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By Barbara Larcom

(Barbara Larcom is the coordinator of Casa Baltimore Limay, a Baltimore, MD-based friendship project linked with San Juan de Limay, in the Esteli Department of Nicaragua.  With Nan McCurdy, she is also the co-organizer of the monthly Nicaragua Webinars series.  She has visited Nicaragua regularly since 1989.)

My government in the United States has called Nicaragua a dictatorship.  My observations over the past year, and before, tell me that this claim is ridiculous. It’s a strange kind of dictatorship in which there is a call for everyone to get involved in building their country.  I will cite three examples of the high level of citizen participation I have seen – in the areas of elections, confronting natural disasters, and healthcare.
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At the time of Hurricane Eta, SINAPRED was able to move 60,000 people to safety in just one day, because people understood the importance of doing their part in saving their own lives. Photo: SINAPRED.

Elections:  In November 2021, I was in Nicaragua to accompany the national elections, with over 250 other international delegation members.  Each of the election accompaniers, dispersed across the country, visited four different voting centers.  In most cases, the voting centers were in schools, with each school room used as a separate polling station, similar to a voting precinct in the US.  

I visited four voting centers in Bilwi, the capital of the North Caribbean Autonomous Region.  As an election accompanier, I was permitted to walk freely into the various school rooms used as polling stations.  I could easily confirm that there were representatives of the competing political parties, monitoring the voting process in those rooms.  At the end of the day, those representatives together counted the votes from the paper ballots in each room.  They totaled the votes for each candidate and made copies of the results.  Each party representative got one copy; and a copy was posted on site.  The voting center totaled the votes for all the voting stations in their school – and then each level of government got a copy of the voting totals, for the municipality, the region, and the national level.  

So, you can see that many eyes were watching the results, at each level, to make sure the election was carried out smoothly, transparently, and fairly.  It would have been nearly impossible to cheat this system, so much better than ours in the US.

That transparent and fair system could only function because of the level of participation by many people – at each voting station, in each voting center, in each municipality and region of Nicaragua.  There were 3,106 voting centers across the country, made up of 13,459 polling stations.  There was a volunteer policeperson in each polling station, or 13.459 total, to address problems or conflicts that might arise.  There were three board members managing each polling station, or 40,377 people.  There was one coordinator for each voting center, or 3,106 more people.  Each of the six national political parties or alliances could have a poll watcher in each polling station – as many as 80,754 more people.  

In addition to all that, there were the members of the municipal, departmental and regional Electoral Councils.  Altogether, there were at least 140,000 Nicaraguans participating to make the elections happen, on behalf of a registered electorate of over 4.4 million, of whom more than 2.9 million voted in November.

Of course, there have been claims by the US government and other entities that these elections were a “sham,” because opposition “candidates” were prevented from participating.  These claims have been dealt with elsewhere, repeatedly, and are not the main topic of this article.  I’ll just note that five other key political parties did vie for votes against the FSLN alliance, and these parties did not choose those so-called “candidates” to represent them.  In several cases, the “candidates” in fact had been accused of serious crimes.

Confronting natural disasters:  My second example of citizen involvement is found in Nicaragua’s prevention and mitigation of natural disasters, and in the care provided during them.  The government agency which addresses disasters is called SINAPRED.  In July 2022, I joined a delegation of internationals who met with SINAPRED’s Minister Director, Dr. Guillermo González.  He strongly emphasized that, even if the government has all the equipment and materials needed for a disaster, it’s not enough unless communities and families participate in preparation, and act on their own behalf.
Nicaragua has six active volcanoes, as well as rather frequent earthquakes.  For example, Managua, the national capital, has had two serious earthquakes, and it lies on ten faults.  In addition, hurricanes and tropical storms often assault the country with high winds and ensuing floods and mudslides.  Therefore, it is important for Nicaragua to be very well prepared for disasters.  

Over time, people have grown to trust the predictions and requests of SINAPRED, because of its track record.  For example, there were two hurricanes on the North Caribbean Coast in late 2020, only two weeks apart.  SINAPRED was able to move 60,000 people to safety in just one day, because people understood the importance of doing their part in saving their own lives.  They readily complied with SINAPRED requests to evacuate to the shelters prepared for them.

SINAPRED has worked hard to enlist the involvement of communities and families.  The slogan of their current campaign is: “I have my plan; do you have yours?”  Workers and volunteers (brigadistas) began by approaching communities, family by family, especially in vulnerable areas, to help people to develop their plans for how they would respond in the event of a given disaster.  There were many specific questions and suggestions given during plan development, to stimulate people’s thinking.

Then SINAPRED began working in coordination with the schools – principals and teaching staff – as well as technical staff in the municipalities and different institutions.  As of July 11, about two-thirds of all families in the country had updated their disaster preparation plans – over 836,000 out of 1.3 million.  More than 700,000 of these plans were developed through the educational system, with each school preparing its students to help develop a plan for their families.  Over 55,000 teachers took part in training over 400,000 students in plan development, and 70,000 student leaders in coordination of plan updates.  The schools also do disaster exercises every two months to stay prepared.

Believing that the government must set an example for others, SINAPRED also pressed government functionaries to actualize their own disaster plans; as of July 21, about 89% had their plans in place (125,612 out of 141,166).  

SINAPRED has also held meetings with churches and religious leaders between May and July 2022, to enlist their participation; and they are now approaching the private sector via factories and shops.

The day after we met with Dr. González, SINAPRED was scheduled to begin Phase Two of its campaign.  This was to continue increasing the number of disaster preparedness plans, between now and November 30, and thus to prepare for possible storms, flooding, and mudslides during the hurricane season.

In summary, Dr. González emphasized, one of the most important factors in disaster preparedness is “protagonism,” or involvement of individuals, families, and communities as key actors in their own lives.  “Every Nicaraguan has to work to build their own safety,” he stated, noting that in Nicaragua, safety is regarded as a human right, but also as a responsibility shared between each individual and family and the state.

Healthcare:  A third example of citizen involvement is in healthcare.  Our July 2022 delegation was also privileged to meet with the Minister of Health, Dr. Martha Reyes, and several of her medical colleagues.  She noted that the right to healthcare was included in the constitution of the country.  Nicaragua’s health model emphasizes the concept of Participación Protagónica Ciudadana, i.e., citizens participating as protagonists (key actors) in their own health.

Nicaragua has greatly increased the number of hospitals (24 new, since 2007).  There are also many more clinics and health posts across the country.  But just as notable is the emphasis on citizen participation in healthcare.  For example, across the country there are 5,523 Casas Base, homes made available by local families for community health activities.  

There are also 54,000 volunteer health promoters in the national community network.  They visit people in their neighborhoods to educate them on prevention of disease and improvement of their health, through diet and exercise as well as alternative medicine like massage and tai chi.  They also fumigate homes, when necessary, and check for stagnant water with mosquito larvae.  During natural disasters, they distribute prophylactic medicines as needed for a disease outbreak.

Nicaragua has significantly reduced maternal mortality in recent years, from 92.8 deaths per 100,000 live births in 2006 (the last year of the previous government) to 31.6 in 2021.  Neonatal mortality went down from 18 to 9 deaths per 1,000 live births in the same time period.  These results were achieved by encouraging women to give birth in hospitals.  In the past, most women, especially those in rural Nicaragua, gave birth at home with the assistance of midwives.   

Now the rural midwives work with the Ministry of Health (MINSA), but in a new role:  They attend women throughout their pregnancies and also help them to develop a birth plan – for example, deciding who will look after the other children while their mother is away.  Midwives make sure expectant mothers reach one of the 181 Casas Maternas, homes where rural and other at-risk women can stay just before their expected delivery date; they also make sure they arrive safely at the hospital for the childbirth.

Health fairs are another way that Nicaragua is bringing healthcare to the communities. Each week, about 950 health fairs are carried out in rural areas and on the edge of urban areas.  People’s participation in the health fairs is viewed as crucial; they help spread the word, and they volunteer on the day of the health fair.

In summary, families and communities in Nicaragua are strongly encouraged to be protagonists in their own health, and also in health programs.  Dr. Reyes noted that there are regular opportunities to evaluate health programs, as well as to suggest new programs addressing areas of need.  She added: “All the good policies in the world cannot be implemented without community participation.”

Closing statement:  I encourage you to come to come to Nicaragua to see for yourself the impressive level of participation by everyday people across the country in building their nation, their revolution, in their own way.  The Nicaraguan government has a slogan:  El Pueblo, Presidente – the people are presiding, the people are the president.  I believe that is what a true democracy is all about.  It’s the kind of democracy that inspires me.  

Briefs
By Nan McCurdy

89% of Population Fully Vaccinated against Covid
The Ministry of Health (MINSA) reported that 11,602,504 doses of vaccines have been administered to the population over two years of age since the beginning of the COVID-19 National Voluntary Vaccination Program in Nicaragua. To date, 98% of the population has received at least one dose of the vaccine and 89% are fully vaccinated. (Nicaragua News, 29 July 2022)

Daniel Ortega Ranks Second Best President in the Americas
The M&R Consultants polling firm presented the results of its recent regional survey “Approval of Governments in the American Continent”, corresponding to the second trimester of 2022. The survey states that with 77.3% job approval, President Daniel Ortega ranks second in the American continent among the best evaluated Presidents, surpassed only by Nayib Bukele of El Salvador with 90.6% job approval. (Nicaragua News, 28 July 2022)

560 Families Receive Legal Property Titles
560 new property titles were delivered last week to families in Chinandega, Jinotega, Estelí, Madriz, Nueva Segovia, and Matagalpa departments as well as the Northern Caribbean Autonomous Region. Solicitor General Wendy Morales stated that the titles were delivered house to house, and is part of the Legal Certainty and Family Stability Program the Government is carrying out.  (Nicaragua News, 28 July 2022)

Low-Cost Housing Program a Regional Success
The Central American Bank for Economic Integration presented a report on advances of the “Nicaragua Low-Cost Housing Program.” CABEI President, Dante Mossi, stated that “the US$171.6 million-dollar program that Nicaragua has been carrying out since 2015 is an example of a regional success. Through this program the government has been able to build and/or improve 10,454 low-cost homes, benefiting 11,660 at-risk inhabitants in the country.” (Nicaragua News, 1 August 2022)

Nationwide Campaign to Eliminate Mosquitos
On August 1, The Ministry of Health began the fifth national BTI application day to prevent the formation of mosquito breeding sites that transmit diseases. Dr. Cristhian Toledo, director of health surveillance of MINSA, indicated that the plan is to visit 1.2 million homes nationwide between now and September 11. "We know that dengue can occur in the rainy period, so we urge families to allow the work of MINSA in their patios," recommended the doctor. The BTI application began in Managua, in the Villa Venezuela neighborhood, District 7, where the larvicide was applied in more than 44,000 homes. (Radio La Primerisima, 1 August 2022)

New Sewage System in San Juan de Oriente
The Water and Sewage Company inaugurated a sewage and wastewater sanitation system in San Juan de Oriente municipality, Masaya Department, that will benefit 4,600 inhabitants. The US$1.8 million was financed by the General Budget, with support from the Interamerican Development Bank. (Nicaragua News, 28 July 2022)

Condega Sanitation System Will Benefit 15,000 People
The Nicaragua Water and Sewage Company inaugurated a sewage and wastewater sanitation system in Condega municipality, Estelí Department, that will benefit 15,000 people. The US$7.7 million-dollar project was financed by the General Budget of the Republic, with support from the European Investment Bank (EIB). (Nicaragua News, 1 August 2022)

Food for Children on Its Way to Schools
The third shipment of the year for the School Meal Program at educational centers will begin to be distributed on August 3 and the first caravan of 155 trucks is headed to Nueva Segovia, Estelí, Madriz, Central Zelaya, South and North Caribbean Coast, Granada, Chinandega and Carazo. (Radio La Primerisima, 2 August 2022)
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Nicaragua Elected President of the WECAFC Executive Committee
During the XXVIII Meeting of the Fisheries Commission for the Western-Central Atlantic (WECAFC) held last week, Nicaragua was elected president of the Executive Committee for a two-year period. The meeting was convened to elect the new WECAFC Executive Committee and to approve a three-year work plan and evaluate initiatives, opportunities, and challenges in safety on the sea. (Nicaragua News, 1 August, 2022)

Foreign Debt Report
The Central Bank presented the Foreign Debt Report corresponding to the First trimester of 2022. The total external debt was US$14.5 billion dollars between January and March this year, 0.7% growth over the same period in 2021. 54.4% of the foreign debt corresponded to the public sector and 45.6% to the private sector. (Nicaragua News, 28 July 20022)

Nicaragua Demands Justice from Major Polluters
“Nicaragua, as one of the countries most affected by climate change will continue to demand that the major global polluters provide compensation for damages to countries that do not pollute,” the secretary of climate change and deputy minister of MARENA, Javier Gutiérrez, told Informe Pastran last week. He explained that while the world is becoming more polluted using coal-based generation and over exploiting oil resources, "we are less than 1% of global emissions. Statistically, in Nicaragua we can say that we do not emit greenhouse gases. Therefore, our great concern is the consequences of the western countries’ behavior and that is why justice and climate compensation are demanded.” Gutiérrez pointed out that hurricanes ETA and IOTA alone caused damages to Nicaragua in excess of US$900 million, equivalent to 8% of the GDP.  "A very significant impact, without including all that we have to do to restore ecosystems, which are also costs that we have to account for," he said. "Our leadership has already authorized a delegation to go to the next Climate Summit. Remember that every year there is a summit of the more than 190 countries that make up the United Nations and they hold the Conferences of the Parties (COP) which address the issue of climate change." At that summit, Nicaragua will be vice president for Latin America and the Caribbean. (Informe Pastran, 28 July 2022)

Letter from Nicaraguan Foreign Affairs Minister to US Secretary of State
Mr. Anthony Blinken 
Secretary of the State Department of the Government of the United States of America

Today, 28 TH July, 2022, Mr. Hugo Rodriguez, candidate for the position of Ambassador of the United States of North America to the People and Government of the Republic of Nicaragua, during the confirmation hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, made interventionist and disrespectful statements against our country, ignoring the Principles of International Law, the Charter of the United Nations and the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations.

The Government of Nicaragua, in use of its powers and in exercise of its National Sovereignty, immediately withdraws the plåcet granted to candidate Hugo Rodriguez.
We reiterate that every diplomat has the duty to contribute to respect and understanding between Peoples and Governments, that is, among the Human Community. We recall that based on diplomacy and in compliance with the postulates of the Vienna Convention, an ambassador or candidate for Ambassador cannot get involved in national issues that are specific to Nicaraguans and much less disrespect, offend, humiliate, threaten, lead or be a factor of interference or interventionism, in the internal affairs of our country. 

Denis Moncada Colindres, Minister of Foreign Affair 
Government of Reconciliation and National Unity
Republic of Nicaragua

[For details about Rodriguez’ statements before the Foreign Relations Committee, see: https://www.tortillaconsal.com/bitacora/node/296]

Thousands Accompany Image of Santo Domingo de Guzman
Every year on August 1, thousands of Catholics accompany a small statue of the patron saint of Managua, Santo Domingo de Guzman, on a journey from one church to another. After a Eucharist on Monday officiated by Father Boanerges Carballo, parish priest of the Church of Las Sierritas, the descent into Managua of the "miraculous saint" was carried out by the traditional porters. The believers accompanied Santo Domingo to his church of the same name located near Lake Managua in the capital, where he will remain for 10 days, before returning again to Las Sierritas. This festivity takes place under the protection of the National Police, firefighters and members of the Nicaraguan Red Cross. See photos: https://radiolaprimerisima.com/noticias-generales/destacado/feligreses-acompanan-a-minguito-en-su-visita-a-managua/  (Radio La Primerisima, 1 August 2022)
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