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COMISION PERMANENTE DE DERECHOS HUMANOS

THE SANDINIST GOVERNMENT 
AND HUMAN RIGHTS

One of the Sandinist Government aspects, that was more 
polemical, mainly abroad, was the human rights condition. Even
though in the final period of said government the main human rights 
international organizations such as Amnesty International, 
Americas Watch, the Inter American Commission of Human Rights, 
amongst other issued "strong" and condemnatory reports on the 
Nicaraguan internal conditions. During many years the systematic 
allegations of human rights violations were doubted, and often, they 
were given the benefit of the doubt.

Several elements influenced the appearing of this confusion at an 
international level. Amongst others, we could point out the following:

a) The Sandinist Front initial popularity. Without any doubt, 
the National Liberation Sandinist Front, is the group (political- 
military) that has arrived with more popularity, both internally and 
internationally, to power. Notwithstanding its political erosion, while 
it was homogenizing power and isolating important sectors of the 
national life that contributed to the pulling down of the Somocist 
dictatorship, was extremely fast. What was not assimilated with 
the same celerity that it was happening by the different sectors 
that had supported the Front, at an international level.

b) Actions to influence people abroad. The largest part of the 
Sandinist Government were intended to cause a propagandist effect 
at an international level. In general, two types of actions and 
speeches were handled. While within the country those who weren't 
revolutionaries were persecuted, that's to say, those who were not 
in favor of the Sandinist Party, abroad all the convention existing 
for the protection of human rights were being signed, and a speech 
on peace and reconciliation was been handled. Furthermore, an 
important amount of the national budget was assigned to create and 
maintain an immense propaganda net abroad.

c) Committees Solidarity. There were Committees of 
Solidarity with the Sandinist Party, in different countries, many of 
which were working before they had the mentality that the 
Sandinist were the opposition to the local burgeosie. These 
Committees very active, indeed, often were integrated by 
individuals with good intentions, whose only source of information 
were the official news coming, most of the time, from the Sandinist 
Government Diplomatic Representations. We could assert that 
those integrating the Committees of Solidarity, had always a 
romantic image of the Sandinism, which didn't allow them to go deep 
into the versions opposite to this predetermined idea.

d) Confrontation with the United States of America. The 
permanent confrontation with the North American strong nation 
was one of the factors that influenced more, so that the progressive 
sectors from several parts of the world, justified the measures 
taken domestically against the citizens. The image of the small

country threatened by the imperial war was enough to assert that 
what the Sandinist did or not did was the United States of 
Americas's fault.

We don't intend, in the development of our approach to ignore the 
political and military problems faced by the Sandinists during their 
Government, but we have always sustained that there are 
fundamentals rights, common to all the individuals that have to be 
respected, under any circumstance, even if this would be the most 
difficult one in the political or military order.

Bellow, we will present some of the most importants aspects of the 
violations of the human rights in the almost eleven years of 
Sandinist Government.

TREATMENT OF THE FORMER NATIONAL GUARDS

Although the Somocist Government National Guard was an 
eminently repressive institution, that distinguishes itself for its 
crimes against the people and by its unconditional service to the 
Somoza's family interests, this was no justification to deprive its 
members, once the National Guard had been defeated, of a trial 
wherein at least the minimum guarantees, internationally accepted, 
should be observed.

On the Government program, issued in June, 1979, the Sandinist 
asserted that the new Army would be integrated, both by the 
Sandinists fighters and the members of the National Guard that had 
not committed crimes against the people. Once the obtained the 
power, in July of that same day, there were appeals so that all the 
former National Guards surrendered themselves at the Red Cross 
delegations and at the churches and that, furthermore, all the 
government workers reported themselves to their respective 
working offices. It was said, as a guarantee, that a former member 
of the National Guard, Colonel Bernardino Larios would be the 
Revolutionary Government Defense Prime Minister.

Thousands of individuals, both militaries and their relatives and 
friends and their respective families took refuge in the Nicaraguan 
Red Cross facilities or else were captured at improvised quarters 
throughout the country.

While internationally was being diffused that the capital punishment 
had been abolished, due to the generosity of the revolution, which 
didn't work officially during the Somoza Government, since it wasn't 
regulated, hundreds, if not thousands of individuals were being pulled 
out of their cells to be “put to death" by the new authorities. Later 
on it was adduced that it was the uncontrollable people doing justice 
for themselves.



The thousand of individuals who had taken refuge in the Nicaraguan 
Red Cross facilities, were taken to the jails that the Somocist 
dictatorship left or else to North American textile factories that 
became jails, where they released the women and children, leaving 
approximately seven thousand individuals imprisoned, under the 
accusation of having belonged to, or having been related to the late 
National Guard.

On December, 1979, the so called Special Courts of Justice, that 
didn't belong to the Judiciary and that had their base in Managua, 
began to work, and thousands of individuals were “prosecuted" and 
convicted under gener i accusations of having being part of the 
National Guard; having tortured and killed "Nicaraguan people". 
Convictions average was of 23 years of imprisonment and the 
evidence, in almost all the cases, was the integration to the National 
Guard Application.

Different human rights international organizations declared that 
these trials were "political revenge" and requested that the same 
were reheard by an Independent Court, to which the Sandinist 
Government systematically refused.

The National Guard former members were subjected to systematic 
ill-treatment in the jails; through the years they were "re-educated" 
and released under the condition that they work for the revolution, 
that's to say: to be informers for the Government Security Bodies. 
Other were taken to the "Open System Farms" where they were 
presented to the international delegations that visited the country, 
to show them the revolution's “generosity and humanism".

Notwithstanding, most of them always were in precarious 
conditions, in tne jails and were treated as "myrmidons and people
who had committed ganocide" by their wardens'

Only on April, 1988, was the Human Rights inter American 
Commission, from the Organization of American States (OAS) 
allowed to legally analyze their cases, in the light of the international 
covenants of human rights, and the report from this analysis was 
impressive: In almost all the cases, except 39 cases, there weren't 
even any definite accusations and in the cases that there were 
accusations there wasn't any evidence. Even on the 39 cases, 
where there was evidence that they had committed crimes, their 
fundamental procedural right had been violated.

Notwithstanding this report, most of the prisoners were releases a 
year after, only, in March, 1989 and the 39 remaining cases were 
released just before the 1990 elections took place, after an intense 
pressure from Americas Watch and the Inter American Human 
Rights Committee.

The so called Sandinist mobs who were groups of pretended 
fanatics that attacked physically those who were opposed to the 
Government policies, had their background in the so called 
"Nicolasianas Mobs", from the Somoza's Government, but they 
exceeded these , both in organization and in the criminality of their 
attacks.

The existence of these groups, directed by special section of the 
State's Security, that began to act at the beginning of 1981, burning 
houses, attacking the opponents political parties headquarters and 
the independent union's headquarters, destroying radio stations that 
criticized the Sandinist Government, attacking physically with 
stones, chains and sticks whom differed from the official policies, 
gave occasion for many individuals and even complete organizations 
to join the military fight against the Sandinism adducing that there 
was no space for the civic fight in Nicaragua.

Changing completely the weak judicial order domestically, these 
vandalic groups, to whom in a public act, Commanding Officer 
Daniel Ortega railed "the revolution's divine mobs" acted normally

with the complicity, when not with the protection of the Sandinist 
Police.

Initially these groups or "mobs" were integrated by the bureaucracy 
of the "mass organizations" from the Sandinist Party, such as the 
Sandinist Defense Committees, the Sandinist Workers Central, the 
Sandinist Youth, who were in charge of attacking the members of 
the opponent or independent organizations, but as these 
organizations began to be more developed and have a higher 
cohesion, the "mobs" were integrated also by elements of the armed 
forces, both from the Army and the Department of the Interior, 
whom dressed with civilian cloth, attacked physically the opponents.

During the almost eleven years of Sandinist Government, 
practically all the political, religious, union and humanitarian 
organizations that dared to publicly criticize the Government, were 
victims of these attacks and even after the elections, in which the 
Sandinist Party was defeated, in February, 1990, the houses of 
many citizens that took part as activists for the National Opponent 
Union have been victims of attacks with stones or shots, without 
anybody ever being arrested, not even to be investigated because of 
these attacks.

We will point out, only as example, the case of the independent 
Newspaperman, Joaquin Mejia who, on October, 1988 criticized 
strongly the Department of the Interior, during a radio interview. On 
the morning of the following day, when he was coming out of his 
office he was violently thrown in a vehicle and brutally beaten with 
chains and iron tools, being abandoned, later on, on a brushwood 
landed property. He had to be hospitalized and to save his life, in 
said opportunity, they extirpated the spleen. In these days, he's at 
the verge of death, as a product of a cerebral tumor that 
supposedly was originated on this beating.

PROPERTY RIGHTS

Property right was one of the rights which was affected the most, 
during the Sandinist Government, who followed a political ideology in 
which private property was something that had to disappear "to 
reach higher development and social justice stages".

Numerous laws were passed to strip the lawful owner of their 
properties and the expropriations, which are forbidden in the human 
rights international covenants, became daily actions through which 
all kind of companies, properties and real state, in general, initially 
became the property of the state, to be later "awarded" to the new 
owners, identified, of course, with the Sandinist Front Party's 
political line

Arr.j. . lilt; main jaws passed by tne SciKJinist Government to 
assign the properties of its political opponents there are:

Decree Number Three (3) and Decree Number Thirty eight (38) 
passed on the months of July and August, 1979 authorized the 
District Attorney "to intervene, inspect and confiscate all the 
properties of the Somoza family, the military man and the officers 
who had abandoned the country, starting on December, 1977.

Taking advantage of this Decree, with general contents, not only 
the properties of the “Somoza Family" the military man and officers 
of the Somocist Government, "that had abandoned the country' 
where confiscated, but also the properties of all the individuals 
accused of having belong or being related with the National Guard 
even though they had not left the country, and mainly the properties 
of more than seven thousand (7.000) individuals who were arrested 
and accused of having been "Somocists".

Later, the confiscations scope widen to other sectors that had not 
been Somocists, but that had critical positions in the face of the



policies impelled by the Sandinist Party.

In July, 1981, the Appropriation Law of the properties abandoned, 
known also as the “Law of the Absent Ones", was approved by the 
State, since the same establishes that the properties of every 
individual that would be out of Nicaragua for more than six months, 
would become the Government's property, presuming that those 
properties were abandoned. This Law was applied mainly to leaders 
of political parties opponent to the Sandinism, who were out of the 
country.

On the same month of July, 1981, the Sandinist Government 
amended the Maintenance of the Order and Public Security Law, 
approving the "Confiscations of Property Equity due to a Crime 
Against the Order and the Public Security".

By this Law, it was established that every individual that was 
sentenced to five years, or to more of five years for attempting 
against the Government, would have as a cumulative penalty the 
confiscation of his (her) property.

This Law caused that many cases of political prisoners, besides 
having a properly political motivation, had an economic motivation.

On August, 1981, the "Law to Prevent and Fight the Republic's 
"decapitalization" by which there were confiscated all the 
companies, that in the opinion of the authorities could be 
"decapitalized", that's to say that should not reinvested their profits 
in the same company or that their owners "did not assisted them 
efficiently".

The Agrarian Amendment Act, also issued on August, 1981, 
established the confiscation penalty for every property that was 
"deficiently worked".

This way, a big quantity of all kinds of properties became the 
property of the State; but, after the electoral defeat, on February, 
1990, these properties were "made private property" again, being 
handed to the civilian and military men members of the defeated 
Sandinist Party.

THE MISKITOS PROBLEMATIC

Although in the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast there are different 
ethnics, such as the Miskitos, the sumos, ramas and creoles, and 
that at least the first two have been the ones that have suffered 
the most with regard to their disintegration, we are going to talk 
about this aspect under the name of the Miskita Problematic, being 
this group the most numerous one in the North Region of the 
Nicaraguan East Coast.

In the Atlantic Coast, in general, there were not even important 
combats, during the insurrectional fight against the Somoza's 
dictatorship and the Revolution came as a consequence of the 
popular insurrection in the Pacific and in the center of Nicaragua. In 
Puerto Cabezas, which is the main population in the North Region of 
the Atlantic Coast, the National Guard surrendered itself 
peacefully, making a public act for the surrendering of their premises 
and their weapons. Shortly after, both the area's "Commanding 
Officer" and other members fo the National Guard were being 
murdered in the jails, due to beatings, that according to the official 
explanation, "other prisoners had done".

The native population, with the approval of the new authorities 
began to organize itself in the Association called MISURASATA 
which were the siglas of Miskitos, Sumos, Ramas and Sandinist 
United. This organization began quickly to attain some development 
levels and to rise in insurrection around the Indian rights forgotten in 
ages. This preoccupied the Government that began to increase

progressively its military men in the area, with the consequent 
repulse from the local population, specially since the new military 
men were brought from the Pacific Region and they ignored the 
native's idiosyncrasy.

At the beginning of 1981, the government wanted to control the 
MISURASATA Organization's leaders, putting them in jail under the 
argument that they were rising secessionist thesis, to divide the 
Atlantic Coast from the rest of the country. This produced great 
dissatisfaction amongst the population.

Two subsequent incidents, on February, 1981, produced an 
instability climate in the Region. The first one was the -death of 
creol (black) citizen, murdered by a Cuban in the City of Bluefields 
in the South area of the Atlantic Coast that produced popular 
protests, and the second one was the death of four Miskito natives 
in the Morava Church, in the Prinzapolka Community, North Area. 
These two incidents, together with the arrest of the MISURASATA 
leaders, provoked a "general strike" amongst the settlers that 
resisted to sent their children to school and to harvest their crops 
until they could obtain the freedom of their leaders.

On May, 1981, the Government "allowed” some of the leaders 
arrested to go to talk with the settlers and one they were in their 
territory, declared themselves to be insubordinated and went across 
the Honduran border, integrating an incipient military movement.

The Government on it side increased the number of military men and 
developed a surveillance or spying system in the native communities 
that produced a biggest discontent and fear from the population. 
Many natives chose to move to the communities in the South Area 
of the Honduran Atlantic Coast.

At the end of 1981, and in the first months of 1982, the Sandinist 
Government organized some military operations to control the area. 
These operations consisted in transfer all the native communities 
that during ages had being settled in the riverside of the frontier 
Coco River, towards some "settlements" in the interior of the 
country.

Around ten thousand natives were moved, walking, under military 
surveillance towards the Tasba Pri, Sahsa and Risco de Oro 
settlements, located in the North Atlantic mining region, in some 
cases the natives had to walk up to eight days in the mountain to 
get to above settlements, where they were given a piece of plastic 
and four sticks to build their "champas" and to protect themselves 
from the rain and the sun.

Thousands of natives, on their side, escaped to these movements 
and took refuge in Honduras.

The settlements became in really concentration camps from which 
you could not get out without permission and even to take a bath in 
the rivers, they were under military surveillance.

In the native communities from the interior of the country, close to 
Puerto Cabezas, wide operations of massive captures were carried 
out, under the accusation of contributing with the natives who had 
rouse in rebellion and almost five hundred Miskitos were taken by 
planes and helicopters towards the jails from the City of Managua, 
where they were "prosecuted" and sentenced to long prison 
punishments.

Amongst these prisoners, the religious pastors, mostly from the 
Morava Church, were specially subjected to inhuman tortures, since 
they were natural leaders of the communities.

During the capture operations there were numerous murders, 
specially in the Karata and Seven Vonk communities, where almost 
fifty natives were “killed".



jkewise, at least seventy miskitos were "disappeared" after they 
lad been captured.

When the Miskita problematic came to be known by the international 
community, the government recognized that it had been a mistake 
and asked for held from several governments for the Miskitos that 
were in the settlements. At the end of 1983, and at the beginning of 
1984, the miskitos that had been taken to Managua, were freed.

In the native communities, practically disintegrated, the government 
organized a Committee for the Autonomy of the Atlantic Coast, 
presided by the Department of the Interior and integrated by Miskito 
natives with well-known Sandinist affiliation and that distinguished 
themselves mainly as collaborators of the State Security.

COUNTRYMEN AND COUNTRYWOMEN CONDITIONS

Without any doubt, the sector that suffered the most the violation of 
their most fundamental human rights, under the Sandinist 
Government was the country sector, specially those who lived in the 
so called war areas. Even though the two factions in conflict 
caused severe harm to the rights of the civilian countrymen and 
countrywomen, the responsibility of the Government is higher both 
because of its own nature as government, and because of the 
number and quality of the violations.

Although the government publicly acknowledged that the way its 
had acted with the miskitos had been a "mistake" that same 
"mistake" was made by the Government as determined policy, and 
in a number infinitely higher in its action against the countrymen and 
countrywomen in an eagerness to "dismantle" every possible social 
base of the "contras".

According to official numbers, a little more than two hundred and 
fifty thousand (250.000) countrymen and countrywomen were taken 
to Relocation Centers or Settlements, in the same way they did 
with the miskitos. That's to say: the community was militarily 
surrounded, the inhabitants were gathered and they were warned 
that said area was going to be bombed since the "contras" were 
near there and without allowing them to take more belongings than a 
little food for the road, they were taken to above mentioned 
settlements, where they were forced to integrate cooperatives that 
belonged to the Sandinist Agricultural Cooperatives Association and 
the men were handed a rifle and they were put under the order of 
permanent members of the army, converting them practically in 
military objectives. In each settlement or cooperative a military 
detachment worked.

The abandoned harvests, animals and houses were victims of the 
Armed members' rapine or else were bunt "so the contras could not 
find no logistic support."

TheSe movements of country people were done mainly in 1983 and 
1986 and only in 1989 the country people were given the option to 
return to rebuild their houses, but returning empty handed, that's to 
say without any material means.

Thousands of country people were jailed under general accusations 
of being collaborators or informers of the contras, being taken to 
Managua where they were prosecuted in the so called Anti-Somocist 
Popuar Courts, where they were convicted without much evidence 
to penalties that had an average of fifteen years of imprisonment.

Hundreds of country people were "disappeared" after having been 
captured by the State Security Forces, many times in front of 
witness, without never giving any information about them.

Furthermore, hundreds were murdered "at the time they were being 
captured" or when trying to escaped, by combined troops from the

Army and State Security. A typical method for this murders was 
to surround the house at dawn and to order out the people that was 
in it. Once they were out the troops murdered the men and later 
they reported them as dead in combat.

To illustrate this situation, only, we will refer to the Americas 
Watch Report, entitled "The Murders in the North of Nicaragua" 
published on October, 1989 wherein it's pointed out that during 1988, 
and the first part of 1989, in the VI Region of the country, pertaining 
to the Matagalpa and Jinotega Districts, the investigations carried 
out by them led them to the "suspects" of collaborating with the 
"contras" had been murdered by government military men, that 
twenty (20) more country people nad been "disappeared" after 
having been captured by the State Security and that they were 
completing the investigation on other twenty (20) cases of death 
and disappeared that could be attributed to the government forces. 
These numbers are more meaningful if it's taken into account that 
they pertain to one of the nine (9) regions which the country is 
divided in, only, and above all, that the period covered by the report 
is a period in which most of the time there was "stop fire" period.

SPECIAL COURTS

During-the Sandinist period truly dark pages were written injudicial 
affairs. Before we approached how the former National Guards 
were tried in the so called Special Courts of Justice and how the 
miskitos had been taken away from their native places, but the 
situation turned radically worst in the political trials to thousands of 
country people accused of "collaborating with the contras" and that 
were tried in the so called Anti-Somocists Popular Courts (TPA).

These Courts (TPA) were officially created on April, 1983. They 
began to work in June, of that same year and were originated in the 
conflicts that were produced between the Judiciary and the 
Executive Power, where the judges, notwithstanding their 
identification with the Sandinism, had to order the freedom of the 
prisoners for want of evidence, stating that they were "guilty."

To overcome this conflict and to "relieve the congestion" of the 
common Courts - that applied a special law - were created these 
Anti-Somocists Popular Courts, the name of which was to make 
believe abroad that the Somocist Guards were being tried and that 
had, amongst other, the following features: a) they depended on the 
President of the Republic and the Supreme Court could no heard, in 
any instance, the cases discussed in the same b) They applied a 
special law (Maintenance of the Order and Public Security Law) 
that established confiscation of their property penalties to whom 
were sentenced to five (5) years of imprisonment or to more than 
five (5) years, c) The Anti-Somocists Popular Courts consisted of 
three 13) members, two of them didn't have much knowledge of the 
law and normally they were members of the Sandinist Defense 
Committees (CDS) and the third party was a lawyer, from the 
Sandinist Bar Association, this last one was the President of the 
Court, d) They worked in Managua for all the country, e) The 
individuals convicted could only appeal before the Court of Appeal 
that was integrated in the same way that the Trial Court and 
worked in the same facilities, in a way that the President of the 
Court of Appeal was the "Head" of the two Courts, f) To apply 
the sentence they applied the "sound critic" system, that's to say: 
that the members os the Court gave evidence the evaluation that 
they wanted, "according to their conscience."

In practice, the only evidence against the prisoners was the 
declaration that they had made in the State Security 
interrogatories, normally obtained under torture and the declarations. 
of the State Security members against the prisoners.

The conviction levels, in these "courts" were of 97% of the cases 
tried and the average penalties were fifteen (15) years of



imprisonment.

These "courts" worked since June, 1983 to February 1988 and they 
convicted approximately three thousand five hundred (3.500) 
prisoners.

Although, "officially" these Anti-Somocist Popular Courts were 
abolished on February, 1988, in practice its members, even though 
there weren't lawyers, became Judges of the Judiciary and from 
there they continued applying the same law and the same special 
procedures.

Furthermore, other Special Courts, outside the scope of the 
Judiciary, worked under the Sandinist Government, amongst them, 
there were: The Courts for Housing Affairs (CRAH) integrated by 
members of the Sandinist Defense Committees, the Military 
Courts, with competency to try civilians when they had been 
involved in whatever crime in which any military was concerned and 
the Agrarian Courts to "judge" the confiscations made on the 
grounds of the Agrarian Amendment Act.

JAIL CONDITIONS

During the Sandinist Government three (3) kinds of jaiis, wherein 
there were political prisoners, functioned in Nicaragua. These were: 
The State Security jails, the National Penitentiary System jails and 
the ones called Open System Farms.

The State Security was the Political Police of the country and was 
ascribed to the Department of the Interior. In practice, and 
supported by the continuous Emergency States in which the country 
lived, worked as an all-powerful organization, that was above laws.

The State Security was the organization in charge of investigation 
whatever crime concerning the country's Internal Security. In its 
operations in the field it worked together with the Sandinist Popuar 
Army and in the cities it worked supported by the Sandinist Police or 
the Department of the Interior Special Troops.

The State Security jails were designed by "Cuban" “advisers" and 
the same didn't have any access to any humanitarian organization, 
not to the Judiciary members. Only until now, in the final stage of 
the Sandinist Government it was allowed to some human rights 
international organizations to enter, occasionally to them.

The State Security's jails of Managua, known as El Chipote, were 
subterranean, they had been used by the Somocist Government, but 
were remodeled by the Sandinist, taking off the windows and putting 
on their places metallic doors that completely isolated the prisoner.

What's normal is that in these jails (they were nine (9) throughout 
the country), called Operations Centers, the prisoners were 
isolated, they slept on cement and their physiological needs were 
made in a whole in the floor of the cell.

Prisoners were commonly maintained in darkness and it was normal 
the privation of water and food in alternate periods to "soften" the 
prisoners, before interrogatories.

During the March 1982 to February 1988's Emergency State there 
wasn't a determined period for a prisoner to be in said investigation 
jails and what was normal is that their period of "investigation" was 
between two and three months, until he was compelled to sign 
declarations where the prisoner accused himself and which he 
wasn't allowed to read.

Tortures applied to prisoners changed from a region to other, being 
the worst the Matagalpa, Chontales and the Las Minas Region jails, 
where they generally applied electric shocks to the prisoners, besides

the beatings which were common in all the centers.

In all of these Centers of Operation there were cells called "las 
chiquitas" in which, due to their small size, a square meter, the 
prisoner had to remain standing up.

According to these jails "regulations" prisoners could not speak to 
the custodian without their permission, when they walked on the 
corridors they had to do it with the head down and hands back, 
whenever they stopped they had to put the face facing the nearest 
wall and the prisoner would be called by a number, never by their 
name.

The Second Rank Jails were those of the National Penitentiary 
System where there were both political prisoners and common 
prisoners who had already passed their investigative phase, that's 
to say: those prisoners who were already been tried or those that 
were convicted.

In this jails, visits and food from relatives were conditioned to 
whether the prisoner worked or not worked. If a prisoner "worked" in
productive labor he could receive a family visit every fifteen (15) 
days and if a prisoner didn't work, the visit was every forty-five 
(45) days, which visit could be suspended at any time.

To force the prisoners to work, the kept them in permanent state of 
hunger, given them no more than two 20 onces of food each feeding 
time. In this way, thousands of prisoners were used as free labor in 
all kinds of industries such as the manufacturing of military clothes, 
building of prefabricated houses, seeding and harvesting coffee, 
cotton and sugar cane, handcraft for export, etc.

When prisoners received the salary for their work, this was the 
equivalent to a dollar per month and many times this payment 
remained for “jail improvements."

The third type of jails were those called Open Farms, or "Jail for 
Export", where in a small number of prisoners who, in general, had 
distinguished themselves as "informers" in the other jails, were kept 
in preferential conditions, such as not to sleep in cells and be able to 
visit with his relatives every certain time. The international 
delegations that visited the country to "investigate" on the condition 
of human rights were taken to this jails. Many of these delegations 
not even learned that there were other type of jails.

FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND FREEDOM 
OF THE PRESS IN NICARAGUA 

HISTORIC BACKGROUND

In the government program issued on June, 1979, the Sandinist Front 
promised to eradicate all the Somocism repressive laws, amongst 
them mainly it was pointed out the Radio and Television Somocist 
Code, known as the "Black Code."

Once the were in the power, in the month of July, 1979, it was 
promulgated, by Decree Number Eight (8) the Repressive Laws 
Derogatory Decree, referring itself specially to above Radio and 
Television Code which was revoked, guaranteeing by this Act, an 
unrestricted freedom of speech and freedom of the press and 
forbidding the preliminary censorship.

On August, 1979, the General Act on Communication Media 
(L.G.N.C.) was decreed, and on August of that same year the 
Regulations for said Act was promulgated, by which the freedom of 
speech and freedom of the press was secured and the legal 
protection of said Act was left to the Ministry of Culture.

While the Sandinism was hegemonizing the power, it was cutting the 
space to this rights and freedom. Thus, by a Decree issued in



January, 1981, the protection of this Act was transferred to the 
Department of the Interior and in April, of that same year, both the 
General Act on Communication Media (L.G.M.C.) and its Regulations 
were amended becoming a eminently repressive Act.

If the original Act only forbid publishings that attempted against the 
public morals, that should use the image of the woman as a sexual 
object, that attempted against human dignity, that should encourage 
the consumption of alcohol and of cigarettes and other things alike, 
the amendments to said Act forbid publishings “That should 
jeopardize or attempted against the country's Internal Security" and 
that "jeopardized or attempted against the economical stability" in 
such a way that all the military or economical information had to be 
"confirmed" before its publishing in the respective Department.

This amendments established penalties that were not contemplated 
in the original Act such as the temporary or final suspension of any 
communication means, without preliminary trial, when in the opinion 
of the Communication Media Administration, that's to say, the 
military men from the Department of the Interior, said Law should 
have been broken.

The situation was not cnly of legal nature, but parallel to that 
action de facto against the radio stations, that were in private 
hands that would venture to criticize the "revolutionary" government 
policies were implemented. Radio Corporacion and Radio Mundial 
radio stations, with a clear Anti-Somocist line, where partially 
destroyed on their facilities by the unpunished action of the 
"sandinist mobs."

The Radio Amor and Radio Mi Preferida radios stations were 
completely destroyed by the action of these vandalic groups that 
burnt the facilities and when her owner, Manuel Jiron intended rebuild 
them, by a public collect, was assaulted by one of me individuals 
dressed in black, that in the street of the City o< Masaya they gave 
him a brutal beating in broad day, and in front of his wife and his 
children, for which reason he was compelled to leave the country.

Little by little many radio stations that were in private hands were 
confiscated by the State, under the pretext that they were being 
“decapitalized" by their owner and became part of the People's 
Broadcasting Corporation (CORADEP) that initially had 
administered the station confiscated to the persons accused of 
having been Somocists.

The situation became even more complicated for the independent 
communication media, when in the month of March, 1982, an 
Emergency State was imposed by which twenty-one (21) radio 
news spaces were eliminated, that's to say, news programs that 
were broadcasted by independent radio stations and the Preliminary 
censorship was imposed to the written communication means, which 
actually worked only for the La Prensa newspaper that had to take 
everyday its material to be published, before the Department of the 
Interior censor, that eliminated whatever information that did not 
harmonized with the Sandinist Party interests.

Only, as way of example, we will point out that on the month of 
December, 1985, on the occasion of the Human Rights International 
Day celebrations, the Nicaraguan Human Permanent Committee 
wanted to publish in the La Prensa Newspaper, the Declaration 
Against Torture, from the Organization of American States 
(OAS), even though that said publishing did not have the minimum 
commentary, it was "censured."

Notwithstanding that it was under preliminary censorship, Radio 
Corporacion, The Catholic Church Official Voice and the La Prensa 
Newspaper were closed in an "indefinite" way, in January and July, 
1986, respectively, under the allegation that they had broken the 
Communication Media Act and remained closed until after the so 
called Esquipuias Covenants II signing, on the last 1987 trimester.

The Emergency State was eliminated on February, 1988, and until 
then, news programs with a critical line towards the Sandinist 
Government was allowed to be broadcasted, notwithstanding the 
Communication Media Act, it continued to be applied to close per 
short periods of time La Prensa Newspaper, the Radio Corporacion, 
Catholic Radio and Radio Noticias news spaces.

Personal actions against the independent newspapermen continued 
after the signature fo the Central American Peace Covenants and 
the elimination of the Emergency State, standing out, amongst 
other, the beating that at the end of the month of April, personally 
gave the Department of the Interior Secretary, Tomas Borge to Mr. 
Jose Castillo Osejo, Manager-owner of Radio Corporacion to whom 
had previously made to come to his home.

Both the Private Business and different sectors of the opposition 
asked from the government authorization to install a private 
Television channel, since the only two (2) channels that worked in 
the country, even though that theorically were owned by the State, 
in practice, they were patrimony of the State, in practice, they 
were patrimony of the Sandinist Party. In the presence of the 
claims from the different sectors, the government decide on April, 
1988 to amend the Communication Media Act and, amongst the 
amendments established the prohibition to the existence of 
independent television channels.

After its electoral defeat, in February, 1990, the Sandinist Party, 
be fo ;j the eminence of passing to be the opposition, issued a law 
annulling the Communication Media Act, and in that way it could 
have its own television channel or channels and in an illegal action 
"made private", amongst its relatives and friends many of the state 
radio stations, which “were given" to its members.

FREEDOM OF WORSHIP AND RELIGION

Notwithstanding the laws promulgated by the Sandinist Government 
guaranteed the freedom of worship and religion, in practice a series 
of events have impaired said freedom. The attacks, mainly against 
our leaders from the Catholic Church, which is the largest in our 
country, but the different denominations didn't escape from the 
official persecution.

At the beginning of its conduction, the Sandinist Government put 
several priesis, who identified therse lves with the Sandinist 
Government political line, in several Departments, and with this 
priests, added to other coming from abroad, prompted the creation 
of a “Popular Church' to place it before the Hierarchical Church of 
the Bishops that conducted an independent line.

This Popular Cnurch", that actually never obtained popularity 
within Nicaragua, had big spaces in the official press, in which the 
Hierarchical Church was attacked, pointing it out as the bourgeoisie 
religious project and tried to get the peoples mixed up with a political 
sermon, in which it was pointed out that the only way to reach God 
was supporting the Sandinist Project.

On March, 1982, the Sandinist Government expelled ten (10) leaders 
of the Jehcva's Witness out of the country, accusing them to carry 
out ideological diverting and of preaching against the youth signing 
with the Military Service.

About the middle of that same year the churches of different 
religious dominations were "taken", that's to say, intervened. 
Amongst the churches were: the Mormons and the Assemblies of 
god churches with the pretext that they had subversive printed 
material in the facilities, which were returned after multiple 
negotiations.

In August, 1982, the Catholic parish was shocked by an scandalous



information which appeared in the officialist communication media, 
both in Television ana in the first pages of the Barricada and the El 
New Diario Newspapers was published the image of Monsignor 
Bismarck Carballo, official spokesman for the Managua's 
Archiepiscopal Curia, completely naked, being almost dragging him, 
by two policemen towards a military vehicle "to protect him from a 
furious husband that had found him with his wife."

A later investigation revealed that it was a dirty plot, since a 
woman, by the name of Luisa, that at last, resulted to be member 
of the State Security and that previously presented herself as a 
parishioner from his community who had invited him to lunch and 
that, once he was in her house, a man pointing a gun at him, forced 
him to take off his cloth and later called the policemen that took him, 
naked, around one hundred (100) meters to the place they had the 
vehicle parked, when "by chance" a small Sandinist demonstration, 
accompanied by newspapermen from the Sandinist Newspapers and 
Television were passing by.

About the middle of 1984, then catholic priests, from different 
national status were expelled from the country, having publicly 
manifested themselves in behalf of the priest Luis Amado Pena who 
had “the seminary as jail" being accused of attempting against the 
Government. All these priest were leaders in their parishes and 
were in charge of social projection works. The Department of the 
Interior Secretary, when commenting later on this event, during an 
interview stated that they were in an ideological war and that ten 
(10) priests for the Church were like ten Captains for an Army.

On October 15,1985, the Catholic Church intended to publish a small 
newspaper with limited edition, with religious news. Before the first 
number could circulate, one printed all the edition and the press from 
the Archiepiscopal Curia of Managua were confiscated. That same 
day all the property of Catholic Church Social Promotion 
Committee was confiscated, amongst them a medical clinic and the 
Church's vehicles that were in the facilities, all that was done 
because the Church had not taken the "newspaper" for censorship, 
to the Department of the Interior.

One of the Catholic Church leaders most attacked by the Sandinist 
Government has been Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, spiritual 
guide of the great majority of the Nicaraguan people, and without 
any doubt, the individual with more moral authority in Nicaragua, 
who is systematically attacked in the Sandinist Communication 
Media, using the lowest epithets; but when they have need of him, 
they have resorted promptly to him, as if they had never said 
anything against him.

Starting on July, 1986 and during almost a year, every Thursday 
groups of women pray, brought from the interior of the country, by 
the Sandinist Party Women Organization (AMNLAE), to “protest" 
because of "his complicity with the crimes committed by the contra- 
revolution" and to ask that he goes to the "contra" camps to ask for 
those sequestrated. These "demonstrations" of every Thursday 
were accompanied by the Officialist press that "interviewed" 
anonymous demonstrators that often uttered death threats against 
the Cardinal Obando and insulted him with coarse words.

Beginning on the Esquipulas Covenants, on August 11, 1987, the 
levels of the attacks against the Church lowered, particularly after 
the Cardinal Obando was integrated as mediator, between the 
Nicaraguan Resistance and the Sandinist Government.

ELECTION 1990

The period before the General Elections for the President and Vice 
President of the Republic, members of the Legislative Power and the 
Alderman, was particularly rich in events concerning the human 
rights.

We will present some of the main aspects concerning human rights, 
before and after the elections that took place on the February 25, 
1990 and that were won by the Coalition of fourteen parties called 
Union National Opositora (UNO). The transfer of the power was 
carried out two months after, on April 25, of the same year.

Prisoners Release: In the period before the elections and specifically 
in the month of February, of this year, one of the main problems of 
the Sandinist Government, as it was thousands of political 
prisoners, practically was solved. The Government released, by 
amnesty and releasing orders issued irregularly, almost all the 
political prisoners, leaving in the jails almost one hundred prisoners 
that had been accused of collaborating with "the contras", only, of 
which approximately 40 were former sandinist military men, who 
were released after the elections.

Political Persecution: During the months of January and February 
(before the elections) the main violations of the human rights were 
related specially to the political rights of the opposition members, 
specially those of the activists of the Union Nacional Opositora.

The State Security or the Political Police, under the protection of 
the Department of the Interior, were pressing both the candidates to 
Congressman, Alderman and the controllers so that they would 
resign their candidacies or offices, specially on the last month, a 
month before the elections, the Responsibles of the Controllers were 
pressed so they changed the list of controllers from the UNO per 
lists provided by the State Security. It was evident that in the 
presence of the evident superiority of the opposition, the only way to 
“control” the result of the elections was “controlling" who would be 
representing the opposition in each Board of Elections (the board 
that receives the votes). To try to change the Controllers they 
resorted to death threats, jail or affecting the honor and the family, 
such as the offer of benefits as bank loans, vehicles, political 
favors, etc. Notwithstanding the cases or pressures and blackmail 
were denounced by many victims.

Other of the methods used in the pre electoral period was the 
actuation of the so called Sandinist mobs, that attacked physically 
those who expressed publicly contrary to the Sandinist party. The 
actuations of the "mobs" in the attack to the house of the 
Newspaperman, Carlos Bricefto that prepared the newsreel called 
THE INDEPENDENT NEWSREEL that broadcasted propaganda in 
behalf of the Union Nacional Opositora, in the Sandinist Television, 
as part of the agreements between the opposition and the 
Government. Mr. Bricefto's home was subjected to a shower of 
stones by elements that came at night dressed in black.

THE ELECTION

Having thousands of International Observers and Newspapermen as 
witness the Union Nacional Opositora defeated the Sandinists per a 
margin of 14%. The elections was a polarization between the main 
forces; UNO-FSLN (52% - 39%) since not even one of the remaining 
eight (8) parties or coalitions that were proposed for office, 
separately, obtained the 1% of the votes.

TRANSITION PERIOD

Ont eh first place, we have to point out that the Sandinism was the 
most surprised with the electoral defeat, which they never imagined 
and after it, they prepared with difficulty the conditions to make the 
work of the new Government more difficult and to make their (the 
Sandinist) conditions less hard, as opposition.

There are three types of actions that took place mainly during this 
transition stage: 1) The preparation, amendment or abolishment of 
laws, according to the future convenience of the Sandinists. 2) The



carry on of concrete actions (events) to make difficult for UNO to 
govern and 3) Intimidation, scaring and attacks actions against 
UNO members.

We will try to explain above in detail.

The National Assembly controlled by the Sandinist Party had a lot 
of work to approve, derogate or amend the following:

AMNESTY AND RECONCILIATION ACT: (approved on 
03/12/90) by which it's awarded amnesty for whatever illegal act 
committed between "July 19, 1979" and the date the Act was 
approved. 1) to whom have attempted against the government, 2) 
to the Sandinist military men and 3) to the public employees, for 
whatever violation to the Criminal Code, concerning the public 
employees crimes such as: misappropriation of government funds, 
embezzlement, that's the illegal sale of state property, etc.

IMMUNITY ACT: By this Act, it's declared that the President and 
Vice President of the Republic, the members of the Supreme Court 
of Justice, the members of the National Assembly, the principal 
Army and the Department of the Interior commands, the “previous” 
directors, autonomous that's main state institutions, will have 
immunity for life before the law, that's to say: that may not be tried 
in the future, whenever they commit crimes, or that they will only be 
tried after exhausting several actions and very special proceedings, 
concerning the President and vice President, besides this immunity, 
for life, in this Act it was also approved to them that they will 
receive a salary, for life equal to the one earned by those who are 
Presidents or Vice Presidents.

Concerning the immunity, what the Constitution states is that some 
officers have immunity while they continue in their offices.

FUTURE SALARIES FOR CONGRESSMEN: The Congressmen, 
both Sandinist and from other parties, have approved an Act by 
which it's established that once they stop being Congressmen, during 
the next 7 months, "as compensation" and because of the "great 
work" performed. The original motion was that they should received 
Salaries (without working) during a whole year.

ABOLITION OF THE "COMMUNICATION MEDIA ACT": As the 
Communication Media approved by the National Assembly 
(Sandinist) on the month of April, 1989, forbade the Private 
Television and established that it was only the States Patrimony. 
Furthermore the Act appointed the Department of the Interior as the 
directing body of all the communication media, now this 
Communication Social Media is derogated, so the Sandinists may 
have their own Television Channel, which had been asserted 
publicly. The Nicaraguan CPDH always criticized the existence of 
the abolished Act.

CONTROL OF ASSOCIATIONS ACT: The former "Associations 
Act" established that the direction government and of control of all 
the Associations of the country was the Department of the Interior, 
which had to control in order that the association developed its 
functions in accordance with its purposes and when it was proved 
that it wasn't that way, it could be closed and its property would go 
to another organization with the "same purposes" or to whom the 
Attorney General's Office designated.

Pursuant to the amendment of this law, now is the Supreme Court 
of Justice is the one has to "control" the Associations. We 
demonstrate that the Magistrates of the Supreme Court of Justice 
will not be changed since their periods will end in 1993. It's 
reestructuration is a problem that the new Government faces.

ACT ON GOVERNMENT HOUSING: By this Act, the 
government, autonomous branches, National Financing System or

Whatever government enterprise homes were awarded and delivered 
in fee to those who were "occupying them" at the time the law was 
published. That's to say, that if a home is owned by whatever 
government enterprise it would become the property of whomever 
occupies it, without any further proceedings.

With this action it’s intended to decapitalize the government and to 
benefit the public employees that occupy these houses, being almost 
all of them linked with the Sandinist Party.

UNIVERSITY'S SELF-DETERMINATION ACT: Notwithstanding 
that the Sandinists denied the University's self-determination, during 
the eleven years of their Government, moreover, they made 
disappear the University's self-determination attained under the 
Somocist Government, by this Act they established that the 
University authorities should not be appointed by the Government, 
as it was done during the Sandinism and furthermore, it was 
established that many "institutes" or "research centers", owned by 
the Central Government, became the property of the Universities, 
such as the Movies Institute or the Atlantic Coast Research Center. 
In practice, by this law the Sandinist intend to turn the university 
centers in a Sandinist redoubt, and therefore, in a economic 
resources source.

CIVIL SERVICE LAW: By this Law, it was established that no 
government employee could be discharged from his office, but after 
an analysis of the cases in a commission that in its majority was 
integrated by the representatives of the Sandinist Unions and the 
minority by government representatives. It was intended, with this 
law, to tie the hands of the highest officers from the new 
Government, that in practice could not change not even their 
secretaries. Besides the laws, there are other measures that were 
taken to make the administration, to the new Government, really 
difficult. Among these measures, there are the following:

Salary Increases: In most of the Departments and state 
entities, salary increases were authorized, starting from February 
25, that in some cases, have increased up to 300% or 500%, with 
which increase the inflationary process has accelerated. Everything 
was done so the new Government can not keep these salary levels, 
that don’t have any backup from production.

- By the Party's organizations, the taken of lands such as 
uncultivated and idle land, so the new government has to take out 
these individuals from lands that are private lands or that the 
Government faces big problems to give them an infrastructure's 
answer, such as drinking water, electric light, etc.

We have to point out, that on the lands or places that the poorest 
people settle, it was never allowed, during the Sandinism, that they 
did it.

On the other hand, the Commanding Officers speeches, in the 
transition stage, were dual. Sometimes they were threatening, 
other reconciling. The handing of the power was conditioned, 
concerning the "Army's and the Department of the Interior 
professionally". That's to say, that the Party’s staff, that are in 
key positions of the military structures, should remain in said offices.

Another of the measures taken, in the Transition stage, was the 
distribution of firearms, mainly AK rifles and MAKAROV guns, 
amongst civilians that have appeared to be F.S.L.N. fanatics. In the 
countryside these weapons have been handed to the Sandinist 
Agricultural Cooperatives members, and in the cities, to high public 
employees, to officers relatives, and to members of the Sandinist 
Defense Committees, or what remains from them.

It was really a crime to distribute undiscriminately firearms, in the



middle of an economic crisis, such as is lived by the country, since it 
could produce a social chaos situation.

The Sandinist people, included Daniel Ortega has threaten the new 
Government with a "civil war" if the new Government intends to 
abolish the "revolutionary conquers".

The so called "Sandinist mobs", that stoned the homes of persons 
who identified themselves with the Union Nacional Opositora, were 
brought to the streets.

Hundreds of cases of threats of death, houses stoned and shots in 
the night against the opponents homes, have been produced.

Finally, we will point out that the blackmail imposed on the new 
Government, that Commanding Officer Humberto Ortega, the 
brother of Daniel Ortega, remained in the Army, that's to say, in 
the Defense Department, whom, to be able to remain as "Military 
Chief" and "not as Secretary" had to "resign" to his management 
position with the Sandinist Party. Officially, the President, Violeta 
Chamorro is the Defense Department Secretary.

We wanted to file this short approach of the most outstanding 
aspects of the violations of human rights committed under the 
Sandinist Government, without intending, in any way, to exhaust 
the subject. There are, of course, diverse aspects that have not 
been touched, and tens of thousands of particular cases that 
unjustly, we have had to omit, but not forget, that could illustrate 
full volumes on the matter.

The footprints left by the Sandinists on Nicaraguan community is 
very deep. Their presence in the power structures, both in the 
Armed Forced and in the Legislative Power and the Judiciary, given 
a special characteristic to the new Government, presided by Mrs. 
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro. Some sectors think that todate, 
there hasn't been a big change in Nicaragua. Anyway, we believe 
that the changes are in the essence and that they are irreversible 
changes, however, the Sandinists may still have influence, for some 
time, on country's events, and therefore, on Nicaraguan's human 
rights, to whom, with or without ill will hurt during their Government.

NICARAGUAN PERMANENT COMMISSION ON HUMAN 
RIGHTS



All the cases presented in this report are true to the best of our knowledge and understanding and are supported by statements and testimonies that 
are duly signed by the victims of the violations or by their relatives.

The CPDH is a civic, non governmental, non profit organization, that has been working since 1977 to promote the defense of the human rights of 
the nicaraguan people.

The following nicaraguans citizens serve on the board of the CPDH: Eduardo Rivas Gasteazoro, Oscar Hcrdocia Lacayo, Jose 
Castillo Osejo, Norman Caldera Lacayo, Lino Hernandez Trigueros, Nicolas Bolanos Geyer, Digna Zamora de Corea, 
Carlos Huembcs Trejos, Cesar Vivas Rojas, Julio Ycaza Tigerino, Xavier Zavala Cuadra, Oswaldo Mondragon y Andres 
Zuniga Mcrcado.

CPDH COMISION PERMANENTE DE DERECHOS HUMANOS
DE NICARAGUA

Apartado 184, 1005
Barrio Mexico r a
San Jose, Costa Rica
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Managua, Nicaragua
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