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Geography:

Largest but most sparsely populated of the Central American nations, Nicaragua borders with Honduras to the north and Costa Rica to the south.  It is slightly larger than New York State.  Nicaragua is mountainous in the west, with fertile valleys.  A plateau slopes eastward toward the Atlantic.  The Tipitapa River connects two big lakes: Nicaragua, about 100 miles long and Managua about 38 miles long.  The Pacific coast is volcanic and very fertile.  The Caribbean coast, swampy and indented, is aptly called the “Mosquito Coast.”

The mountainous central Pacific region of Nicaragua is the population center of the country.  Throughout are provincial towns that serve as market centers for the surrounding agricultural area.  Vegetables, beans, and corn are the main local crops.  On average, more than 50 tiny villages surround each town in the beautiful countryside.  Altitudes in the region where you will be working range from 1,000'-3,000' above sea level, with generally hot days and cool nights.

People:
Nicaragua has 5 million inhabitants, most of who live in the Pacific basin.  The majority of the population is mestizo with smaller populations of people of pure indigenous or European blood.  The official language is Spanish and is often laced with words of Nahuatl origin.  Miskito, Creole, and Rama are spoken on the Caribbean coast.  English is not widely spoken.  The religion is predominately Catholic with a growing Protestant minority.  The national sport is baseball with stadiums in most cities hosting Nicaraguan league games, which attract players from around Latin America and plays to crowds of over 20,000 at the biggest stadium located in Managua.  It would be difficult to find a more open, warm and gregarious people than the Nicaraguans, and when you consider the hardships they experience, it makes this friendly good humor all the more special and one of the best reasons to visit.

Economy:

The natural resources of Nicaragua are primarily agricultural.  Deposits of volcanic material have enriched the soil, which is extremely fertile.  About one-fourth of the land is covered with forests and there are some deposits of gold, silver and copper.  The vegetation is tropical and subtropical with dense rain forests along the Caribbean coast and on the eastern slopes of the highlands.  Numerous trees include oak, pine, cedar, balsam, mahogany, wild rubber trees and some 50 varieties of fruit trees.  Wildlife includes puma, deer, various types of monkeys, alligators, and a variety of reptiles.  Parrots and hummingbirds are abundant, and a rich variety of tropical birds can be seen.

Agriculture is the mainstay of the economy, but several modern manufacturing industries have been established, especially in and near Managua.  Manufacturing provides cement, chemicals, petroleum products and consumer goods.  The country has coffee-processing plants and sugar-refining mills, as well as textile mills that process domestic cotton.  Primary exports include textiles and apparel, coffee, beef, sugar, bananas, and gold.  Imports include fuels, raw materials, machinery, and consumer goods.  Nicaragua is the hemisphere’s second-poorest nation: only Haiti fares worse in a comparison of social and economic factors.  The current government remains largely dependent on foreign aid and the under and unemployment rate is about 54%.

History:

Nicaragua, which derives its name from the chief of the area’s leading Indian tribe during the Spanish Conquest, was first settled by the Spanish in 1522.  Colonial Nicaragua enjoyed comparative peace and prosperity, although freebooters like the English navigators Sir Francis Drake and Sir Richard Hawkins continually disrupted that prosperity by raiding and destroying coastal settlements.  During the 1700s, the British managed to ally themselves with the Miskito and they began to seriously challenge Spanish control.  For a period during and after the middle of the century the Mosquito Coast was considered a British dependency.  However, the Battle of Nicaragua, which lasted from 1775 to 1793, the time period of the American Revolution, ended Britain’s attempts to win a permanent foothold in Nicaragua.  Central America managed to pass from colonial rule into formal independence with almost no violence.  Central America merely followed Mexico’s lead and broke with Spain in mid-1821 and in January of 1822 joined the Mexican empire of Agustin de Iturbide who “abdicated” in mid-1823 and his short reign ended.  Shortly after, Central America decided it was tired of its relationship with Mexico and declared themselves independent once again.  From then until 1838, the region was supposedly unified into a federation called the United Provinces of Central America.

At first the union seemed like a great idea with exciting possibilities.  They reasoned that Central America would be politically and economically stronger as one unit instead of five small pieces.  However, from the outset, powerful forces worked to destroy the fragile relationship.  First of all, resentment grew when Guatemala received eighteen of the forty-five seats in the congress and dominated policymaking.  Second, the constitution of 1824 declared each state to be “free and independent” in their internal affairs.  However, the Constitution also contained contradictory features that supported nationalist and centralist ideas and these ideas tended to hamper the freedom that each country sought in their “internal affairs.”  Finally two parties, the Liberals and the Conservatives, began to emerge out of the ruling elite and their rivalry threatened the union they both not only disputed within their own provinces, but also across the border.  The union fell apart in 1838 as first Nicaragua and then other countries split away.  

For the next century, Nicaragua’s politics were dominated by the competition for power between the Liberals, who were centered in the city of León, and the Conservatives, centered in Granada.   Faction-based strife began to heat up as the Liberals fought to establish an independent nation and declared Nicaragua an independent republic in 1838.  Even after the declaration civil strife continued and in 1855 William Walker, an American adventurer with a small band of followers, was hired by the Liberals to head their forces in opposition to the Conservatives.  Walker captured and sacked Granada and then set himself up as president of Nicaragua in 1856 and sought U.S. statehood.  However, Walker made a fatal mistake when he seized the property of Cornelius Vanderbilt, who retaliated by backing the Conservatives who forced Walker to leave the country in 1857.  The Vanderbilt interest in Nicaragua was due to his transportation company which he founded in 1849 to facilitate the California Gold Rush speculating on a canal route through Nicaragua. Walker tried to take over the rest of Central America, but his forces were defeated.   After two more attempts to invade the region, he was tried and executed in Honduras.

In 1893 the Liberals brought about a successful revolution which placed in power their leader Jose Santos Zelaya, who remained president for 16 years, ruling as a dictator.  He was forced out in 1909 after the election of Conservative Adolfo Diaz.  To back up its support of the new Conservative government in 1909, the U.S. sent a small detachment of Marines to Nicaragua and kept them there from 1912 to 1925.  

The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty of 1916 (terminated in 1970) gave the U.S. an option on a canal route through Nicaragua, to lease the Great and Little Corn Islands, and to establish a naval base in the Gulf of Fonseca.    The agreement was extremely unpopular and aroused anti-American dissent in Nicaragua as well as protests from other Central American countries.  Disorder after the 1924 elections brought in the U.S. Marines again.  A nationalist leader and Liberal, Gen. César Augusto Sandino, began fighting the occupation force in 1927.  He fought the U.S. troops until their withdrawal in 1933.  Gen. Anastasio Somoza García, after ordering the assassination of Sandino, ruled as dictator from 1936 until his assassination in 1956, beginning the Somoza dynasty that ruled for the next 43 years.  He was succeeded by his son Luis.  Another son, Maj. Gen. Anastasio Somoza Debayle, became president in 1967.   Debayle was a military-minded autocrat and he repressed his opposition with the aid of the National Guard.  The Somozas ruled Nicaragua with an iron fist, exiling political foes and amassing a great family fortune, eventually owning a large portion of the country.  Until the late 1970s, they enjoyed the continual support of the United States.  

In December 1972, a massive earthquake virtually leveled the city of Managua.  It left 6,000 dead and 20,000 injured in its wake.  Martial law was declared.  International aid poured into the country, but the Somoza family appropriated a good deal of it for themselves, which increased public opposition to their rule.   

Sandinista guerillas, who took their name from General Augusto C. Sandino, had been fighting against the Somoza government for many years.  They launched a final offensive in May 1979.  The last Somoza – Anastasio --fled the country on July 17, 1979.  The Sandinistas assumed power on July 19, promising to maintain a mixed economy, a non-aligned foreign policy, and a pluralist political system with a coalition government.    On Jan 23, 1981, the Reagan administration suspended U.S. aid, and approved the financing and training of the Contras --a counterrevolutionary army that attacked Nicaragua from bases in Honduras and Costa Rica, charging that Nicaragua, with the aid of Cuba and the Soviet Union, was supplying arms to rebels in El Salvador.  The Sandinistas denied the charges.  Later that year the Contras began a war to overthrow the Sandinistas.  (The illegal funding of these forces culminated in the Iran-Contra Affair that troubled the Reagan presidency in the late 1980s.)

In the elections, which were held on Nov 4, 1984, Daniel Ortega Saavedra, the Sandinista candidate, won the presidency and the Sandinistas (FSLN) became the dominant power in the country.  The Sandinistas focused their attention on the 90% of the population, which lived in poverty through a national adult literacy campaign in 1981, the construction of hundreds of rural health posts, the eradication of polio through a national vaccination campaign, and the construction of hundreds of rural schools that provided free education.  Some banks and businesses were nationalized and restrictions were placed on foreign investors.  Policies that favored the poor majority and that limited free market economics soon provoked opposition.

The war intensified in 1986-87, with the re-supplied Contras establishing themselves inside the country.  Negotiations sponsored by the Contadora (neutral Latin American) nations foundered, but a peace plan sponsored by Arias, the Costa Rican president, led to a treaty signed by the Central American leaders in August 1987, that called for an end to outside aid to guerrillas and for negotiations between hostile parties.  

After almost a decade of Contra attacks and a crippling economic embargo by the U.S., the Sandinistas were voted out of power in 1990, and the war came to an end.   Violetta Barrios de Chamorro, owner of the opposition paper La Prensa, led a broad anti-Sandinista coalition to victory in the presidential and legislative elections of 1990.  President Chamorro’s term was controversial.  Business groups were dissatisfied with the pace of the reforms; Sandinistas were upset with the dismantling of their earlier achievements in health and education that impacted the majority of the population.  The IMF policy requirements included lowering deficits by reducing employment in the public sector work force --health care and education-- and the military, curtailing and cutting back social program spending.   

An estimated 2,000 people died in late October 1998 when torrential rains from hurricane Mitch caused a massive mudslide at the Casitas volcano in western Nicaragua.  The hurricane also caused extensive property damage.  

Government:

Nicaragua is a constitutional democracy with a president, a unicameral legislature, and a Supreme Court.  The president, assembly members, and mayors are all elected by direct popular vote.  Multiple political parties have flourished in Nicaragua since the end of the dictatorship in 1979.

Current Political Conditions:

The former Managua mayor, Liberal candidate Arnoldo Aleman, was elected president in 1996, and Liberal candidate Enrique Bolaños was elected president in 2001.  In each election the closest rival was former Sandinista president Daniel Ortega who captured approximately 40% of the vote.  He was again elected president in 2006 with nearly 38% of the vote. Nicaragua’s 2011 general election resulted in re-election of Daniel Ortega.  Some have argued that voting irregularities occurred and this election is not valid. The United States government continues to take an active interest in Nicaragua’s elections.















