes and 

businesses. It was also reported that 22 police officers died between April and September 2018.  

President Ortega has accused drug cartels of the violence and said that it was being funded by opposition 

MPs. Furthermore, in March 2019, the government agreed to release opposition prisoners in order to 

restart peace talks with Civil Alliance for Justice and Democracy.  

 

Media  

 

There has been a crackdown on the freedoms of journalists and media outlets. The police ordered 

the closures of 100% Noticias, a television channel who covered the protests.  The director, Miguel 

Mora, and the news director, Lucia Pineda Ubau, were abducted. On the 13th December 2018, the police 

looted companies such as Confidencial, Esta Semana and Esta Noche. Armed officials were placed in 

the building. Armed pro-government groups also harassed, intimidated and confiscated equipment from 

journalists and bloggers who reported on the protests.  
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Economy 

 

The changes made by the government in April 2018, saw pension payment cuts by 30 to 40% 

and a raise in payroll taxes. This left many devastated as many Nicaraguan live on less than £2 a day. 

Due to the violence and civil unrest, the economy has been falling apart. 100,000 people have lost their 

jobs in the private and 200,000 people overall, causing the workforce to shrink by 10%. This has led to 

high inflation and an increase in taxes.  There has been a fall in consumer and employer confidence as 

a result.  

 

Domestic investment has fallen by 25% and international investment has plummeted by 53%. 

It is believed that Nicaragua is headed for its worst economic crisis in 30 years despite its growing 

economy in 2016 and 2017.  

 

The World Bank estimates that poverty will increase by more than 3 percentage points between 

2016 and 2019. The World Bank has also reaffirmed its decision to freeze new lending to the country.  

 

 

Refugees  

 

An estimated 82,000 people have fled to neighbouring countries with 68,000 fleeing to Costa 

Rica to avoid the violence and the worsening quality of life. Those living in rural areas have faced 

hunger as a result of blockades and food shortages. Barricades were built with the intention to keep 

police and their weapons out, but it ended up preventing stores from getting stock. This caused prices 

to increase but most couldn’t afford it.  

 

According to the Costa Rican Migration Authority as of March 2019, 29,5000 have filed asylum 

applications including public officials, journalists, doctors and human right defenders. The United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has supported the Costa Rican government by helping better 

conditions and helping reducing processing time. Costa Rica has maintained an open-door policy 

throughout.  

 

Key Events 

 

 

Event/Date Explanation 

18th April 2018 Government announced changes to social security. 

Protests start and protesters block roads 

22nd April 2018  Ortega announces on national broadcast that 

reforms were being reviewed however, 30 had 

already died during protests 

17th May 2018  Ortega allowed the Inter-American Commision on 

human rights into the country  
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30th June 2018  Civilians organised the “March of the Flowers” to 

remember those who had died during protests. 

This turned violent was the march was attacked by 

gunfire 

12th August 2018 Many took to the streets in order to show their 

frustration towards the imprisoning of activists 

and citizens involved in the protests 

31st August 2018 Ortega administration expelled the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights from monitoring 

the country 

29th September 2018  Anti-government marches declared illegal 

24th November 2018  National Blue and White Unity Movement (groups 

against the government) were denied the right to 

peacefully protest  

13th December 2018 National police raided Confidencial, a news outlet 

and took computers, hard drives and legal 

documents 

21st March 2019  President Ortega has agreed to release all 

opposition prisoners within 90 days 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  

  

 

US 

The US has revoked the visas of some Nicaraguan officials accused of undermining democracy and 

human right violations. In November 2018, President Donald Trump imposed Treasury sanctions on 

Vice-President and the First Lady, Rosario Murillo and top presidential aide Nestor Moncada Lau. This 

meant that their assets were frozen, and a travel ban was imposed. In December 2018, the Nicaraguan 

Investment Conditionality Act was passed. This allowed the US to sanction any non-US person involved 

in human rights violations.  In April 2019, the US sanctioned President Ortega’s son, Laureano Ortega 

and Banco Corporativo, a Nicaraguan bank. In June, 4 more Nicaraguan officials were sanctioned.  

UN 

 

The Security Council held a meeting on Nicaragua. Members expressed their concerns on 

human rights abuses, the expulsion of the OHCHR and the refugee problem occurring as a result of the 

violence and instability in the country.  However, a third of the council also voiced that Nicaragua has 

the right to sovereignty, the right of a country to govern themselves, and so were cautious of 

overstepping their boundaries. The Human Rights Office called on Nicaragua to end its “persistent 

repression of dissent”.  
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Costa Rica  

 

68,000 Nicaraguans have fled to Costa Rica in order to escape the instability in the 

country and 29,500 are seeking asylum. The rate of people leaving has been increasing and 

according to the UN Refugee Agency an average of 200 are applying for asylum in Costa Rica 

every day. The Costa Rican government has set up two camps for those coming to the country.  

The government has been very supportive of those coming into the country. The UNCHR has 

been helping the government with camps and improving the quality of the camps for 

Nicaraguans.  

 

Possible Solutions 

  

 

● Helping bordering countries, such as Costa Rica, with Nicaraguan Refugees and camps 

● Supervising elections  

● Calling upon the Security Council to sanction  

● Getting aid into the country to help with food shortages  

● Consider your country’s stance on sovereignty and how far it would get involved in the issue  
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