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FINDINGS

ONE CENTURY OF UNITED STATES POLICY TOWARD NICARAGUA:
ECONOMIC, POLITICAL, AND MILITARY INTERVENTIONS FROM 1926
TO 2026 AND THEIR DOCUMENTED EFFECTS ON THE NICARAGUAN
NATION AND PEOPLE

Summary of Key Findings

This report examines one hundred years of United States economic, political, and military policies directed
toward Nicaragua and their profound impacts on the country's population, institutional development, and
territorial integrity. The evidence demonstrates that U.S. intervention in Nicaragua has been continuous and
consequential across four distinct historical periods: the early military occupation and constitutional era
(1912-1933), the Cold War alliance with the Somoza dictatorship (1933-1979), the revolutionary period and
proxy conflict (1979-1990), and the post-Cold War normalization and contemporary authoritarian slide
(1990-2026). Across these eras, U.S. policies have generated measurable economic consequences including
inflation exceeding 14,000 percent annually, population displacement totaling over 200,000 Nicaraguans,
direct conflict mortality ranging from 43,176 to 65,000 deaths, and structural economic inequality that has
persisted despite periods of significant GDP growth. The mechanisms of U.S. influence have evolved from
direct military occupation and legation guards to comprehensive military assistance programs, covert
paramilitary operations, unilateral economic embargo, multilateral development conditionality, and targeted
sanctions regimes. Throughout this century, U.S. policymakers have consistently prioritized geopolitical
objectives-first protecting canal route possibilities and banana plantation interests, then combating perceived
communist expansion, and most recently responding to democratic erosion-over the articulated development
and stability interests they claimed to advance. The cumulative effect has been to entrench authoritarian
governance structures, perpetuate economic dependency, fuel internal conflicts that killed tens of thousands,
and contribute to contemporary migration crises that continue to affect both nations.

---

The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty Era and the Establishment of U.S. Hegemony (1912-1933)

U.S. involvement in Nicaragua's internal affairs began decades before the nominal starting date of this
analysis, establishing patterns and institutional mechanisms that would persist throughout the subsequent
century. In 1912, the United States invaded Nicaragua under the stated justification of protecting American
lives and property during a period of civil unrest, but the underlying motivation reflected the strategic
importance of Nicaragua's location for potential interoceanic canal construction and the protection of
expanding American commercial interests in banana cultivation.[1][32] The occupation was formally justified
as protecting the legation compound in Managua, with a 100-person guard force maintained from 1912
through 1925.[1] This initial occupation established the precedent that Nicaragua's internal stability was a
matter of legitimate U.S. concern and that military intervention could be justified without formal declaration
or sustained Congressional authorization.

The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty of 1914, formalized in 1916, represented the explicit codification of U.S.
strategic interests in Nicaragua and remained the legal foundation of U.S. hegemonic claims for over fifty
years.[32] Under this treaty, the United States acquired "full rights over any future canal built through
Nicaragua" in perpetuity, a renewable 99-year option to establish a naval base in the Gulf of Fonseca, and
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renewable 99-year leases to the Great and Little Corn Islands in the Caribbean.[32] Nicaragua received $3
million for these concessions, but most of that payment was immediately transferred to U.S. creditors under
the control of American financial advisers, meaning that the direct economic benefit to the Nicaraguan
government was minimal despite the permanent surrender of sovereignty over critical territorial resources.[32]
This pattern-wherein U.S. financial assistance masked a transfer of resources back to American institutions
and creditors-would recur throughout U.S.-Nicaragua relations and represents an early example of how
bilateral transactions often functioned as mechanisms of wealth extraction rather than genuine development
assistance.

The period from 1926 to 1933 witnessed the most intensive phase of direct U.S. military intervention prior to
the Cold War. When civil war erupted between Conservative and Liberal factions in 1926, President Calvin
Coolidge authorized the deployment of 5,365 troops to Nicaragua, justifying the intervention as necessary to
protect American citizens and establish "neutral zones" where diplomatic mediation could proceed.[1][2] The
U.S. government explicitly framed the intervention as a response to Mexican military support for the Liberal
faction through the Calles-Sacasa Pact, characterizing Mexican involvement as a communist threat to Central
American stability and U.S. security interests.[1] This rhetorical framing-associating regional nationalist
movements with communist expansion-established a discursive pattern that would dominate U.S. policy
discourse for the remainder of the twentieth century, even when the ideological affiliations of insurgent
movements were empirically more complex or moderate than American officials claimed.

The United States Marines occupied Nicaragua during this period and took direct command of the Nicaraguan
National Guard, establishing military training protocols and command structures that would remain in place
for decades. In 1927, the Marines and the legation guard "launched a wave of death and destruction against the
Nicaraguan population" while pursuing the nationalist guerrilla leader Augusto César Sandino, who had
rejected the U.S.-brokered peace settlement.[33] The historical record documents that Marines and Guardia
Nacional soldiers made little distinction between combatants and civilians, subjecting non-military
populations to "regular use of excessive force and torture," including psychological torture through threats of
beatings, executions, and decapitations.[33] Photographs of Marines and National Guard soldiers displaying
severed heads of Sandinistas were published throughout Latin America, signifying that the United States had
introduced institutionalized torture practices into Nicaragua's security apparatus.[33]

When Franklin D. Roosevelt assumed the presidency in 1933, his administration implemented the Good
Neighbor Policy, which formally renounced explicit military intervention as an instrument of U.S. diplomacy
in the Western Hemisphere.[1] As a consequence, the Marines withdrew from Nicaragua by January 1933,
ending nearly two decades of continuous occupation. However, the withdrawal of uniformed American troops
did not constitute a withdrawal of U.S. influence or control. Rather, U.S. authority was transferred to and
institutionalized within the Nicaraguan National Guard, which had been created, trained, and commanded by
the Marines. At the urging of the U.S. Ambassador Matthew E. Hanna, Anastasio Somoza García was
appointed as director of the National Guard in 1933.[34] This appointment proved to be one of the most
consequential decisions in twentieth-century Nicaraguan history, as Somoza used his control of the military
apparatus to consolidate political power, eventually orchestrating a coup in 1936 and establishing himself as
president in 1937 through what official records described as a fraudulent election.[4][34] The Somoza family's
subsequent forty-three-year rule thus originated directly from U.S. institutional engineering and reflected how
American military occupation had created a dependent security apparatus loyal to foreign interests rather than
to the Nicaraguan nation.

---
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The Somoza Dynasty and the Architecture of U.S.-Supported Authoritarianism
(1933-1979)

The period from 1933 to 1979 witnessed the consolidation and extension of U.S. political and economic
domination over Nicaragua through a strategy of supporting an authoritarian family dictatorship that provided
reliable anti-communist alignment, protected American economic interests, and offered regional cooperation
in advancing broader U.S. Cold War objectives. The Somoza family-consisting of patriarch Anastasio Somoza
García (1937-1956) and his sons Luis Somoza Debayle (1956-1967) and Anastasio Somoza Debayle
(1967-1979)-accumulated unprecedented personal wealth while ruling Nicaragua as a personal fiefdom, and
this accumulation of wealth became possible precisely because of systematic U.S. financial and military
support.[1][2][5]

The United States provided extraordinary economic and military assistance to sustain the Somoza regime
throughout this period. From 1946 to 1976, the Somozas received more than $29 million in direct military
assistance through formal Military Assistance Programs, plus an additional $300 million classified as
"economic aid," much of which was actually converted into military equipment purchases from the United
States and other countries, particularly Israel.[2] The concentration of this aid was remarkable: in the
mid-1970s, Nicaragua received the greatest U.S. military aid per capita of any Latin American country, and
the largest sum of U.S. economic aid of any Latin American country.[2] Between 1950 and 1976, when
military relations were formally severed, the total value of U.S. military aid reached $18.2 million, and
notably, between 1950 and 1976, fully 5,176 Nicaraguan National Guard troops-of a total force of 7,500-were
trained by U.S. military personnel.[2][43] The per-soldier investment in military aid was striking: in 1962,
U.S. military aid per soldier amounted to $930, while the per capita income of an ordinary Nicaraguan was
only $205, indicating how prioritized military capacity was compared to civilian development.[2][43]

This military assistance had explicit counterinsurgency and Cold War objectives. A U.S. military mission
arrived in Nicaragua in 1950 specifically to administer military aid and advise the National Guard,
establishing an institutional presence that would persist for decades.[2] The Central American Defense
Council (CONDECA), formally established in 1964, functioned as a U.S.-sponsored military alliance between
Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, explicitly designed to prevent "communist subversion" in
the region, maintained direct links with the CIA, and received regular advisory support from the U.S. Army
Southern Command operating from Panama.[2][43] This regional military coordination structure allowed the
United States to project power across Central America while maintaining plausible deniability about direct
intervention.

The Somoza family also leveraged their political control to accumulate staggering personal wealth through
mechanisms that would become emblematic of the regime's corruption. By the 1970s, the Somoza family
owned approximately 23 percent of all land in Nicaragua.[5] The family's total accumulated wealth reached
approximately $533 million, a sum that amounted to half of Nicaragua's entire national debt and represented
33 percent of the country's 1979 GDP.[5] This wealth was accumulated through corporate bribes, industrial
monopolies, land grabbing, and the systematic siphoning of foreign aid intended for development projects.[5]
The 1972 earthquake that devastated Managua exemplifies how the Somoza family exploited disaster for
personal gain: when the United States deployed 600 Marines to Managua at Somoza's request and American
aid agencies provided emergency relief funding, the Somoza family "allocated relief funds in a corrupt and
self-serving manner," directing U.S. Agency for International Development emergency housing funds
"disproportionately into the construction of luxury housing for National Guard officers, with the homeless
provided hastily constructed wooden shacks."[5] The promised reconstruction of Managua never materialized,
with roads, drainage systems, and public transportation remaining severely damaged for years. The Somoza
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family also participated directly in the looting and reconstruction profiteering, allowing the National Guard "to
participate in the looting of the remaining business establishments, purchasing land and industries that would
figure lucratively in the reconstruction."[5]

The U.S. government's support for the Somoza regime extended to geopolitical cooperation that benefited
American Cold War strategy beyond Nicaragua's borders. In 1954, the elder Somoza García lent his private
estate to the CIA for training right-wing Guatemalan exiles led by Carlos Castillo Armas, who were being
prepared to overthrow Guatemala's democratically elected president Jacobo Árbenz.[2][44] The U.S.
government allowed American bombers supporting the Guatemalan exile force to operate from Nicaraguan
territory, directly implicating the Somoza regime in the successful CIA coup that installed a military
dictatorship in Guatemala.[2] After the Cuban Revolution in 1959, the Somoza family deepened relationships
with anti-Castro Cuban exile organizations, and in 1961, Somoza allowed his private lands to be used for
training the Cuban exile Brigade 2506, which subsequently conducted the failed Bay of Pigs invasion of
Cuba.[2][45] The Somoza regime's willingness to host these operations indicated that the United States valued
its relationship with the Somozas not only for their maintenance of internal control within Nicaragua but for
their utility in advancing broader hemispheric security objectives.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Nicaragua experienced significant economic growth that benefited primarily
the Somoza family and their close associates rather than the broader population. Between 1950 and 1977, the
economy grew by 6.3 percent annually, making Nicaragua one of the most prosperous economies in Central
America.[49] However, this growth was achieved through export-oriented agriculture, particularly cotton and
sugar production, which enriched large landowners and foreign investors while doing little to improve
conditions for the rural peasantry or urban working classes.[49] The Somozas and their allies occupied
positions of dominance in the export economy, and they were positioned to benefit disproportionately from the
agricultural booms that expanded exports to industrializing markets.[49] The rest of the population provided
primarily unskilled labor, and the owners exploited their economic power to maintain low wages while
resisting any attempts to redistribute property or power through superior military force.[49]

The United States provided substantial development assistance to Nicaragua under the Alliance for Progress,
the Kennedy administration's initiative to promote economic development and democratic reforms throughout
Latin America.[56] Kennedy launched the Alliance in 1961 with the intention of loaning more than $20 billion
to Latin American nations that would undertake meaningful social reforms and promote democracy,
particularly in land ownership and agricultural reform.[56] However, the Alliance for Progress in Nicaragua
failed to achieve its stated objectives of democratization and broad-based development. Alliance funds were
used to create counterinsurgency programs and train paramilitary forces to counter communist influence, and
the privileged political and economic elites that controlled Nicaragua showed no inclination to embrace limits
on their own power and wealth.[56] Consequently, meaningful economic and political reforms remained
largely illusory, and in many cases the privileged elites became even richer and more repressive.[56] The
Alliance for Progress, from the perspective of Nicaraguan nationalists, never overcame its identification with
American imperial interests and was perceived as another mechanism for extending U.S. economic dominance
rather than promoting genuine development.

The Carter administration, which assumed office in 1977, initially attempted to condition U.S. military
assistance on improvements to human rights practices within the Somoza regime. In 1977, the Jimmy Carter
administration made United States military assistance conditional on human rights improvements, and this
conditionality, accompanied by international condemnation, led Somoza to lift the state of siege and reinstate
freedom of the press in September 1977.[5] Carter's intention was to restrain Somoza by encouraging reform
and democracy, hoping to stave off a "second Cuba" in Central America. However, the U.S. government found
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this policy difficult to implement, and with little support from Washington for genuine reform, the Sandinistas
made steady progress in building opposition to the Somoza regime.[5]

By 1978, mounting evidence of Somoza regime atrocities had become impossible to ignore. The
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, conducting an on-site investigation in October 1978,
documented that the Somoza regime was "responsible for serious attempts against the right to life," that
"many persons were executed in a summary and collective fashion," and that "physical and psychological
torture" were systemic.[36] In 1977, Amnesty International reported that seven out of ten prisoners captured
by the Somoza regime had been tortured, and the organization disclosed that in the countryside, many
peasants had been tortured and raped by National Guard patrols.[33] The training provided to the National
Guard by the United States included not only military techniques but also a formal ideology of
anticommunism that became rationalized as justification for any and all acts, since all challenges to the
Somoza regime were classified as subversive.[33] The School of the Americas, the U.S. military training
facility in Panama, had trained at least 25 specific National Guard officers later accused of serious human
rights violations, including torture such as electric shocks, beatings, and rape.[33]

---

The Nicaraguan Revolution and the U.S. Response (1979-1990)

The Sandinista Front for National Liberation (FSLN), a left-wing guerrilla organization that had been fighting
the Somoza regime since the early 1960s, achieved military victory in July 1979 after a brutal revolutionary
war that cost between 40,000 and 50,000 lives.[19][23][58] The revolution resulted in the death of Anastasio
Somoza Debayle, who fled to Miami on July 17, 1979, with the FSLN entering Managua victorious two days
later.[1][23] The country inherited by the revolutionary government was devastated: approximately 600,000
Nicaraguans were homeless, more than 30,000 had been killed in the fighting, the economy was in ruins, and
the physical destruction included an estimated $500 million in destroyed physical plants, equipment, and
materials, plus $80 million in damage to housing, hospitals, transportation, and communications.[19][20][23]

The Sandinista government, formed in 1979 and dominated by the FSLN, initially received modest economic
assistance from the United States. Following the Sandinista victory, the United States sent $99 million in aid
to assist the devastated country.[23] However, this brief window of U.S. support rapidly closed as Cold War
geopolitical considerations reasserted themselves. The Jimmy Carter administration, during its final months in
office, attempted to work with the FSLN and provided some economic assistance, but this approach ended
abruptly when Ronald Reagan assumed the presidency on January 20, 1981. Upon taking office, the Reagan
administration immediately cancelled the development funds previously allocated for reconstructing war-torn
Nicaragua and suspended wheat imports, moves that threatened to leave much of Nicaragua's urban
population without access to a staple food.[13]

The Reagan administration's policy toward Nicaragua, articulated through National Security Decision
Directives, explicitly prioritized the overthrow of the Sandinista government as a core objective. On August 6,
1981, Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive 7, which authorized the production and shipment of
arms to the region but technically not their deployment.[1] On November 17, 1981, Reagan signed National
Security Decision Directive 17, which formally authorized covert support to anti-Sandinista forces known as
the Contras.[1] By December 1981, the CIA had begun supporting armed opponents of the Sandinista
government, with the agency assuming direct control over the arming, clothing, feeding, and supervision of
these paramilitary forces.[10] The CIA supplied the funds and equipment, coordinated training programs,
provided intelligence and target lists, and instructed the Contras in guerrilla warfare strategies drawn from
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training manuals that advised them to incite mob violence, "neutralize" civilian leaders and government
officials, and attack "soft targets" including schools, health clinics, and agricultural cooperatives.[10]

The Contras, which coalesced into the main fighting force known as the Nicaraguan Democratic Force (FDN),
initially consisted largely of former members of Somoza's National Guard who had fled to Honduras and
remained loyal to the ousted dictator.[1][10] In August 1981, the CIA and Argentina's Secretariat of
Intelligence persuaded several Contra groups to unite into the larger Nicaraguan Democratic Force.[10] Many
of the initial Contras were former National Guard officers trained in counterinsurgency techniques by the
United States during the Somoza era, ensuring ideological and operational continuity between the former
dictatorship and the new paramilitary force opposing the revolutionary government.[1]

The Contra War, which lasted from 1981 to 1990, resulted in extraordinary human suffering and economic
destruction. From 1980 to June 1987, a total of 43,176 Nicaraguans on both sides of the conflict were killed,
wounded, or kidnapped, representing approximately 1.25 percent of the total Nicaraguan population.[7]
Among these casualties were 22,495 dead, 12,065 wounded, and 8,616 kidnapped or captured.[7] The civilian
death toll was particularly severe: from 1980 to June 1987, 3,218 civilians lost their lives, 1,579 were
wounded, and 5,676 were kidnapped, for a total of 10,473 civilian casualties.[7] The great majority of these
were campesinos (peasants), followed by health care workers, teachers, student volunteer workers, agricultural
specialists, and government and FSLN officials who worked in outlying rural communities.[7] The recorded
victims included at least 2,327 women and 331 children under the age of fifteen, with an additional 947
children under fifteen wounded and 586 kidnapped as of December 1986.[7]

The documented pattern of Contra violence against civilians demonstrates that these attacks were systematic
rather than incidental. The CIA officer in charge of the covert war, Duane "Dewey" Clarridge, admitted to the
House Intelligence Committee staff in a secret briefing in 1984 that the Contras were routinely murdering
"civilians and Sandinista officials in the provinces, as well as heads of cooperatives, nurses, doctors and
judges."[10] In April 1987, an American aid worker named Benjamin Linder was killed by Contras,
underscoring that Contra violence extended to U.S. citizens engaged in development work.[10] The
CIA-supplied Contra forces proved "adept at carrying out CIA guerrilla warfare strategies from training
manuals" despite their limited military successes, and they demonstrated particular effectiveness at inflicting
civilian casualties through attacks on schools, health clinics, and agricultural cooperatives.[10]

The Reagan administration confronted a critical constitutional obstacle to its Contra support policy: Congress.
In 1982, Congress passed the first Boland Amendment, which forbade the federal government from providing
aid to the Contras for the purposes of overthrowing the Nicaraguan government.[4] Subsequent Boland
Amendments in 1983 and 1984 renewed and extended this prohibition, effectively tying the Reagan
administration's hands from a legislative perspective.[8] However, the administration's determination to
maintain the Contra war effort despite Congressional restrictions led to the illegal and covert funding
mechanisms that would become the centerpiece of the Iran-Contra scandal. In 1985, the administration made
the decision to sell weapons to Iran, a nation subject to a U.S. embargo, in exchange for the release of U.S.
hostages held in Lebanon by Hezbollah, and to funnel a portion of the profits from these illegal arms sales to
the Contras in direct violation of the Boland Amendment.[4][8] The National Security Council, under the
direction of National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane and later John Poindexter, with central operational
involvement from Oliver North, coordinated these operations under a covert structure referred to as "the
Enterprise."[8]

The revelation of the Iran-Contra affair in November 1986 exposed the extent to which the Reagan
administration had circumvented Congressional authority to maintain support for the Contra forces. On

Page 7
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc.



November 25, 1986, Attorney General Edwin Meese admitted that profits from weapons sales to Iran had been
made available to assist the Contra rebels in Nicaragua.[8] The same day, John Poindexter resigned, and
President Reagan fired Oliver North. The Tower Commission, investigating the Iran-Contra scandal,
determined that President Reagan did not have knowledge of the full extent of the program, especially about
the diversion of funds to the Contras, but heavily criticized Reagan for not properly supervising his
subordinates and for being unaware of their actions.[8]

Beyond the officially acknowledged military support, credible evidence indicates that the Reagan
administration was aware of and tolerated Contra financing through drug trafficking. Oliver North's
handwritten notebooks, obtained through Freedom of Information Act litigation, documented that North was
repeatedly informed of Contra ties to drug trafficking.[11] In 1985, North had wanted to take $1.5 million in
Cartel bribe money carried by a DEA informant and transfer it to the Contras, though DEA officials rejected
this proposal.[11] The Senate Subcommittee on Narcotics, Terrorism and International Operations, led by
Senator John Kerry, concluded in 1988 that "senior U.S. policy makers were not immune to the idea that drug
money was a perfect solution to the Contras' funding problems."[10] The involvement of Manuel Noriega, the
military leader of Panama who was extensively involved in illicit drug operations, as a CIA intelligence asset
and facilitator of Contra operations further illustrates how U.S. Cold War priorities overrode concerns about
narcotics trafficking and corruption.[11]

---

Economic Sanctions as Strategic Weapons (1981-1990)

While the military operations of the Contras proved to be less successful than the CIA anticipated, the Reagan
administration deployed economic warfare as a complementary strategy to destabilize the Sandinista
government. Economic sanctions, administered through the U.S. Treasury Department and supported by a
bipartisan roster of domestic politicians, served practical, ideological, and geostrategic aims.[13] The
economic embargo ultimately proved to be more durable and widespread in its effects than the military
operations, as it affected the entire Nicaraguan economy rather than only military and security targets.

The Reagan administration's economic war against Nicaragua proceeded in escalating phases. When Reagan
came to power in January 1981, his administration immediately cancelled development funds that had been
allocated for reconstructing war-torn Nicaragua and suspended wheat imports.[13] The United States also
denied Nicaragua credit through the U.S. Import-Export Bank, which made short-term loans to facilitate
trade.[9] Since Nicaragua was unable to secure even short-term credits from commercial banks, the country
was forced to pay cash for everything it imported from the United States.[9] The administration cancelled
Overseas Private Investment Corporation insurance for Nicaragua, thereby substantially discouraging
American investment in the country.[9]

The Reagan administration strategically manipulated Nicaragua's sugar quota within the U.S. market as an
economic weapon. In 1983, the U.S. drastically reduced Nicaragua's sugar quota-as it had for Cuba-ostensibly
to reduce resources available to Nicaragua for "subversion and extremist violence," though one of the
principal reasons was to reassure U.S. allies in Central America of Washington's steadfast antagonism to
Nicaragua.[9][13] The reduction of the sugar quota occurred on a scale that effectively undercut Nicaragua's
economy, and Nicaragua complained that this reduction violated U.S. commitments under the General
Agreement on Trade and Tariffs.[13] In March 1984, a GATT panel agreed, ordering the United States to
"promptly restore" the Nicaraguan sugar quota, but Washington simply ignored the ruling.[9]

The comprehensive economic embargo was imposed in May 1985 through executive order. Reagan prohibited
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all imports into the United States of goods and services of Nicaraguan origin, all exports from the United
States of goods to or destined for Nicaragua except those destined for anti-Sandinista forces, Nicaraguan air
carriers from engaging in air transportation to or from the United States, and vessels of Nicaraguan registry
from entering U.S. ports.[12] These prohibitions became effective on May 7, 1985.[12] The embargo was
comprehensive and unilateral; since virtually no other country joined a U.S. embargo against Nicaragua, the
embargo's primary effects fell on the Nicaraguan economy while the Reagan administration acknowledged
that other countries would not cooperate in multilateral sanctions.[9]

In addition to the direct embargo, the Reagan administration lobbied against Nicaragua receiving development
loans from multilateral and private banks.[13] The World Bank, under pressure from U.S. officials, compiled
reports recommending against major assistance programs to Nicaragua and proposing that "no further loans
should be made to Nicaragua unless the Sandinistas were willing to accept the Bank's 'most conditioned'
economic model."[9] This strategy of blocking access to international credit created an outflow of resources
from Nicaragua's economy, with the country paying a total of $423 million in debt service while receiving
very little new capital, forcing a pattern of hemorrhaging foreign exchange reserves.[9]

The cumulative effects of economic sanctions, war-related destruction, and policy mismanagement created a
catastrophic economic crisis. Nicaragua's GDP dropped from 1984 to 1990, with early economic gains of the
Sandinista government wiped out by seven years of precipitous economic decline.[19] Inflation skyrocketed,
peaking in 1987 at more than 14,000 percent annually.[19] By 1990, most Nicaraguans were considerably
poorer than in the 1970s, when the Somoza dictatorship ruled but economic growth benefited at least the
wealthy classes.[19] The combination of military conflict, economic embargo, and capital flight created
conditions of severe scarcity, with grocery market shelves empty and the government struggling to maintain
basic services.

---

Migration, Conflict, and Displacement: Human Consequences of Policy Warfare

The economic crisis, military conflict, and political repression generated unprecedented outmigration from
Nicaragua. Between 1970 and 1999, according to INS statistics, all told, some 1.1 million Central Americans
entered the United States as permanent residents, with Nicaraguan migration constituting a significant
portion.[21] Official data documented minimal Central American emigration before 1976, followed by a
modest and gradual acceleration between 1977 and 1988, then a massive surge between 1989 and 1993,
followed by return trends in the late 1990s.[21] This temporal pattern corresponded precisely with the
escalation of the Contra War and economic sanctions, demonstrating a direct correlation between U.S. military
and economic interventions and population displacement.

Scholarly research has established that elevated rates of Nicaraguan migration to the United States during the
late 1980s and early 1990s were a direct result of U.S. military intervention against the Sandinista
government.[21] The research approach examining the timing of migration decisions relative to macro-level
country trends demonstrates that Nicaraguan migration increased during periods of heightened violence and
economic disruption directly attributable to U.S. policy decisions. However, the U.S. Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) maintained a highly polarized categorical interpretation of migration,
distinguishing between "economic" migrants and "political" refugees, and applying stringent criteria to
Central Americans seeking asylum or refugee status.[21]

The INS historically subjected Nicaraguan asylum applicants to restrictive policies that reflected Cold War
biases. During most of the Contra War, migrants were granted refugee or political asylum status only on the
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basis of proof of "a clear probability of persecution," a standard later modified by the 1987 Supreme Court
ruling in INS versus Cardoza-Fonseca.[21] The policy was amended to require instead a "well-grounded fear
of persecution," representing a slightly more permissive standard, but acceptances remained low.[21] Whereas
the INS had previously rejected 95 percent of all asylum and refugee applications, acceptances increased
modestly following the 1987 policy change, but even after the modification, only 16 percent of asylum and
refugee applicants on average achieved acceptance.[21] This policy bias meant that the vast majority of
Nicaraguans displaced by U.S.-backed military operations were classified as undocumented or illegal migrants
rather than as political refugees, a distinction that affected their legal status and rights in the United States.

---

The Sandinista Government's Social Achievements and Constraints

Despite the context of civil war, external military pressure, and economic embargo, the Sandinista government
implemented ambitious social programs that achieved international recognition for improving specific
development indicators. The government's literacy campaign, formally titled the Nicaraguan Literacy
Campaign and implemented in 1980, focused on deploying high school and university students as volunteer
teachers to rural and urban communities.[23] Within five months, the campaign claimed to have reduced the
overall illiteracy rate from 50.3 percent to 12.9 percent, and UNESCO awarded Nicaragua the "Nadezhda K.
Krupskaya" award in September 1980.[23] Subsequent literacy campaigns in 1982, 1986, 1987, 1995, and
2000 continued these efforts, each receiving recognition from UNESCO.

The Sandinista government's broader social program included health care, education, childcare, unions, and
land reform, each of which received international recognition for improved outcomes.[1][23] The government
established the Agrarian Reform Law in 1981, which formalized the redistribution of land confiscated from
the Somoza family and supporters, offering free land titles to peasants and supporters of the state in exchange
for government service or participation in agricultural cooperatives.[1][20] In 1985, the Agrarian Reform had
distributed 950 square kilometers (235,000 acres) of land to the peasantry, representing approximately 75
percent of all land distributed to peasants since 1980.[23] The reform aimed to increase support for the
government among campesinos and to guarantee sufficient food delivery into the cities.[23]

These achievements occurred despite severe constraints. The government inherited a devastated economy,
faced continuous external military pressure from the U.S.-backed Contra forces, endured an escalating
economic embargo, and received only limited financial support from the Soviet Union and other allied states.
The government's inability to overcome structural economic inequalities and to sustain economic growth
ultimately undermined popular support for the revolutionary project. While the Sandinista government
achieved notable successes in literacy, health care access, and agricultural reform, the broader economic
context of war, embargo, and capital flight meant that these social gains occurred against a backdrop of
declining real incomes, rising unemployment, and economic scarcity.

---

The 1987 Peace Process and the Path to Electoral Defeat

The escalation of the Contra War, combined with increasing American public skepticism toward Reagan's
Central American policies and evidence of the Iran-Contra scandal, created conditions favorable to regional
peace negotiations. Costa Rican President Óscar Arias Sánchez proposed a framework for Central American
peace in 1986, which became the basis for the Esquipulas II Agreement signed on August 7, 1987.[30][55]
The agreement, formally titled "Procedure for the Establishment of a Firm and Lasting Peace in Central
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America," defined measures to promote national reconciliation, an end to hostilities, democratization, free
elections, the termination of all assistance to irregular forces, negotiations on arms controls, and assistance to
refugees.[27][30] The agreement also laid the ground for international verification procedures and provided a
timetable for implementation.

The Esquipulas II Agreement proved transformative in reducing the trajectory of the conflict, though it did not
immediately end the Contra War. In March 1988, the Sandinista government and Contra forces reached a
temporary ceasefire through the Sapoa Accord.[30][55] Approximately one year later, in December 1989, the
Contras agreed to voluntary demobilization, with the process scheduled to begin in early December 1989 to
facilitate free and fair elections in Nicaragua in February 1990.[10]

However, by the time the 1990 elections were held, the Sandinista government had suffered a dramatic erosion
of popular support. The combination of economic crisis, the social disruptions created by military
conscription, the physical and psychological costs of sustained conflict, and the government's failure to deliver
on the revolutionary promise of rapid economic development had exhausted public tolerance for the
Sandinista regime. In retrospect, the collapse of Sandinista popular support was evident in economic statistics
showing declining per capita income, mortality reports documenting conflict-related deaths, and nation-wide
exhaustion with the decade-long conflict.[24] The U.S. government, under the presidency of George H.W.
Bush, had announced in November 1989 that the U.S. economic embargo against Nicaragua would continue
unless Chamorro, the opposition candidate, won the February 1990 election.[26] This announcement
essentially communicated to Nicaraguan voters that the only path to economic normalization and the lifting of
the crippling embargo was the electoral defeat of the Sandinistas.

Despite widespread expectations that the Sandinistas would retain power, the Nicaraguan electorate voted to
remove them from office. The U.S.-backed opposition candidate, Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, a widow of an
opposition newspaper publisher assassinated on Somoza's orders, defeated the Sandinista incumbent Daniel
Ortega in the February 1990 elections.[6] Chamorro's unexpected victory surprised international observers and
Sandinista leaders alike, many of whom had anticipated that the FSLN would retain power. Chamorro's
election campaign had promised that U.S. government aid would quickly restore Nicaragua to prosperity
following a decade of war, and exhausted Nicaraguans, desperate for economic recovery and an end to
conflict, voted on the basis of this promise.[29]

---

The Post-Cold War Period and the Constraints of Neoliberal Restructuring (1990-2006)

When Chamorro was elected, President George H.W. Bush removed the embargo that Reagan had imposed
during Sandinista rule and promised economic aid to the country.[26] The United States paid off past-due
debts of Nicaragua that were owed to private banks, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank
through bridge loans, and negotiated a 95 percent writedown of debts owed to Colombia, Mexico, and
Venezuela.[26] The first year of Chamorro's presidency received $300 million in U.S. aid, and an additional
$241 million in 1991, but the campaign team had hoped for $1 billion in aid, and the amount actually provided
proved insufficient to address the devastation that Nicaragua had experienced.[26] Moreover, when Chamorro
traveled to the United States in April 1991 to request additional economic aid, few members of Congress
attended to listen to her presentation, indicating that U.S. political interest in Nicaragua had sharply declined
now that the Sandinistas were no longer a perceived threat.[26]

The Chamorro administration implemented neoliberal economic policies prescribed by the International
Monetary Fund and World Bank, a development path that prioritized market liberalization, privatization, and
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structural adjustment over the state-directed development model and redistribution policies that had
characterized the Sandinista era. The "Mayoraga Plan," developed by the Minister of Finance Francisco
Mayoraga, attempted to re-integrate Nicaragua into the world market, increase foreign investment while
reducing foreign dependence, and increase privatization.[26] The plan cut the fiscal deficit and helped lower
inflation, but it also resulted in loss of jobs and rising prices, which provoked crippling public and
private-sector strikes throughout the country.[26] The government combined state enterprises into a holding
company known as the Corporaciones Nacionales del Sector Público and set about privatizing them, though
the response was slow and many privatization targets were not achieved by the projected deadlines.

The neoliberal restructuring resulted in increased inequality and poverty despite some periods of economic
growth. By 1993, 50.5 percent of the Nicaraguan population was living in poverty.[52] In 2005, the national
poverty headcount marked 48.3 percent of the population, representing only a two-percentage-point reduction
in twelve years.[52] The post-Cold War period did produce some economic recovery and growth: after the
mid-1990s, Nicaragua began to recover a robust growth pattern, and between the beginning of the century and
2016, poverty steadily declined to approximately 25 percent, though the geographic distribution of poverty
remained highly uneven, with urban poverty at 14.8 percent and rural poverty at 50.1 percent in 2014.[52]

The government's privatization efforts encountered significant obstacles, including property disputes
stemming from the Sandinista era's land confiscations. The Sandinista government had confiscated
approximately 35 percent of the nation's private property through various decrees and acts, and subsequent
administrations attempting to undo these property transfers encountered legal, political, and practical
obstacles.[51] The dispute over property rights became a major issue between the United States and
Nicaragua, with the United States pressuring Nicaragua to return redistributed properties to their
pre-revolutionary owners. Violeta Chamorro's administration was forced to balance these conflicting
pressures: the United States demanded return of properties, while Sandinista supporters and many
beneficiaries of land reform resisted these reversions.

The Chamorro administration also attempted to address the legacy of the Contra War and the Iran-Contra
scandal in U.S.-Nicaraguan relations. Nicaragua had filed suit at the International Court of Justice against the
United States, arguing that the U.S. had violated international law by sponsoring the Contras and ordered
reparations.[26] Hoping to improve relations with the United States, the Chamorro administration repealed the
law that had required Nicaragua to seek compensation and withdrew the suit, an extraordinary concession
given that the International Court of Justice had found that the U.S. had violated international law.[26] The
United States, in turn, made clear that it would continue to deny Nicaragua promised economic aid unless
Nicaragua met various political demands. In 1992, Senator Jesse Helms attempted to cut off financial aid
entirely and demanded that the Nicaraguan government replace all former Sandinista officers with ex-Contras,
replace all judges, and return all property taken from U.S. citizens during the revolution.[26] Though
Chamorro's administration denied Helms's most extreme allegations, it nonetheless attempted to comply with
his demands, and the U.S. government denied Nicaragua the $104 million that had been promised for
1992.[26]

The transition from the Sandinista government to the Chamorro administration and subsequent neoliberal
governments represented a fundamental reorientation of Nicaraguan development strategy, yet did not resolve
the underlying inequalities and institutional weaknesses that had plagued the country. The hopes of the poor
majority for a decent life remained largely unfulfilled, and in many respects conditions deteriorated relative to
the 1970s when growth benefited at least the wealthy.[29] From the perspective of critics, the United States,
through its support for neoliberal restructuring, was continuing a pattern of intervention designed to ensure
that Nicaragua remained integrated into a hierarchical global economic system that extracted resources for the
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benefit of foreign investors while perpetuating domestic inequality and dependency.

---

Trade Integration and Continued Economic Dependency: CAFTA-DR (2004-Present)

Nicaragua's formal entrance into the Central America-Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA-DR) with the United States in 2006 marked a continuation of the policy of trade liberalization and
market integration that had characterized the post-Cold War period.[37] The Dominican Republic-Central
America FTA (CAFTA-DR) represented the first free trade agreement between the United States and a group
of smaller developing economies, and it was explicitly designed to promote stronger trade and investment ties,
prosperity, and stability throughout the region and along the Southern border of the United States.[14]

Under CAFTA-DR, approximately 80 percent of U.S. industrial and consumer goods entered Nicaragua
duty-free, with remaining tariffs phased out by 2015.[25] Nearly all textile and apparel goods that met the
agreement's rules of origin entered Nicaragua duty-free and quota-free, promoting new opportunities for U.S.
and regional fiber, yarn, fabric, and apparel manufacturing companies.[25] More than half of U.S. agricultural
exports entered Nicaragua duty-free, with Nicaragua committed to eliminate its remaining tariffs on nearly all
agricultural goods by 2025, including those on pork, rice, and yellow corn.[25]

The agreement specified that Nicaragua would eliminate tariffs on chicken leg quarters and rice by 2023 and
on dairy products by 2025, provisions that favored U.S. agricultural exporters over Nicaraguan domestic
producers in these sectors.[25] The U.S. goods trade with CAFTA-DR countries totaled an estimated $108.5
billion in 2022, with exports of $58.3 billion and imports of $50.2 billion, indicating that the agreement had
generated increased bilateral commerce.[14] However, critics contended that the trade agreement terms were
more favorable to U.S. interests than to Nicaraguan development, and that the structural terms of trade
continued the pattern of Nicaragua exporting raw or semi-processed agricultural commodities while importing
manufactured goods, perpetuating economic dependency and preventing industrial development.[14]

The engagement with CAFTA-DR and the broader framework of trade liberalization reflected Nicaragua's
continued integration into a U.S.-dominated hemispheric economic system. While the agreement created new
commercial opportunities and generated increased trade, it did not fundamentally alter the underlying
structural inequalities that had characterized U.S.-Nicaraguan economic relations for a century. Nicaragua
remained heavily dependent on agricultural exports and remittances from migration, with limited capacity to
develop competitive domestic industries or to reduce inequality through redistribution.

---

The Return of Ortega and the Descent into Authoritarianism (2006-2026)

Daniel Ortega, the leading commander of the Sandinista guerrilla movement and head of the Government
Junta of National Reconstruction from 1979 to 1990, returned to political prominence in 2006 when he was
elected president in elections widely seen as open and democratic.[6][37] Ortega's return was facilitated by
shifts in Central American political dynamics and his construction of an alliance with Nicaragua's business
elite, particularly through a pact with the Conservative Party leader Arnoldo Aleman that effectively divided
power between the two groups.[37] For the first several years of Ortega's second presidency, the government
promised to uphold the free-market economic reforms of his predecessors and to address corruption and
improve economic conditions for poor Nicaraguans.[37]

In the mid-2000s, Nicaragua's economy began to show signs of recovery from the stagnation of the early
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post-Cold War period. Between 2006 and 2015, GDP growth topped 6 percent in 2011 before falling to about
4 percent in 2015.[37] Unemployment slid to about 7 percent.[37] Nicaragua also continued to be a major
beneficiary of CAFTA-DR, with the United States remaining its largest trading partner despite economic
inroads by China and Russia.[37] The Ortega government supported Nicaragua's participation in infrastructure
projects that were emblematic of its broader development strategy, including the proposed inter-oceanic canal
across Nicaragua, which was driven by Chinese billionaire Wang Jing and represented Nicaragua's economic
pivot toward China.[37]

However, the Ortega-Murillo government (Rosario Murillo is Ortega's wife and served as vice president
beginning in 2017) began a systematic erosion of democratic institutions, human rights protections, and rule
of law. In October 2011, the Nicaraguan Supreme Court lifted the constitutional ban on consecutive reelection
of the president, a move that permitted Ortega to run again and win the November presidential election despite
allegations of election fraud.[37] Voters handed the FSLN 62 seats in the 90-member National Assembly, a
"supermajority" that gave the Sandinistas great sway over the direction the country would take.[37] As the
Ortega government consolidated power, some of the profits from Venezuelan oil money were invested in
private companies controlled by Ortega's family and friends, who indulged in "conspicuous consumption that,
critics claimed, mirrored that of the Somoza regime that the Sandinistas had toppled."[37] Accusations of
government corruption grew, but the opposition remained fragmented, and the FSLN used its supermajority in
the legislature to push through changes to the constitution that removed term limits on the presidency and
increased the chief executive's ability to rule by decree.[37]

In April 2018, widespread protest and rioting erupted in response to the government's implementation of
social security reform that increased contributions by employers and workers while reducing benefits.[39][40]
The protests escalated into a general denunciation of the Ortega-Murillo regime and spread from Managua to
other Nicaraguan cities. The government's violent repression of these protests resulted in dozens of deaths in
the first days, with the death toll eventually climbing into the hundreds, with many of the casualties being
students attacked by Ortega-aligned paramilitary groups.[39] These protests represented the largest
demonstrations of President Ortega's tenure and the deadliest since the Nicaragua revolution ended in
1990.[39] To quell the uprising, Ortega quickly rescinded the changes to social security, but the underlying
crisis of legitimacy remained.[37]

By July 2018, police and paramilitary forces loyal to the government retook two places that had become
strongholds of resistance: the National Autonomous University of Nicaragua in Managua and Monimbo, a
suburb of Masaya, which had significantly been a focus of and catalyst for anti-Somoza rebellion during the
Sandinista revolution.[37] The government's violent crackdown on the 2018 protests left the country in what
one UN official termed "a climate of widespread terror," and it cost Ortega the support he had enjoyed in
recent years from some in the Nicaraguan hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church.[37]

Following the 2018 protests, the Ortega-Murillo government escalated its persecution of political opposition,
civil society organizations, and religious institutions. In June 2021, the security apparatus began using arrests
and related allegations to justify the imprisonment of more than a dozen opposition figures, including seven
potential candidates for the upcoming November presidential election.[37] The election itself, held in
November 2021, returned Ortega for a fourth consecutive term as president, in an election almost universally
dismissed by the international community as a sham.[37] The administration arrested, or banned, the
remaining opposition candidates from running against Ortega, "calling them 'terrorists' and 'coup-mongers'"
and thereby guaranteeing Ortega's electoral victory.[37] Ortega captured more than 72 percent of the vote,
though the voting was conducted without international observers and was boycotted by many in the
opposition, who called the election a farce.[37]
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Subsequent to his 2021 reelection, Ortega proceeded to consolidate authoritarian control through wholesale
purges and repression. The regime issued "diktat after diktat" to summarily arrest and imprison hundreds of
their perceived enemies, including former Sandinista comrades, Catholic clerics, and civil society activists.[6]
Most of those arrested were subsequently deported from Nicaragua and stripped of their nationality, their
properties, and in some cases their academic degrees.[6] In February 2025, the Ortega government sent 222
former political prisoners to the United States in a move that a Nicaraguan judge described as a mass
deportation.[24] The dissidents, most of whom had been imprisoned in the infamous El Chipote detention
center, immediately lost their Nicaraguan citizenship.[24]

---

Contemporary Sanctions and the Crisis of Nicaraguan Governance (2018-2026)

Faced with the Ortega-Murillo government's systematic erosion of democracy, human rights, and rule of law,
the United States imposed a series of sanctions beginning in 2018. The Nicaragua Human Rights and
Anticorruption Act of 2018 (the "NICA Act"), signed by President Trump, signaled the U.S. commitment to
holding the Ortega regime accountable for human rights violations.[41] The act prohibited certain forms of
U.S. assistance to Nicaragua and imposed conditions on international lending related to elections and human
rights improvements.[18][41]

In 2021, Congress passed the Reinforcing Nicaragua's Adherence to Conditions for Electoral Reform
(RENACER) Act, which further expanded sanctions against the Ortega-Murillo regime.[40] Under the Global
Magnitsky Act, the U.S. government sanctioned members of Ortega's inner circle, barring them from travel to
the United States or engaging in commercial dealings with U.S. citizens.[13] The 2018 NICA Act requires the
U.S. government to oppose loans from international financial institutions unless the Ortega government makes
progress toward holding free, fair, and transparent elections.[13] In February 2026, Representative Maria
Elvira Salazar introduced the Restoring Sovereignty and Human Rights in Nicaragua Act of 2026, which
reauthorized and amended the Nicaragua Investment Conditionality Act of 2018 and the RENACER Act by
expanding the criteria for sanctions, strengthening economic penalties, and prohibiting U.S. financial
assistance to and investment in Nicaragua.[38]

The contemporary sanctions regime, while designed to pressure the Ortega government toward democratic
reforms, has had the paradoxical effect of increasing suffering among the general Nicaraguan population. As
one analysis notes, "even targeted sanctions have unappreciated effects on the wider population, as dictators
on the defensive engage in increasingly radical and aggressive acts."[13] The history of sanctions against
Nicaragua stretches back decades, with multiple administrations under different political parties imposing
sanctions on multiple Nicaraguan governments. Between 1977 and 1995, four different U.S. presidents
imposed a gamut of sanctions on three different Nicaraguan governments.[13] This pattern of sanctions,
imposed across different administrations and against both Sandinista and non-Sandinista governments,
illustrates how economic warfare has become a persistent feature of U.S. policy toward Nicaragua regardless
of which government is in power.

---

The Contemporary Migration Crisis and the Dual Legacy of Intervention

The contemporary migration crisis involving Nicaraguans represents a direct consequence of the political and
economic crises created through a century of U.S. intervention combined with the more recent authoritarian
degeneration of the Ortega-Murillo regime. As of 2020, more than 100,000 Nicaraguans had fled the country
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according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), with that number approximately
doubling by 2022 as Ortega cracked down on opposition politicians and political dissidents in the run-up to
and following the November 2021 elections.[24] The U.S. Customs and Border Protection encountered
unauthorized Nicaraguan migrants nearly 165,000 times in fiscal year 2022, a 52-fold increase over FY 2020,
with numbers increasing to a monthly record high of nearly 35,500 in December before dropping in January
when the Biden administration enacted new restrictions expelling Nicaraguans arriving without authorization
while allowing some with a U.S. sponsor to enter on parole.[24]

The United States initially provided humanitarian asylum considerations for Nicaraguan migrants fleeing the
Ortega-Murillo regime, with 43 percent of Nicaraguans receiving a decision on asylum through U.S.
immigration courts in FY 2022 receiving some form of protection.[24] However, escalating arrivals prompted
a more restrictive approach, with the Biden administration announcing a policy allowing it to expel to Mexico
monthly up to 30,000 Nicaraguans, Cubans, Haitians, and Venezuelans, paired with a new system allowing up
to 30,000 nationals of these four countries to enter the United States on humanitarian parole so long as they
apply from outside the United States, have a U.S. sponsor, and meet other qualifications.[24] This restrictive
shift reflected the reality that while Nicaraguan asylum claims have historical and contemporary validity, the
scale of migration from Nicaragua creates unprecedented demand for immigration processing and integration
resources that neither the U.S. nor transit countries like Costa Rica are prepared to accommodate.

---

Conclusion: Patterns, Consequences, and Historical Accountability

The historical record of one century of United States policy toward Nicaragua reveals a consistent pattern: the
United States has intervened continuously in Nicaragua's internal affairs-military, economic, and political-in
pursuit of strategic interests defined narrowly as serving American geopolitical objectives, protecting
American economic investments, and countering perceived threats to U.S. security. Across four distinct
historical periods (1912-1933 military occupation, 1933-1979 support for the Somoza dictatorship, 1979-1990
support for Contra insurgency and economic embargo, and 1990-2026 trade liberalization combined with
sanctions), the primary beneficiaries of U.S. policy have been American investors, strategic planners, and
military-industrial interests, while the primary costs have been borne by the Nicaraguan people through direct
violence, economic impoverishment, institutional disruption, and forced migration.

The cumulative human and economic impacts are documented and substantial. Between 43,176 and 65,000
Nicaraguans died in conflicts directly attributable to U.S. policy decisions spanning the 1978-1990 period
alone.[7][55] Inflation exceeded 14,000 percent annually at the peak of U.S. economic warfare in 1987.[19]
Economic growth achieved during the Somoza era benefited primarily the Somoza family and their associates
rather than broadly improving living standards, and subsequent development strategies imposed by external
actors through IMF conditionality and trade agreements have perpetuated inequality despite periods of
measurable growth.[49][52] More than 100,000 Nicaraguans have fled the country in recent years seeking
refuge from political repression and economic dysfunction, many of whom bear the accumulated scars of
multiple generations of U.S. intervention.[24]

The responsibility for these outcomes lies not solely with Nicaraguan actors or with Nicaragua's internal
difficulties, but also with deliberate policy choices made by multiple U.S. administrations spanning across
political parties and ideological commitments. The United States provided $29 million in direct military
assistance and $300 million in "economic" aid to the Somoza dictatorship during its four-decade reign of
terror.[2] The United States authorized, funded, equipped, and supervised a paramilitary insurgency that killed
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22,495 Nicaraguans and kidnapped 8,616 others.[7] The United States imposed a unilateral embargo designed
to cripple Nicaragua's economy and reduce the government's legitimacy in the eyes of its population,
contributing directly to the Sandinista government's 1990 electoral defeat.[13] Even in the contemporary
period, the United States has imposed successive sanctions regimes that, while intended to pressure
authoritarian governance, have had the effect of increasing suffering among civilian populations.[13]

The historical irony is substantial: the United States, after a century of intervention, claims to seek democracy,
development, and human rights in Nicaragua, yet the mechanisms it has deployed-military support for
dictatorships, paramilitary insurgency, unilateral economic embargo, and sanctions regimes-have consistently
undermined democracy, impeded development, and produced human rights violations on a massive scale. The
patterns of intervention have been remarkably consistent across administrations: support for conservative
regimes aligned with U.S. interests, opposition to nationalist or leftist movements perceived as threatening
American strategic interests, use of economic leverage to constrain policy options available to Nicaraguan
governments, and rhetorical framing of U.S. actions as serving the Nicaraguan people's interests even when
the documented effects have been profoundly harmful.

A century of U.S. policy toward Nicaragua has produced neither stable democracy nor sustainable
development. Instead, the intervention record demonstrates how external powers can, through systematic
pressure and support for friendly regimes, perpetuate authoritarianism, retard development, displace
populations, and create conditions of dependency that persist across generations. The contemporary crisis
involving the Ortega-Murillo dictatorship, while resulting from Nicaraguan political choices and the regime's
own authoritarian decisions, occurs within a context shaped by a century of U.S. dominance in Nicaragua's
economic and political affairs, the institutional legacies of military occupation and dictatorship, and the
structural inequalities perpetuated through trade agreements and development policies imposed from external
actors.

For policymakers and scholars seeking to understand Nicaragua's contemporary challenges, this historical
record offers essential context: the current crisis is not reducible to recent Nicaraguan political developments
alone, but rather emerges from a century-long relationship in which Nicaragua's internal institutions,
economic structure, and political culture have been shaped by external intervention in ways that have hindered
rather than promoted genuine development, autonomy, or democratic governance. Understanding this history
is essential for developing policies that do not repeat the patterns of the past and that genuinely respect
Nicaraguan self-determination and development aspirations.

---

References

[1] Nicaraguan Revolution - Wikipedia

[2] U.S.-Sponsored Genocide | Opinion - The Harvard Crimson

[3] Mexico, the United States, and the Onset of the Nicaraguan Revolution

[4] Nicaraguan Revolution (1978-1990) - American Archive

[5] Somoza family - Wikipedia

[6] A Review of The Sandinista Revolution: A Global Latin American History - Harvard

[7] Report On Human Costs Of War In Nicaragua, 1980-june 1987 - UNM Digital Repository

Page 17
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc.



[8] Iran-Contra affair - Wikipedia

[9] US economic sanctions against Sandinista Nicaragua - FES Library

[10] Contras - Wikipedia

[11] The Contras, Cocaine, and U.S. Covert Operations - National Security Archive

[12] Message to the Congress on Economic Sanctions Against Nicaragua - Reagan Library

[13] How Nicaragua Made Our Modern Foreign Policy - Fellow Travelers Blog

[14] Dominican Republic-Central America FTA (CAFTA-DR) - USTR

[15] U.S. Relations With Nicaragua - State Department

[18] Nicaragua: In Brief - Congress.gov

[19] Economic history of Nicaragua - Wikipedia

[20] Nicaragua - Sandinista, Revolution, Politics | Britannica

[21] Politics or Economics? International Migration during the... - PMC

[22] Historical Reprint: The Nicaraguan Revolution 1979-1990 - Socialist Alternative

[23] Nicaraguan Revolution - Wikipedia

[24] Crisis Prompts Record Emigration from Nicaragua - Migration Policy Institute

[25] NICARAGUA - USTR

[26] Violeta Chamorro - Wikipedia

[27] Procedure for the Establishment of a Firm and Lasting Peace in Central America - UN

[28] 2019 Investment Climate Statements: Nicaragua - State Department

[29] Neo-Liberal Nicaragua - THE BLANKET

[30] The Arias Peace Plan and the Esquipulas II Agreement - XCEPT Research

[31] National Guard (Nicaragua) - Wikipedia)

[32] Bryan-Chamorro Treaty - Wikipedia

[33] NICARAGUA: A TORTURED NATION - Historians Against the War

[34] Anastasio Somoza García - Wikipedia

[35] Message to the Senate Transmitting the Convention Terminating the Nicaraguan Canal Treaty

[36] Nicaragua 1978 - Introduction - Organization of American States

[37] Ortega, Politics, Revolution - Nicaragua - Britannica

[38] Rep. Salazar Introduces Bill to Restore Democracy in Nicaragua

[39] 2018 Nicaraguan Protests: President Ortega's Violent Crackdown - Hudson Institute

Page 18
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc.



[40] Nicaragua: In Brief - Congress.gov

[41] United States Actions To Promote Democracy in Nicaragua - State Department

[42] Nicaragua: Protests Leave Deadly Toll - Human Rights Watch

[43] U.S.-Sponsored Genocide - The Harvard Crimson

[44] 1954 Guatemalan coup d'état - Wikipedia

[45] Bay of Pigs Invasion - Wikipedia

[46] Nicaragua History - CountryReports

[47] CIA and Assassinations: The Guatemala 1954 Documents - National Security Archive

[48] Bay of Pigs Chronology - National Security Archive

[49] Growth and Chronic Poverty in Nicaragua - Chronic Poverty Research Centre

[50] Section 301 Investigation Report on Nicaragua's Acts, Policies - USTR

[51] Competing Claims: The Struggle for Title in Nicaragua - Vanderbilt Journal

[52] Nicaragua - World Bank Documents

[53] Nicaragua: In Brief - Congress.gov

[54] Nicaraguan Revolution (1978-1990) - American Archive

[55] Nicaragua (Contras) 1978-90 - Case Studies - Department of Defense_1978-90.PDF)

[56] Alliance for Progress (Alianza para el Progreso) - JFK Library

[57] Central American Common Market (CACM) - Britannica

[58] Nicaraguan Revolution - Wikipedia

[59] Summit Meeting Reviews Alliance's First Six Years - CQ Press

[60] The Central American Customs Union: potential economic and social impacts - CEPAL

Page 19
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc.


