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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This is one of three country reports that seek to evaluate Sida’s current Civil Society Strategy in practice. This 
Nicaragua study combines Reality Check observations from three distinct local contexts and key issues with 
meso-level research. It evaluates the current relevancy, alignment and feasibility of Sida’s strategy of 
facilitating enabling conditions for Nicaraguans living in poverty and marginalisation to improve the quality of 
their lives. Using power as a lens for analysis, the research team is interested in understanding the theories 
of change associated with Swedish CSOs and their partners, as well as determining what a human rights 
based perspective implies in the Nicaraguan context. Overall, our team looks at three locally specific 
development issues –food security and sovereignty, the rights of people with disabilities and indigenous 
rights. The report concludes with an overview of key findings as well as providing preliminary suggestions for 
addressing current gaps in Sida’s Civil Society Strategy.   
 
Country Context 
 
Nicaragua is one of the poorest countries in the Western Hemisphere, with 48% of its citizens living in 
poverty and 17% in extreme poverty. Despite sweeping political and economic reforms in recent years, the 
country continues to face challenges to poverty reduction and governance strategies as a result of a 
turbulent political history.  Nicaragua has historically been dependent on international aid and loans, with 
little positive correlation in economic growth or social welfare. In 2007, the government created the Councils 
of Citizen Power, which replaced existing structures for “direct democracy.” These councils, however, have 
been largely criticized for being clientelist and top-down in nature, and for ignoring existing decision-making 
structures. Given Nicaragua’s history, there is still a vibrant, highly diverse group of civil society 
organisations, networks and movements focusing on a broad range of political advocacy issues, including the 
rights of women and youth, health, education and the environment. While some of these initiatives have 
sought to challenge existing political hegemonies, many have been met with violent resistance by the state.  
 
Methodologies 
 
Methods used for this study include Reality Checks in three different regions of the country as well as meso-
level interviews with local and national CSOs and their partners to obtain a broader scope of the issues. 
Reality Check locations were chosen based on existing CSO partnerships with Swedish organisations as well 
as for their diversity of political, social and economic interests. In each location, the research team sought to 
live with and learn from host families and community members living in marginal situations regarding the 
issues, stories and experiences that they deemed important. Our team has attempted to take a gendered 
perspective in interpreting many of our core findings.  
 
Reality Checks – Food Sovereignty, People with Disabilities & Indigenous Rights  

The first Reality Check site took place in an isolated rural community within the North Pacific. As the 
community was vulnerable to problems of drought, our team was interested in the topic of food security and 
sovereignty. This issue has been hotly debated within Nicaraguan politics, largely due to the efforts of civil 
society organisations since 2004. Presently, an estimated 23% of children under 5 are malnourished 
throughout the country, and Nicaragua is experiencing an overall food deficit.  

The second Reality Check sought to learn from people with disabilities, living in a marginalised urban 
community.  While people living with disabilities in Nicaragua are currently experiencing greater political and 
social support than ever before, they still face substantial barriers to accessing rights - including access to 
education, health, transport and adequate employment. Women with disabilities are also particularly prone 
to being victims of violence.  

The third Reality Check took place in an indigenous community in the North Atlantic Autonomous Region. 
Indigenous communities in Nicaragua have been vulnerable to conflicts over land and resources and 
frequently face both socio-economic and cultural discrimination. While the government has recently 
approved various high-level policies to protect the rights of indigenous groups, communities continue to face 
barriers to accessing rights – such as adequate health care and relevant education. 
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Analysis  

1) Perceptions of Change to Enabling Conditions 

In the first location, while community members noted some positive changes in food security and 
sovereignty, these changes benefitted only a small number of people. At the same time, factors such as 
declining community solidarity, monetisation, migration and centralisation were creating disabling conditions 
for achieving food sovereignty. Individuals also stressed that they require improved access to land, 
education, health and employment as well as changes in gendered power relations that produce 
discrimination and violence. 
 
In learning from people with disabilities, we found, overall, that the community is optimistic about the 
changes being made in terms of improving access to education and training. However, they still require 
stable and formal-sector employment and the ability to be self-reliant.  
 
In the context of Indigenous rights, the team found that women often have their own organisations and a 
sense of equal rights. Negative changes to enabling conditions include disenchantment over a variety of 
failed projects (not Swedish-supported), conflicts over resource use and unaccountable leadership. 
Indigenous people continue to stress that they need access to education, health, employment and more 
responsive government.  

 

2) Meaning of a human rights based perspective in Nicaragua 

Overall, despite the political advancements in rights perspectives, a culture of colonial patronage and 
clientelism tend to prevail in Nicaragua. While people have a sense of rights, this awareness is often 
expressed in terms of conflict, frustration, resignation and conformity. While the majority of people with 
disabilities we spoke with appear to be very aware of institutional and legal gains for their community, it is 
likely that this awareness depends very much on the subjectivity of the rights holder. Another influence on 
people’s understanding of a human rights based perspective is reflected in criticisms of their organisations’ 
lack of accountability and transparency in the distribution of resources and employment opportunities. The 
indigenous community appears to be largely aware of macro-level rights of autonomy and territory, but, at 
the local level, continue to see themselves more as beneficiaries or clients. They do not generally trust 
political actors or spaces at any level. Thus, while on the one hand there is a sense of awareness, frustration, 
and discontent; there is also an overall sense of resignation and conformity to a patronage system.  

3) Actors contributing to enabling conditions 

In the North Pacific area, Swedish CSOs and their partners appear to be making plausible contributions to 
agricultural livelihoods through developing the productive capacities of small producers, improving access to 
trade and markets, encouraging diversification and facilitating access to education and information. 
Improvements to gender relations via women’s cooperatives may also be inferred, despite some notable 
weaknesses. There is still a tendency for local partner organizations (LPOs) to work through existing party 
and political structures, which is problematic since this approach reduces space for community participation 
and can be criticized for being welfarist and clientelist in nature. More work on expanding youth leadership 
and capacity development should be explored.  
 
In the team’s interaction with people with disabilities (PwD), we can infer that LPOs are contributing to 
access to education and training for the community, which in turn is contributing to a development of 
resilience, self-esteem, voice and self-sufficiency. While policies have shifted in favour of PwD at the national 
level, substantive changes in family and community attitudes towards this community must follow.  
 
In the North Atlantic, we can infer that LPOs and Swedish CSOs are contributing to indigenous rights to 
autonomy and resolving larger territorial conflicts; however it is not clear how they are contributing to inter-
community conflicts or intra-community power abuses. These organisations have also worked to support 
training in governance and rights. One LPO is addressing the need to strengthen the leadership capacities of 
women and youth and some work is being done on gender-based violence. LPOs are not addressing 
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economic issues, access to secondary education or support for women’s productive work; nor are they 
working to enhance existing indigenous cultural practices.  
 
4) Relevance, Alignment & Feasibility of Civil Society Strategy as implemented by Swedish CSOs & Partners  

In its simplest form, food sovereignty is inherently rights-oriented. However, in the North Pacific region, 
there is an insufficient distinction between food security (more concerned with food supply) and food 
sovereignty (a complex medley of the right to the production and distribution of the food supply, which 
inherently values local knowledge). As a result, there is a tendency towards fragmented, results-based 
visioning that reduces this issue to a more technical/welfarist approach. Going forward, a gender analysis 
might bring greater alignment to this concept. In addition, the current focus on para-state and party 
structures is problematic since it appears to be the precedent over fostering autonomous spaces for open 
citizens’ participation. There is a need to recognise other existing layers and forms of social-political relations 
that contribute to resilience.  
 
On the theme of disabilities, the current focus on education and training is relevant – but does not 
necessarily fulfil the conditions necessary for accessing employment. Thus, there is the need for 
complementary strategies. Up to this point, there has been success in influencing national-level policies 
surrounding the securing of rights for people with disabilities, but much less work has been done on 
challenging everyday cultural discrimination against the community. Going forward, CSO Theories of change 
should provide more of a focus on fostering a sense of citizenship for people with disabilities – including self-
esteem, empowerment, mobility and autonomy.  
 
The relevancy of CSOs’ human rights strategies for indigenous communities has been important on a larger 
scale, but seemingly less so within the communities themselves. Therefore, CSOs might consider integrating 
policies that are more consistent with local culture and realities, and which assist in building both a local and 
national identity for indigenous communities. While it is encouraging that LPOs are beginning to address 
issues of leadership, gender and change within communities, the tendency is to take a more legalistic stance 
towards these issues, instead of aligning them with a focus on participation, transparency and accountability 
within communities.  
 

Conclusion  

All in all, our team’s analysis of key findings suggests that Sida’s Civil Society Strategy is generally relevant to 
the present context of Nicaragua. However, a creative process of re-examining what is meant by ‘civil 
society’ and ‘citizen participation’ will be critical in preserving space to promote pluralism, vibrancy and 
critical participation at all levels. We would suggest that beyond the 4 immediate strategic principles of the 
HRBA (participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability), a deeper discussion of these gaps 
might include the exploration of individual and collective autonomy, agency and interdependence as defining 
concepts for the development of this “vibrancy and pluralism.” 
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ABBREVIATIONS 
  

ALBA Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América (Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of Our America 

CBO Community Based Organisation 
CFV Consejos de la Familia y la Vida (Councils for the Family and for Life) 
COMUSSAN Comisiones Municipales de Soberanía y Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional (Municipal 

Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and Security Committees  
CPC Consejos de Poder Ciudadano (Councils for Citizen´s Power) 
CS Civil  Society 
CSO Civil  Society Organisation 
DR-CAFTA Dominican Republic, Central America, United States Free Trade Agreement 
DRR Disaster Risk Reduction 
FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations 
FECONORI La Federación de Asociaciones de Personas con Discapacidad (Federation of Associations 

of People with Disabilities) 
FEDCOPAN Federación Deportiva del Comité Paralímpico Nicaragüense (Sports Federation of 

Nicaraguan Paralympic Committee) 
FEMUCADI Federación de Mujeres con Capacidades Diferentes (Federation of Women with Different 

Capacities) 
FSLN Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (Sandinista National Liberation Front) 
GFSV Gabinetes de la Familia, la Salud y la Vida (Cabinets of the Family, Health and Life) 
GISSAN Grupo de Interés por la Soberanía y Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional (Interest Group 

for Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and Security 
GTI Gobierno Territorial Indígena (Indigenous Territorial Government) 
HRBA Human Rights Based Approach 
IDS Institute for Development Studies at the University of Sussex 
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development 
ILO International Labour Organisation 
IMF International Monetary Fund 
INATEC Instituto Nacional Tecnológico (National Technological Institute) 
INGO International Non-Governmental Organisation 
INJUDE Instituto Nicaraguense de Juventud y Deporte (Nicaraguan Institute for Youth and Sport) 
IOD-PARC International Organisation Development Ltd 
LGBT Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
LPO Local Partner Organisation 
LWF Lutheran World Federation 
MDG Millenium Development Goals 
MINED Ministerio de Educación (Ministry of Education) 
NGO Non Governmental Organisation 
ONCE Organización Nacional de Ciegos Españoles (Spanish National Organisation of the Blind) 
PDDHH Procuraduría para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos (Ombudsperson’s Office for the 

Defence of Human Rights) 
PNDH Plan Nacional de Desarrollo Humano (National Human Development Plan) 
PwD People with Disabilities 
RAAN Región Autónoma del Atlantico Norte (North Atlantic Autonous Region of Nicaragua) 
RAAS Región Autónoma del Atlantico Sur (South Atlantic Autonous Region of Nicaragua) 
RC Reality Check 
SEAR Sistema Educativo  Autonómico Regional (Regional Autonomous Education System) 
SENA Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje (National Learning Service) 
SFO Swedish Framework Organisation 
SIDA Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
SIPU Swedish Institute for Public Administration 
SSAN Soberanía y Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional (Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and 

Security 
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ToC Theory of Change 
WFP United Nations World Food Programme 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

This report presents the results of the first round of the Reality Check Evaluation by IDS/IOD-PARC/SIPU1 on 
SIDA’s Civil Society Strategy in Nicaragua. Through this strategy Swedish development cooperation aims to 
support ‘a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in developing countries that contributes effectively, using a 
rights-based approach, to reducing poverty in all its dimensions’ and to create conditions that will ‘enable 
people living in poverty to improve their lives’.2 The strategy has two related aims: strengthened civil society 
capacity to apply a human rights based approach to voice and service provision; and enhanced 
democratization and respect for human rights. The human rights based approach (or HRBA hereafter) 
focuses on the four principles of transparency, participation, non-discrimination and accountability. Poverty 
is defined as ‘a condition where people are deprived of the opportunity to decide over their own lives and 
create their own future. A lack of power, security and opportunity is at the core of poverty. Poverty is 
dynamic, multidimensional and context-specific’.3 This understanding creates a structure of expectation 
about what should be changing if poverty is to be reduced, and implies a ‘theory of change’ for organisations 
seeking to implement and report progress on Swedish cooperation aims.   

The Nicaragua report is one of three country reports contributing to the consultancy team´s global analysis, 
the other two being from Pakistan and Uganda. The inception phase of the research piloted the “Reality 
Check” (RC) methodology and involved researchers being immersed in three specific community sites after 
which the information was gathered and taken into a “Meso level” study of different agents involved in the 
areas and issues of the particular RC sites. For this “first round” the experience in each pilot site was revised 
in terms of viability and suitability. As a result, only one of the pilot sites was revisited (North Pacific) and two 
new sites were established. The site that explored the reality of PwD was focused more specifically on the 
community of blind people and their families. The North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN) site was shifted 
to a more representative isolated community that offered richer findings than the first community that was 
studied. 
  

                                                           
1 IDS Institute for Development Studies (UK);  IOD/PARC International Organisation Development Ltd (UK) and SIPU Swedish Institute for Public 
Administration (Sweden) 
2 Government of Sweden, 2009, Strategy for Support via Swedish Civil Society Organizations 2010‐2014. See: 
http://www.sida.se/Global/Partners/The%20Civil%20Society/Policy%20Sweden%20Support%20Civil%20Society%202009.pdf 
3 Billing, Anneke (2011) Support to Civil Society Within Swedish Development Cooperation, Perspectives No. 20, University of Gothenberg 

http://www.sida.se/Global/Partners/The%20Civil%20Society/Policy%20Sweden%20Support%20Civil%20Society%202009.pdf
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2. COUNTRY CONTEXT, KEY ISSUES AND SELECTED SITES 

2.1 Overall country context 

Nicaragua is the largest country in Central America, with an extension of 129,494 square kilometres and a 
population of 5.7 million4.  Geographically, it is divided into three main regions: the Pacific lowlands, 
characterized by largely flat terrain with a ridge of active volcanoes along the Pacific coast; the eastern 
Caribbean lowlands, constituting almost half of national territory and largely covered by tropical rain forest, 
pine savannas, and swampland linked to the river deltas; and between the two, the central and northern 
highlands, with sharp relief and numerous, small, mountainous valleys. Nicaragua has been historically 
affected by intense volcanic activity as it is situated above two tectonic plates, and is highly vulnerable to 
regional tropical storms and hurricanes. In addition to high quality agricultural land, Nicaragua has 
considerable geothermal, hydroelectric, and mineral resource potential, as well as the two largest freshwater 
lakes in the region. Coffee (18.9%), meat (18.7%) and gold (16%) constitute Nicaragua principal exports5, with 
annual remittance incomes totalling approximately US$ 800 million.  

Despite its economic potential, Nicaragua continues to be the poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere 
after Haiti and Honduras, with 48% of the population living in poverty. Of the nation's poor, 17 percent live in 
extreme poverty, earning less than US $185 per year. In the UN Human Development Index, Nicaragua ranks 
129 out of 187 countries6. Despite sweeping political and economic change over the last four decades, 
Nicaragua continues to face significant challenges in governance and poverty reduction, as a product of its 
turbulent political history.  Continued social conflict, exclusion and uneven distribution of economic 
resources and political power have constrained any efforts towards sustainable development. 

Like its neighbours in Central America, Nicaragua’s history7 was tightly linked to the development of 
agricultural export commodities, an agrarian-based elite, the successive military regimes required to 
maintain them, growing popular resistance and the role of the US as a key actor in the Central American 
region, due to economic and geopolitical interests. The pressures accumulated over the previous half century 
erupted in 1979 with the Sandinista Revolution, which overthrew the long-standing Somoza dictatorship and 
set in motion wide ranging social, economic, political and cultural changes. The new government pursued a 
policy of economic self-sufficiency and initially sought to transform the distribution of wealth and structures 
of power within the context of a mixed economy. Nationalising the financial system and the foreign trade 
sector, they embarked on programmes for agrarian reform, agricultural development, literacy, education and 
health by mobilising broad sectors of society that had previously been excluded. Growing US hostility to the 
Sandinista project led it to impose a trade embargo and finance a counterrevolutionary insurgency (known as 
the Contras). These factors combined with raging inflation, an unpopular obligatory military draft, severe 
shortages, strict foreign exchange measures, the beginnings of structural adjustment and differences over 
the use and abuse of power and contributed to the Sandinistas loss at the polls in 1990.   

The following three governments of Violeta Chamorro, Arnoldo Aleman, and Enrique Bolaños placed 
Nicaragua on an economic policy path firmly in line with the “Washington Consensus” and IMF policies linked 
to the renegotiation of Nicaragua’s US$ 9.9 billion foreign debt. In 1991 structural adjustment was deepened 
with privatisation of state programmes. In 1999, unsustainably high levels of external debt qualified 
Nicaragua for the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) which eased the debt burden and 
committed Nicaragua to a continuous IMF economic reform agenda.  While the economy grew steadily from 
1990 to 20108 with an average annual GDP growth rate of 3.24 percent, its impact on poverty was limited, as 
both poverty and extreme poverty declined by only 7.8 percent and 5.2 percent respectively, from 1993 to 
2009. From 1990 onwards the country’s insertion into economic and cultural globalisation increased the 
population’s personal debt load through increased consumerism and access to credit. This especially affects 
young people, even when most cannot afford to consume imported goods. As in many parts of the globalised 
world, corruption is growing and the gap between the rich minority and the poor majority is expanding.  

                                                           
4 See map Appendix 1 
5 2011. CEPAL. 
6 UNDP. Human Development Report 2012. 
7 The very different contours of the history of Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast, characterized by the cultural distinctness of Coast’s ethnic groups, its unique 
economic and social formation, the historical tensions with mestizo national majority, and the autonomy aspirations of the Coastal population, have 
contributed to the contrasting features of the development challenges faced on the Atlantic Coast. 
8 Except in 2009 during the global crisis. 
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During this period the FSLN was in the opposition, but in 2000 established a political pact with President 
Arnoldo Aleman of the Constitutional Liberal Party (PLC). Through a series of constitutional reforms, this pact 
enabled the two leaders to divide up political control of key state institutions between them, and thus 
dominate the Supreme Court, the Judiciary and the Supreme Electoral Council among others. The six year 
duration of “The Pact” was marked by continual political crises and is widely analysed as having undermined 
democratic governance, transparency and accountability, while compromising the separation of state 
powers as a fundamental constitutional principle. The Pact also led to a renegotiation of the electoral law, 
which resulted in the 2006 re-election of FSLN candidate Daniel Ortega as President with only 38 percent of 
the vote, without being forced to a second round. Highly questioned municipal elections followed in 2007, 
sharply dividing public opinion, which was further polarized by a Supreme Court decision breaking with the 
1987 constitution to enable the re-election of Ortega in 2011.9 

The principal strategic objectives and broad goals of Nicaragua’s 2007 National Human Development Plan 
(PNDH) were stated as “macroeconomic and financial stability, restitution of rights that generate social 
welfare and equity, strengthening of a production strategy for economic growth, environmental protection, 
and the development of the Caribbean Coast, with the support of good public management10”. While 
conforming closely to IMF macroeconomic policy requirements, the Nicaraguan government implemented a 
range of policies focused on the poorest population groups, including implementation of a food security 
strategy in rural areas (Hambre Cero); seeking to ensure free health and education services; introducing a 
new National Social Welfare System; and creating diverse anti-poverty programs. Some policies have shown 
results. In their 2010 report, the FAO11 and the WFP12 stated that Nicaragua had already met the first of its 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with regard to the reduction of malnutrition. Other policies have 
been criticised as being welfarist (“assistentialist”) in nature, as well as showing political bias in the allocation 
and distribution of productive inputs and services.    

Nicaragua has historically been highly dependent upon international aid, with the attendant consequences 
for indebtedness, and with disappointing results for economic growth and social welfare. By 1991, 
Nicaragua’s total foreign debt was US$ 9.9 billion, $6.7 billion owed to foreign governments, and 3.2 billion 
to multilateral lending institutions, commercial banks and other lenders. Later that year, Nicaragua emerged 
from negotiations with the Paris Club with a 75% debt reduction, although total debt payments for 1992 
were still half of export income. Between 1992 and 2009, Nicaragua received almost US$ 10.6 billion in loans 
and donations, again raising serious questions as to the long term effectiveness of such significant transfers.  

With the election of Daniel Ortega in 2007, and Nicaragua’s inclusion in the ALBA13 regional system, the 
donor landscape, and the pattern and structure of international aid, were significantly reconfigured with 
strong new actors such as Venezuela, China (Taiwan), Korea,  Mexico,  Russia, and Argentina, with distinct 
approaches. Very substantial Venezuelan aid (estimated at US$ 600 million a year) was channelled through 
the private company of ALBANISA14 and other mechanisms, provoking significant public debate about the 
political implications and lack of transparency of this privately managed discretionary budget outside 
parliamentary control. By 2009, signs of “donor fatigue” had set in for some members of the traditional 
donor community, with a deceleration in aid, attributed to a variety of factors including continued 
governance concerns and institutional weaknesses in the separation of state powers; perceived corruption in 
the public sector; lack of political dialogue; discontinuity in governmental programs; limited progress in 
poverty reduction and a general migration of bilateral agencies away from Latin America,. The departure of 
key historical European donors, such as the Nordic countries, had a significant impact on the NGO 
community, some of whom had been recipients of strong support since the early 1990s.   

The two successive FSLN administrations have been characterised by the subordination of state institutions 
to the hegemonic and centralised power of the governing party. In 2007, the FSLN government created a 
new model of citizen participation by Executive Decree, known as the Councils of Citizen Power (CPCs), which 
sought to provide a new structure for social participation and “direct democracy”. From the outset, the 
creation of the CPCs was a source of controversy. Key civil society actors and other national and international 

                                                           
9Hansen, Inge Merete, y Carlos Riba.(2012) El Fortalecimiento del Programa de Diakonia en Nicaragua. 
10 P. 57, IMF, Nicaragua Poverty reduction Strategy Paper. 2010. 
11 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and the U.N. World Food Programme 
12 United Nations World Food Programme 
13 The Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America  
14 ALBA de Nicaragua, S.A  
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researchers observed that the CPCs duplicated structures already established in 2003 under the Citizens 
Participation Law. These criticisms increased when the CPCs were expanded into 16 member Citizen Power 
Cabinets (GPC) that duplicated the legal functions of municipal and community councils and violated the 
Municipal Autonomy Law by creating mechanisms for decision-making through national FSLN leadership 
structures. They were also criticised for their use as channels for political clientelism and as a centrepiece of 
FSLN policy in promoting its electoral objectives and expanding its political hegemony. The CPC structures 
have now been reduced in size and re-named as “Councils of the Family” and “Cabinets of the Family, Health 
and Life” (GFSV).   

The last half decade in Nicaragua has also seen progressively shrinking space for the NGO community and for 
the organisation of autonomous social movements. However, given Nicaragua´s history, there is still a 
vibrant, highly diverse group of organizations (NGOs and others), networks and movements focusing on a 
broad range of political advocacy issues including: women’s rights, gender, civil and political rights, youth 
issues, sexual diversity, local development, health, education and the environment. A number of these 
organizations, especially those more highly organised in networks and movements, have come into sharp 
conflict with government policies and positions since 2007, arguing that they violate the Constitution and 
women’s rights as citizens.15 Some recent confrontations have ended in police repression and violent 
reprisals from FSLN sympathisers and the municipal government in Managua. The atmosphere of violence, 
especially at local levels, is not only reducing space for political opposition, but is also threatening the very 
existence of independent civil society. Local initiatives linked to independent organizations and movements 
have been blocked unless they develop organizational links with party structures. 

Nicaragua can be considered still to be a post-war country, in which institutions are fragile, rarely 
independent, access to justice is difficult, political and gender violence continue as constants, authoritarian 
political culture is prevalent, polarisation easily resurfaces and arms caches continue to exist among the 
population.  

2.2 Summary of Swedish support for Civil Society in Nicaragua 

Swedish bilateral aid with Nicaragua developed over a period of 28 years, but was withdrawn in 2007 as part 
of a general review of aid. This was perceived to be linked to differences with the Ortega government over 
women’s and other democratic rights16. Nevertheless, Swedish non-governmental aid organisations of 
different kinds continue to have an important presence and influence in multiple arenas. SIDA´s approach to 
poverty reduction continues to support Swedish Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) with a broad range of 
Nicaraguan Local Partner Organisations (LPOs)17 working on local, national, regional levels in the following 
interrelated areas18:  

 

                                                           
15 Nicaraguan feminists and other social organisations have pointed to the introduction of religious dogma in governmental policies, the total ban on 
abortions and more recently the imposition of mediation for cases of domestic violence as examples. 
16 Ibid pp. 5-6 
17 Local Partner Organisations that have a funding relationship to Swedish CSOs involved in SIDA´s Civil Society Strategy. These partners are Civil 
Society Organisations that include local, regional and national NGOs, coordinating bodies, networks and movements, academic institutions, 
cooperatives, trade unions and churches. 
18 It is notable that the issue of sexual diversity is not visible as a theme area in the documents received by the country team, given the Swedish 
position on this. 

Key issue areas Specific issues identified 

Emergency aid & 
disasters 

Emergency relief, subsistence food production, disaster prevention/mitigation, risk reduction 
& management 

Climate/environment Climate change including drought, climate justice, eco-sustainable development, alternative 
energy 

Livelihoods:  Ecological & organic agriculture, rural markets, production chains, entrepreneurship & 
market insertion, agro-industry, organisational representation as producers (women and 
men) & networks 

Basic resources:  Food security/sovereignty, water and participation, access to services 

Health:  
 

HIV-AIDS prevention and attitudes, reproductive health and community strategies, sexual 
and reproductive rights, social psychology, mental and emotional health 

Education: Literacy, ethnicity and gender in education, equality for PwD, the environment, educational 
rights and alternative educational models 

Citizenship & 
democracy 

Advocacy: participation strategies, alliance-building, social movements 

Gender: Women’s rights and citizenship, empowerment, non-violence, masculinity, organisation and 
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media, gender mainstreaming 

Youth and children Citizenship rights, children’s rights, youth at risk - gangs, violence, drug abuse, personal and 
organisational development, networking and inter-institutional coordination 

People with disability Organisational strengthening and democracy, legal and human rights, service access, sign 
language 

Indigenous peoples’ 
rights 

Autonomy, territorial rights and governance, indigenous solidarity in Central America 

Cooperativism Self-management, business/labour and competitive capacities, exports, production, fair 
trade, gender and organisational strengthening, housing, self-help, finance and credit 

Labour and 
community rights 

Organisational development for trade unions, neighbourhood movement, recreation, 
leadership, migration 

Churches Institutional strengthening, strategic planning, church advocacy & alliances, ecumenical 
networks. 
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2.3 Site selection 
 

RC sites Community RC CBO level
19

  Local /municipal  
LPO

20
  

National/Region
al LPO 

Swedish Framework 
Organisation SFO

21
 

North Pacific  
RC site 

Subjects: people 
in an isolated 
rural community 
vulnerable to 
problems of 
drought and close 
to a border.  

2 Community 
based 
organisations 
(CBOs): Consejo 
de Poder 
Ciudadano 
(CPC), 
Women’s 
cooperative 
(discontinued). 

3 Local partner 
organisations 
(LPOs): Agro-
ecology NGO

22
, 

youth NGO and 
women’s NGO 

2 Local partner 
organisations 
(LPOs): 
Protestant/ 
evangelical  
alliance, Platform 
for solidarity 
economy 
(discontinued). 

Lutheran World Federation 
(LWF), Church of Sweden 
and We Effect 

Disability site Subjects: people 
living with 
disability in a 
marginalised 
urban community 
vulnerable to 
socio-economic 
discrimination 

4 LPOs: Deaf people’s organisation (ex-LPO), blind people’s 
organisation, blind-deaf people’s organisation, federation 
of organisations of people with disabilities  

MyRight (formerly SHIA) 

North 
Atlantic 
Autonomous 
Region 
(RAAN) 

Subjects: people 
in an indigenous 
community 
vulnerable to 
conflicts over land 
& resources,  
socio-economic & 
cultural 
discrimination. 

2 LPOs: Human and 
territorial rights NGO, 
Human, citizens’ and 
autonomy rights NGO  

1 National LPO Diakonia 

 

2.4 Background on key issues in the Nicaraguan context 

 Key issue: Food security and sovereignty  

On a world scale, increased globalization and the shift toward large-scale export agriculture, bio-fuels and 
biotech crop production, have generated a growing international debate on the implications for food supply 
and the issue of Food Sovereignty.23 In Nicaragua this issue is central as the agrarian sector has always been 
of critical importance in the national economy. Even so, there is a food deficit, and imports of foodstuffs 
represent 16.3 percent of merchandise imports. The structural poverty in which especially rural households 
are immersed is exacerbated by high global food prices; the unequal impact of climate change and loss of 
biodiversity on the fragile land of many basic grains producers and subsistence farmers; and the precarious, 
poorly paid, and informal character of much of the available employment.24 The IFAD has noted “Households 
headed by women, young people under 15 years of age and indigenous people are among the poorest and 
most disadvantaged groups in rural Nicaragua”. The Nicaraguan National Survey of Demographics and Health 
(ENDESA 2007) states that 23 percent of children under the age of 5 are undernourished, percentages that 
rise to 28-38 percent in the departments of Nueva Segovia, Matagalpa, Madriz, Jinotega and the RAAN.  The 
impact of structural adjustment policies in the 1990s on the small farming sector has been characterized as 
largely adverse, due to a reduction in credit, technical assistance and access to land; rising input costs and 

                                                           
19 CBO or community-based organisation refers to a self-development organisation made up of people who live and work in a small local community 
who may or may not have access to development funds. 
20 LPO or Local Partner Organisation, refers to organisations that have a funding relationship to Swedish CSOs involved in SIDA´s Civil Society Strategy. 
21 SFO refers to Swedish Framework Organisations that are working together as Civil Society Organisations with SIDA´s Civil Society Strategy. 
22 NGO or Non Governmental Organisation, refers to a development organisation with legal status under national law that works on a municipal, inter-
municipal, departmental or national level projects funded by international cooperation and aid agencies.  
23 Altieri, M.(2010)“Agroecology, Small Farms,and Food Sovereignty.”Agroeco.org.  
24 UCA/Oxfam/Crece: Desafios desde la Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional en Nicaragua. http://www.oxfamblogs.org/lac/wp-
content/uploads/2013/05/Desaf%C3%ADos-desde-la-seguridad-alimentaria-y-nutricional-en-Nicaragua.pdf 

http://www.oxfamblogs.org/lac/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Desaf%C3%ADos-desde-la-seguridad-alimentaria-y-nutricional-en-Nicaragua.pdf
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/lac/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Desaf%C3%ADos-desde-la-seguridad-alimentaria-y-nutricional-en-Nicaragua.pdf
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lower prices; and through its broad exclusion from the benefited agro-export sector due to lack of 
resources.25 Several studies have suggested that DR-CAFTA, agreement26 that went into effect in 2006 largely 
benefited the traditional agro-export sector, and “came at the expense of incomes and jobs among small 
holders”27. Under the present government some limited gains have been made in meeting the first 
Millennium Development Goal. The centrepiece of their food strategy is the Zero Hunger Productive Food 
Programme (Hambre Cero) which seeks to provide basic production inputs to 75,000 small producer 
households, with women and indigenous people as a priority. While Hambre Cero has been recognized as an 
advance, numerous analyses have pointed to deficiencies in design and execution.28 Among the issues raised 
are: 1) lack of public transparency with respect to resource use, financing, contracts, the purchase and 
provision of goods and services, and results; 2) limitations in the efficiency of the technical assistance; 3) 
clear political bias in the allocation and distribution of productive inputs and services; and 4) limited 
sustainable economic impact. Civil society efforts to place the issue of food sovereignty in the arena of 
debate had been underway since 2004, spearheaded by the Interest Group for Food and Nutritional 
Sovereignty and Security (GISSAN) that has over 30 member organizations. GISSAN and other sectors 
undertook extensive consultative and lobbying to promote Law 693: Nutritional and Food Sovereignty and 
Security (SSAN), passed in 2009. While the legal framework may offer a useful institutional structure, the 
government appears not to be using it for policymaking, preferring to prioritize the programmes that form 
part of its own human development plan. 

Key issue: People with disabilities 

10.3 % of the Nicaraguan population over 6 years of age, or 461,000 Nicaraguans, have some form of 
disability,29and according to FECONORI, the federation of PwD organisations, 4% of the population have a 
severe disability, of whom 75% experience problems in mobility. The Disability Ombudsperson office 
(PDDHH) has stated that these figures must be understood in their widest sense because “the special 
problems and the need for support cover not only the disabled member of the family, but the whole family 
itself, creating a chain of specific needs that must be satisfied.”30 While there is greater visibility, leadership 
and participation than ever before, people with disabilities continue to face diverse obstacles in achieving 
respect for their rights that tie them to situations of poverty. These include daily and institutional forms of 
discrimination that complicate access to education, health, transport services and adequate employment. 
The barrier to education is a decisive factor in social and economic exclusion. While illiteracy among the 
population as a whole is 22%, this reaches 44% for people with disabilities. Only 38% finish primary 
education and 10% secondary31. While 46% of the population are unemployed, this reaches almost two 
thirds among PwD32. Women with disabilities face a double disadvantage with respect to public services and 
are exposed to diverse forms of violence. According to FEMUCADI “In the region where the highest number 
of cases [of violence] occur, 40% were against women with disabilities.”33 

In addition to the rights enshrined in the Constitution, Law 202 was approved in 1995 for the “Prevention, 
Rehabilitation, and Establishment of Comparable Opportunities for People with Disabilities34” aimed at 
ensuring the “The state and society at large must take up and guarantee opportunities for people with 
disabilities in equality with the rest of the population.” By 2006, organizations of people with disabilities 
developed a series of initiatives to reform the law which was seen as having a biomedical focus rather than 
an integrated focus with mechanisms for implementation. In 2011 the law was reformed by the passing of 
the Law for the Rights of People with Disability35, which establishes these mechanisms through the creation 
of the Secretariat for Promotion and Articulation (part of the President’s Office), a National Council, and 

                                                           
25 Hendersen, Heath. (2012) Nicaragua, the Food Crisis, and the Future of Smallholder Agriculture. Ph.D. Thesis, American University, Washington, DC. 
26 Signed between five Central American countries (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua), the Dominican Republic, and the 
United States in 2004 
27 Ibid, Sanchez and Vos, as cited in Hendersen. 
28 Instituto de Estudios Estratégicos y Políticas Públicas. (2011). Hambre Cero: Avances y Desafíos Tercer Informe de Evaluación del Programa 
Productivo Agropecuario. Managua, Nicaragua, y Larracoechea, Edurne Las mujeres en las nuevas políticas sociales de América Latina: el caso del 
“Hambre Cero”en la Nicaragua actual, Grupo Venancia, Matagalpa, Nicaragua 2010 
29 ENDIS. (2003) Nicaraguan Survey of People with Disabilities,  Managua, Nicaragua. 
30 PDDHH Ombudsperson for People with Disabilities, Rosa Salgado   
31 Shia. (2011) Programa de Pais - Nicaragua 2011-2013/4. 
32 Martinez Garcia, Amaya. (2011). La discapacidad en Nicaragua –una realidad.(One World Action, Femucadi, DFID). P.28. 
33 P.28. Martinez Garcia, op cit. 
34 Ley de Prevención, Rehabilitación y Equiparación de Oportunidades para las Personas con Discapacidad - Law No. 202, Approved 23rd of August 
1995 
35 Ley 763 Ley de los Derechos de las Personas con Discapacidad 2011 
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regional and municipal bodies. It also established planning and budget resource assignment for all state 
entities to guarantee the application and compliance with the law. To date, these mechanisms have not 
come into effect. Civil society organisations for the disabled continue to be active in this arena.  

Key issue: Indigenous rights in the Caribbean Coast  

The colonial presence of Spain in the Pacific region and England in the Atlantic marked distinct histories in 
terms of relations between the internal population and these external agents. This later became 
consolidated in Nicaragua as two large territories, each with particular cultural social, political and economic 
dynamics. The Caribbean region, covering approximately 50% of national territory, is home to three 
indigenous peoples (125,869 Miskitos, 19,370 Mayangnas and 1,290 Ramas), two afro-descendent peoples 
(27,197 Creoles and 4,069 Garifunas) and a Mestizo population (560,747)36 that is not recognised by the 
state as having cultural particularity nor collective rights, but is classified mechanically as an ethnic group in 
the Autonomy statutes. 

Indigenous rights have only been recognised recently. Since halfway through the 19th Century until the FSLN 
overthrew the Somoza dictatorship and took power in 1979, the laws and decrees related to the indigenous 
were fundamentally impositions of land control, purchases, sales and ownership. This was understood as an 
issue of national territory in which the state supervised and granted limited benefits, for example the right of 
each indigenous family to have four manzanas37 of land.  

In 1981 the literacy campaign by the new Sandinista state was implemented in the communities using their 
own languages, as a first gesture of respect for indigenous rights. However, territorial administration and 
natural resources continued under the ethnocentric control of the national government. This situation 
worsened in the following years with the “Contra War” and the forced evacuation of the Coco River, 
generating a vicious circle of discontent, mistrust, military raids and even greater territorial control over the 
population. Peace negotiations in the region were accompanied by a Sandinista governmental discussion of 
the Autonomy Law that, for the national government, meant transferring the armed conflict into an 
exclusively political terrain and this enabled indigenous representatives to ensure, at least in discourse, the 
mention of cultural and collective rights. For most of the indigenous communities, the autonomy project 
generated the expectation of improving living conditions, legitimising their cultural differences faced with 
abuses by the state, but above all, the possibility of thousands of refugees returning to their original 
communities and being able to move freely within their territories.   

In 1987 the Autonomy Law 28, was approved. For the first time in the country´s history the ethnic diversity of 
the Caribbean Coast population was recognised as a constituent of national identity and formed the legal 
basis on which the RAAN and the RAAS were created as administering entities for certain levels of self-
government. Nevertheless, little was said in the new law about how this was to be implemented in practice. 
Regulations for the Autonomy Law were not approved until 2003. This same year Law 445 was approved that 
established the communal property of the indigenous and ethnic communities of the autonomous regions 
and of the Bocay, Coco, Indio and Maize Rivers. By 2007, 17 of 24 ‘territorial blocks’ were defined, mapped 
and their titles were registered. These titles give the communities a certain legal security faced with external 
agents, as well as specifying the functions of community authorities institutionalised as a new political entity 
– the GTI or Indigenous Territorial Governments, although in pre-existing territorial blocks these functions 
were carried out by community leaders known as the Síndicos. The process of restructuring (saneamiento) to 
ensure these changes has yet to be implemented throughout the territories38, an essential step to ensure 
effective collective rights and to halt the invasion of outside agricultural and cattle farming interests. 

In 2006, the General Law on Education was passed which created the Autonomous Regions’ Educational 
System (SEAR), to implement bilingual education in the communities and to guarantee teaching in the 
maternal language in Primary Schools. Paradoxically the main problem in the communities is that most 
teachers don´t speak Spanish, and for this reason students that finish their basic education don´t learn this 

                                                           
36 See  González, Miguel; Bovollen, Hans Petter y Fruhling, Pierre (2007) Etnicidad y Nación. El desarrollo de la autonomía de la Costa Atlántica de 
Nicaragua (1987-2007), F&G Editores, Guatemala. 
37 1 manzana [Nicaragua] = 0.704 4 hectare 
38  Following Claus Kjaerby  (2013: 90) in which he states that restructuring (saneamiento) refers to the process of conflict resolution with third parties 
about land ownership within the perimeter of territories that have already been designated to indigenous communities. 
 

 



17 
 

language. This implies a barrier for their study at secondary and post-secondary levels, or in communicating 
with outside agents. In 2007 the UN approved the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
Nicaragua voted in favour and while this is not a binding agreement it represents a key reference for the 
Nicaraguan State when establishing policies or other measures that affect the indigenous population. In 2010 
the government ratified Convention 169 of the ILO which establishes a long term instrument for the 
legitimacy and defence of collective rights of indigenous populations and their recognition as peoples, with 
the implication this has in terms of self-determination.  

3. METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS  

3.1 Conceptual framework 
Taking into account Sida’s policy and CSO strategy, and its theory of change with regard to the role of CSOs 
and of people living in poverty in creating the conditions for change, the evaluation team is using a 
conceptual framework based on an analysis of power and of changes in the multiple dimensions of poverty as 
reflected in different domains of people’s lived experience (social, economic, political, civic, cultural, 
environmental, etc.) and the realisation of human-rights based approaches (transparency, participation, non-
discrimination and accountability).39  
 
The Nicaragua team’s understanding of civil society includes all forms of social engagement and organisation 
of the citizens in their society: active citizenship, community based organisations, cooperatives, trade unions, 
networks and social movements, NGOs and others involved in conscious processes to defend human rights 
and intervene in governance. The measure of success of civil society is the ability of these citizens to sustain 
independent critical positions and act upon them to influence processes of social and political change both as 
individuals and in collective organisation.  
We are inquiring into the following six questions:  

1. What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions needed 
to improve their living conditions in relation to key issues?  

2. What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and marginalization, in 
the context of the key issue?  

3. What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be 
contributing positive changes in the enabling conditions? 

4. What are the theories of change and strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what do the 
four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability 
mean in their practice?  

5. What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and 
enhancement in the context, and in relation to the key issue?  

6. What is the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the theories of change, strategies and 
interventions of the Swedish CSOs and their partners? 

 
In our research practice, we are using Power analysis to observe the way in which people living in poverty 
and marginalisation specify their own framing of power and definitions of domains in particular contexts -
visible and invisible power, gendered, ethnicized and ageist power relations, and the spaces in which power 
is exercised and where people feel change is needed.40 Our aim is also to understand how different forms of 
power are lived, created and contested in different domains of lived experience. These domains mirror the 
multiple dimensions of poverty and marginalisation, and point to the places where actions may be taken to 
promote human rights and to ‘create conditions that enable poor people to improve their living conditions’. 
The inputs from people´s complex stories and priority issues, along with our own observations as 
independent researchers, are then compared to the framing and theories of change of CSOs all the way up 

                                                           
39 Inception report (April 2013) and the Global synthesis report for round 1 (December 2013) for a more details discussion of the overall methodology.  
40 See Raji Hunjan and Jethro Pettit (2011) Power: A practical guide for facilitating social change Dunfermline: Carnegie UK Trust 
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the SIDA Civil Society Strategy ladder, with a view to gauge the alignment, relevance and feasibility of the 
areas of intervention at different levels. Using power as a lens for analysis within and across these domains, 
the research team is  interested in understanding the theory of change (espoused theory) of diverse actors, 
their practices (theory-in-use), their observations and expectations about change, the forms of power that 
enable or constrain positive change and how these shape people’s hopes and expectations of what is 
possible. Our research hopes to identify which groups, alliances, classes or individuals are able to enable or 
constrain the terms of the debate and conditions of possible action in any given domain, and the issues over 
which people are struggling in order to understand their experiences and understandings of transparency, 
participation, non-discrimination and accountability. Overall we seek to locate and understand how power 
and capacity to change the conditions of poverty and discrimination is (or is not) shifting and what is being 
done in each instance. This will involve looking with people living in poverty at themselves, at their interface 
with local CSOs and official institutions, as well as at interactions between political, religious and economic 
actors from local to national levels.  

3.2 Approach to research location and focus 
In the inception phase, the pilot research focus was not limited to single themes, but rather the themes were 
allowed to emerge from our interactions with key informants. After this pilot process, our team reviewed the 
process of site and informant selection and made some changes (type of disability, particular community in 
the RAAN). This was also influenced by the fact that we were asked to reduce and focus the key issues of 
concern to one key issue per site.  

We looked at sites in contexts where there had been some form of intervention (one or more) by local 
partners and Swedish CSOs under the SIDA Civil Society Strategy, but not necessarily directly in the 
communities or households selected. This was based on our understanding that the purpose of the reality 
check is to gauge processes of change in civil society at large (locally, regionally and nationally) and check this 
against SIDA´s contribution to change, through its Civil Society strategy via framework support of Swedish 
CSOs.  

For these reasons we sought to talk to people in common situations beyond those established/establishing 
themselves as “beneficiaries” of projects and we were clear that our entry into the communities should be as 
direct as possible to avoid predetermining our participants/key informants in relation to the organisations. 
We were also very conscious that during the immersion we had to take critical account of the influence of 
our own backgrounds and shared theoretical framework and as much as possible try to leave preconceptions 
behind us. We did this in order to be open to all aspects of our “messy reality” as human beings, and to 
engage and be spontaneous/improvise with people without interfering in, steering or “skewing” their 
narratives.   

In searching for particular households, the IDS/IOD-PARC team agreed to seek out those people living in 
marginal situations compared to the rest of their community. Their narratives are probably less visible, may 
highlight perspectives that have gone unnoticed and are more likely to challenge existing perceptions/biases, 
including our own.  

The reality check methodology offers an opportunity for understanding the situation of people living in 
situations of poverty and/or marginalisation by beginning with their analysis as social subjects. Our 
immersion as researchers requires sharing daily life and tasks, engaging in conversation, observing and 
listening as people express their own hopes, concerns and achievements, their analysis of the context in 
which their situation is embedded and the changes they have or have not experienced in the enabling 
conditions they require. The researcher also has the duty to observe critically non-verbal interactions, 
unspoken evidence of power relations in lived experiences as well as the way the spaces for these are 
constructed and codified. This requires us to be knowledgeable and culturally sensitive about the place in 
which we establish our relations and thoughtful about the way we are positioned in this invited space. We 
have to be willing to question our own assumptions and at the same time be responsible and ethical in the 
way we bring issues arising in the narratives to the discussion table where our informants are not present. 
Because of this the narratives have been compiled, selected and critically analysed from our perspective as 
respectful independent researchers, and cannot be considered to be “pure” narratives, as inevitably our 
mere presence and our later choices and understanding influence the voices we are attempting to prioritise. 
We have changed all names of individuals and specific places to try to ensure anonymity. 
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The Meso level study enables us to hear the perspectives of CSOs and SFOs in Nicaragua and compare the 
different ways of focusing problem areas and learning that come into play in the SIDA civil society strategy. 
By comparing the relationship between these different narratives from the community “upwards” we hope 
to be able to examine the assumptions implicit in the theories of change of people at different levels, reflect 
about the realism, alignment and relevance and use this as a learning exercise for all those involved. The 
relationship created with Meso level actors also required a process in which they felt at ease and shared 
their experiences and thinking beyond project and institutional documentation of their work. This was key in 
understanding the assumptions behind their espoused theories of change and the difficulties involved in 
putting these into practice. We have left the names of the local organisations involved in the Meso level as 
“generic” in our account of the “upward threads” we followed with CBOs, LPOs and SFOs in order to try to 
ensure an overall vision of the strategy rather than criticisms of particular organisations involved in the aid 
strategy.  

 

3.3 Approach to key issues and others  

In the first round we were asked by SIDA to focus on three known key issues, one per site. We did so while 
being careful not to overly direct our conversations and interactions and by observing the interrelationship 
between these issues and other thematic threads that had emerged in the inception phase.  This was also 
the logic we used through the meso level interviews with actors from CBOs41, LPOs42 and SFOs,43 as well as 
speaking with other key actors.  These thematic threads were the following44:  

 

North Pacific region Managua: People with Disability 
 

North Atlantic Autonomous Region-
RAAN  

Food security & food sovereignty Access to education  Indigenous Rights in the economic & 
education systems 

Migration Mobility, access & autonomy Leadership, governance & power  

Gender & violence Access to employment & income Indigenous human rights & collective rights 

Health & the environment Sexuality & gender Participation, discrimination & gender 

Organisation, leadership & 
citizenship 

Recreation, culture & sports  

 Organisation & representation  

 
 

                                                           
41 Community Based Organisations 
42 Local Partner Organisations on local, national and regional levels. 
43 Swedish Framework Organisations, including intermediary organisations such as the Lutheran World Federation 
44 For an overview of the focuses of theme areas from RC to meso levels see Appendix 3 
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4. SYNTHESIS ACCOUNT OF RC AND MESO NARRATIVES 
 
The following narratives are based on the Reality Check immersions in three different sites in Nicaragua, and 
all place names and personal names have been changed for ethical reasons, even when the speakers said 
they wouldn´t mind their real names being used. The narratives in each case are followed by a thematic 
“thread” through the different LPOs and SFOs that indirectly influence the site that enable us to trace and 
compare the discussion of issues arising in the RC. 

4.1 Reality Check site: North Pacific region - food security and food sovereignty 

The narratives from this site are located in the same place as the inception phase – the household of Ena and 

Domingo.
45

 Both of them are roughly 58 years old and live with their daughter Catalina (21) and occasionally 
with their son David (25) in Palo Frondoso, a rural community in the North Pacific region of Nicaragua on the 
Honduran border, close to the busiest border crossing in the country.  

Domingo is an agricultural worker employed through temporary verbal contracts on other people’s land and 
in occasional small scale construction. The amount and type of his work vary considerably depending on the 
seasons. He rents a small parcel to sow his own maize, some of which he sells, and the remainder is kept for 
family consumption. The family has young fruit trees in the land around the house, but they haven´t yet 
borne fruit. Ena is a rural housewife with no income of her own, but is the legal owner of the land on which 
the house stands, as she inherited it from her mother and maternal grandparents. She had a small scale store 
at one point, but it didn´t work out. Ena and Catalina are in charge of all the domestic work (hauling water, 
food preparations, cleaning, sweeping, washing clothes, and rearing chickens and a pig etc.). Petrona, Ena’s 
mother comes occasionally to the house to eat. She is extremely thin and is constantly ill with a cough.  

Domingo and Ena have had no formal education and Catalina and David have studied only the first years of 
primary school. They are Catholic in upbringing and general culture although Ena has also participated in an 
Evangelical church. They have no openly professed political party, although Domingo describes himself as a 
Sandinista after having been in the Army Reserves during the war. 

In the first narrative Domingo locates his family´s short-term survival in his relations of social 
interdependence in the community, in which he exchanges his labour for money or foodstuff, sometimes in 
advance. Domingo questions the current forms of community organisation and dependence on projects 
because of the way decisions are made and are used to tie people’s loyalty. He relates long-term 
sustainability with access to land, traditional knowledge and the production of native seeds, and associates 
the monetisation of the rural economy and the market economy with poverty and corruption. Domingo 
questions the way in which some families “relax” and become dependent for their daily economy on a family 
member who migrates and sends regular remittances. He also questions the way money is spent on 
consumer items, parties or large scale religious celebrations without thought about investing for the future.  

Domingo and Ena´s daily lives are marked by a clear sexual division of labour. Ena and Catalina play a key role 
in food production, transforming raw materials, especially corn, into staples for meals (tortillas, tamales, 
beans, rice and some vegetables). They also are in charge of maintaining the household, washing clothes and 
dishes, fetching water, sweeping the dirt floor and yard, feeding the animals and poultry etc.. In spite of this, 
Domingo speaks of the family economy using the pronoun “I”. While he questions certain evangelical 
religious messages and how they imply control of women, Domingo´s conservatism, influenced by mass 
media and his upbringing in traditional Catholic culture, informs his thinking as the “head of the household”.  

Their situation is precarious, affected by changes in their health, the climate and the environment.  The 
family has difficult access to health services, and to wider knowledge about self-care, health and hygiene, 
although Domingo has knowledge of the use of natural medicines as a viable alternative for lesser problems. 
In Palo Frondoso and the surrounding communities there appears to be general lack of knowledge, concern 
and action in relation to dangerous levels of environmental pollution due to the continued use of agricultural 
chemicals and to industrial and artisanal gold mining, using mercury and cyanide. It appears that chemical 
waste is going straight into the water table which would endanger the food chain.   

                                                           
45 See Inception Report for information on pilot phase narratives. 
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The second narrative focuses on the testimony of David as a migrant worker. His story of migration originates 
not only in the lack of access to education and employment, but also in his different aspirations as part of the 
current generation of rural young people. These aspirations are based on his experiences of labour 
exploitation in the countryside, of globalised consumer culture, and on the influence of alternatives in 
commerce.  

In terms of gender, David reveals his machismo46 and traditional religious attitudes in opposition to family 
planning and safe sex. His story also portrays gender gaps in migrant work, as he speaks of how his partner 
worked in domestic labour without pay. He also tells of the emotional and social ruptures caused by 
migration in family relationships and in the community, and it is interesting to note his mention of affection 
as an important element in his relationships with his main employers in El Salvador. The medium to long-
term benefit of his improved pay in dollars seems to be relative as his money is used mostly for his own 
subsistence and, he admits, for spending on clothes and other consumer items. He hasn´t managed to save in 
order to change his situation of poverty as a temporary agricultural worker. David also describes the danger 
he faced as a migrant in being exposed to institutional abuse and to gangs linked to organised crime 
networks. After our conversation at the house, I hear music on their radio with lyrics referring to drug 
trafficking and sexual exploitation, that seem to reflect the way this experience is being normalised.  

The radio also plays a role at the beginning of the third narrative, as the morning in Domingo and Ena’s house 
begins with a radio drama in which a main character affirms “you shouldn´t trust women, they´re 
treacherous and murderous”. This sets the tone for the whole story, which closes with an ironic commentary 
suggesting a priest character might be homosexual, because he pays attention to boys who want to study 
contemporary dance.  The remaining narrative follows a walk across the community and encounters with 
Ena´s mother Petrona, Doña Carmencita the single woman farmer, Doña Josefa, the neighbour, Ena´s sister-
in-law Maritza and the men around them. It gives us insight into women’s lives and their sense of place in 
terms of traditional gender identities and roles. The thread of these stories builds up a picture of daily 
expressions of discrimination and violence towards women and other groups that differ from the “norm” – 
such as gay people and those with disabilities. In general, in terms of women’s food sovereignty, I observed 
that the nutrition and health of most of the women was poor in relation to other members of the family and 
appears to be affected by their tacit acceptance the hierarchical order in which food is traditionally served. 
Most of them also lack any control over the sources of the food they prepare and serve.  

Ena´s mother Petrona is a very fragile older woman and is fortunate to have recently been granted regular 
government food aid as the mother of a Sandinista combatant who was killed. However, this benefit means 
that her younger husband has not sown crops this season and it appears that other family members expect 
her to share her new resources with them. I also meet Doña Carmencita who sells us fresh cheese made from 
her own milk production. She is the only economically independent woman farmer in the community but is 
stigmatised by Domingo and his friend who ridicule her work and sexualise her relationship to them as an 
older single woman.  

On the way back I also visit Domingo and Ena´s neighbour, Josefa, who laments her worsening economic 
situation as she is supporting a mentally ill son and depends on another. She used to make corn-based 
“rosquillas” and misses the way neighbours used to freely exchange foodstuffs. Her daughter-in-law also 
depends on her partner and they have a small child. However another neighbour, Maritza, Ena´s sister-in-
law, has her own income but even so is emotionally dependent on her husband who is extremely violent and 
tried to kill her with a machete. She made use of services available to women in situations of violence47, but 
she and her three daughters continue to be extremely vulnerable.  

The fourth narrative speaks from the perspective of citizens active in community organising. Selena and the 
young women who have a pig farm project are strikingly self-confident, are aware of some of their rights and 
have clearly developed abilities to work on concrete projects and proposals. They have had greater access to 
education, space for developing their own theory - including some gender analysis - and are increasing their 
economic independence. Selena´s situation and that of the young women shows evidence of better levels of 
self-care, self-esteem and general health. They demonstrate more knowledge about the environment, 
greater critical gender awareness in relation to violence, discrimination and the traditional messages of the 

                                                           
46 Machismo is defined as virility, sexism or male chauvinism, an aggressive sense of masculine pride, with denigration of the feminine. Oxford 
Spanish-English Dictionary 2003, and www.oxforddictionaries.com 
47 Including an organisation receiving support from the SIDA CS Strategy, although their approach was criticised by the woman involved. 
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churches. Selena is “Catholic, in my own way”. She considers that “there are different interpretations of the 
Bible that may or may not favour gender equality”. 

Unlike most families in the community, Selena and her partner have a positive experience of migration. 
Although his absence forces them to live separate lives at present, the economic impact is worth it, she says, 
because both of them (migrant and receiver of remittances) are taking responsibility to ensure investment 
for greater food security and even sovereignty. Selena speaks on her mobile phone every day with Manuel, 
who is in the US. Unlike other migrant men who have started new families elsewhere, Manuel is committed 
to her and their children, sends regular remittances and plans to return soon. Selena has managed to buy 
land, has diversified the family´s economy and has her own personal income. She also appears to have 
relative autonomy in economic decision-making while Manuel is away and she does not seem to depend on 
any external source of income through projects or benefits, in spite of having participated in community 
organising and in a natural medicine programme. 

The young women involved in the pig farm project feel enthusiastic and proud of the hard work they are 
doing. They have received advice and some basic technical training, and they are aware they have taken on a 
challenge that breaks with gender stereotypes. The farm is on the land of one of their fathers, who have also 
helped with building a smart brick building for the pigs, with a corrugated roof. It is as large as some people’s 
houses. However, and somewhat ironically, the success of their project may be hampered by the privileged 
situation given to them as the daughters of community leaders loyal to the government party and members 
of its youth organisation. This enabled them to avoid the normal requirements to have access to credit from 
a credit union cooperative48, without their own collateral – a key exemption for young people- but also 
without having done greater market research or financial planning. In terms of food sovereignty, their 
production project for animal husbandry as an enterprise is exposed to market competition and prices 
beyond their control, and they are working with more vulnerable imported breeds of pigs rather than the 
sturdier local breeds. Their focus is more on making money than on improving their capacities for self-
sustenance, sustainable agricultural practices or other aspects key to food sovereignty in their community 
context. This may also be because their families are in a better situation than others in the community and 
the project is linked to their technical studies after secondary school.  

Back at the house, Domingo expresses doubts about the benefits of community organising for the entire 
community. He also says he doesn’t know what citizenship or citizen power means. He feels that voting is a 
duty, but afterwards there is no material recompense for loyalty. In the community, he says not everyone 
finds out about meetings. He thinks the best way to determine everybody’s needs is that everyone should be 
there, but “they don’t notify us. And if you go to ask or make demands, they marginalise you.” Domingo 
thinks this is because the leaders are corrupt, and refers to a project that was promised, then never 
materialised, but “they did receive lots of rolls of barbed wire and I found out they sold it off, because people 
who bought it told me how it was.” Domingo wants to go straight to the Mayor’s office to denounce the 
community leaders. But he feels he must be fair in recognising that one of them helped him get id cards for 
his family in exchange for guaranteeing his wife and daughter’s vote.   

Summary of key known issues and other known issue from the site 

In addition to food security and food sovereignty, a series of interconnected key issues emerging from this 
site include: migration; gender relations and violence; health and the environment; and organisation, 
leadership and citizenship.  

CBOs ToC and logic of action at community level 

An interview was carried out in the community with the representative of what was the Citizen Power 
Cabinet (GPC49) and is now the Cabinet for Family, Health and Life. He believes that the solution to problems 
in the community is to integrate a “Christian vision” in state politics. He argues that the resolution of 
production problems will come from central government regulation and purchase of land, and access to 

                                                           
48 CARUNA R.L. is a savings and loan co-operative. According to its web page: Our co-operative demonstrates that national co-operativism is still alive.  
37 Sandinistas decided in October 1993 to found the National Rural Credit Union (Caja Rural Nacional CARUNA R.L.) as a Savings and Loan Co-
operative to serve small rural farmers, the backbone of agricultural production, with a start-up fund of about 100,000 dollars from the European 
Union, and more than 3,000 dollars contributed by the founder members.   
49 What were Citizen Power Councils (CPC), then Citizen Power Cabinets (GPC), were changed in January 2013 to Cabinets for Family, Community and 
Life (GFCV), and are currently defined as Cabinets for Family, Health and Life (February 2013 – GFSV) 
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credit from a key private bank50 to buy inputs (seeds, fertilizers and pesticides). He locates the problem of 
poverty in the lack of unity and mutual support within the population, but does not analyse the roots of 
existing conflicts. In what seems like an oblique criticism of Domingo’s family, he alleges that a family can 
make good use of its resources “using its intelligence, casting laziness aside and saving money”.  

Another CBO informant is member of a women’s cooperative in the area, producer of organic cashew nuts 
on 60 manzanas (about 42 hectares) of land, which forms part of a discontinued project of Swedish aid 
intermediaries. She locates their initial success in their practices of mutual solidarity, their willingness to do 
non-traditional work as women51, their ability to make their own decisions about the production and 
marketing processes and their learning about agro-ecology. She also recognises the importance of their 
agency as citizens in local alliances together with small scale direct international solidarity.  

They believe agricultural diversification and crop association are key strategies for sustainability enabling 
them to overcome dependence on a single cash crop for export. Like other cooperatives in the network to 
which they belong, they value the stability they have achieved by re-focusing most of their production 
towards the national market in spite of lower prices, because their profits are consistent. After succeeding in 
the export market to Germany, demand for their product increased, but they had insufficient land and were 
unable to produce on this scale. They maintain a percentage of export to capture stable foreign currency for 
investment. All these strategies have allowed them to save surpluses and ensure resilience even as they face 
an 80% reduction in production this year52.  

LPOs’ TOC and logic of intervention at project, programme and country level  

The NGO working directly on this issue in various municipalities tends to use food sovereignty and food 
security, interchangeably. It works on a wide range of complementary strategies (agro-ecology, conservation, 
DRR, water and sanitation, citizen participation, institutional strengthening of local government, gender) 
apparently implemented in a fragmentary way by project, responding more to funding than to a holistic 
vision and strategic plan of their own53. The  Food Security and Sovereignty (FSS) project funded by Lutheran 
World Federation (LWF) is with men and women sowing basic grains with native seeds on small food 
cultivation plots (2mz, about 1.4ha mostly belonging to men). The NGO itself says the project tends to have a 
welfarist approach, with a theory of change based on transferring material support and technical knowledge. 
Gender equity and rights-based approaches are mentioned when relating this project to another on citizen 
participation, funded by a Spanish INGO. A key part of the FSS project is to establish the action plan for the 
Municipal Committees for Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and Security (COMUSSAN) and the NGO is very 
involved in partnership initiatives with the State on a multi-municipal level. At the same time, they work with 
some non-governmental bodies through the Dry Zone project funded by LWF as part of SIDA civil society 
strategy, and through the Spanish funded project.  

Another LPO working in the area aims to “strengthen the rights claims of women, children and adolescents” 
with a central focus on gender violence. It coordinates with a women’s  project so that “once women have an 
income this generates independence and the claim for respect of their rights”. They offer small scholarships, 
are encouraging women to learn gender-traditional trades and generate income to “improve the family 
economy without depending on their partners. Just now we have 8 women who are learning beauty, sewing 
and cooking.” 

The third LPO in the area is a youth organisation based in the capital city. It works peripherally with this issue 
and the director says at present they are starting an “operational diagnostic study on food security and 
employment” because these “are factors of disorganisation for our own interventions” as they influence the 
decision of many young people to migrate, internally or externally.  

                                                           
50 BANPRO Banco de la Producción – a private entity belonging to  the Ortíz Gurdián family, one of the families with a long history in the big business 
sector, and which currently hosts the state’s  bank accounts.  
51As the trees grew over 8 years, they shared food, did heavy, non-traditional work together as women for money, and used the space between the 
young trees for food crops. The men in surrounding coops were not willing to do this. 
52 Due to agrochemical contamination of their crop by a large sugar-cane producer, who they will be suing. 
53 “We don’t follow a strategic plan, because what we have are specific strategies, our plan is being elaborated and we realised that our aim has been 
correct, because the municipalities are also demanding this support… however it’s not always possible to develop all of them because the funding 
sources aren’t always directed towards the demands of the municipalities, and much less of the population… but it’s enough to review the annual 
municipal investment plan or the municipal development plan, to know what are the main lines of action are.” 
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Overall LPOs intervening locally in the area around the RC site made little mention of the threat of 
contamination to the consumption of safe and healthy food (food security) and about community control of 
biodiversity and environmental conservation (part of food sovereignty). This is especially of concern given 
the dangers posed by widespread and uncontrolled gold-mining locally. According to other local actors, one 
of the reasons for the invisibility of this issue is the involvement of local and national government figures in 
mining related business activities. 

 

One of the national counterparts of the civil society strategy associated with the site is a Central American 
regional forum. One of its members is a church that works on gender violence and food sovereignty “we 
encourage farmers to grow what they want, and decide between consumption and trade. That’s how we see 
the difference between food sovereignty and food security, because [sovereignty] presupposes 
empowerment.” The interviewee criticises welfarist approaches for generating dependency, and short-term 
results-based interventions by the forum for not allowing enough time to generate the empowerment 
processes critical for sustainability. They point out that indicators need to fit with national particularities, and 
not mechanically transferred from elsewhere. This member organisation criticises other members for not 
being honest with themselves when quantifying the communities where they currently work.  

Two representatives of the LPO that acts as a regional forum explain that their approach is theological, with 
three lines of work that include: advocacy, development and climate change executed through member 
organisations that have a transformational development approach with sustainable community development 
projects. Each member of the forum “tries to direct these projects to solving the environmental problem, 
together with the communities, while at the same time serving as projects of food sovereignty and food 
security with an agro-ecological approach... that has to do with land use and water management... reducing 
carbon consumption, with improved stoves, and which is also focussed on a risk approach, a risk 
management approach.”  

A regional level platform LPO discontinued by one SFO54 continued working on food sovereignty with the 
support of another SFO involved in the SIDA CS strategy55. Its “social and solidarity economy” approach has 
three basic principles: “priority for the person over and above financial capital, joint property or services, and 
equality of income”, applied “from community tourism to trade unions and even commercial business”. This 
LPO began with a focus on food and agriculture with two lines of work: trade with justice, and policy 
advocacy in the framework of food sovereignty and security, including responsible consumption, and ethical 
or solidarity finance. According to the interviewee, the organisation worked for several years without a clear 
strategy as a development programme with an NGO dynamic responding directly to member organisations´ 
needs. In order to ensure greater sustainability, members later decided to change from a programme to a 
regional platform and to expand their work on the solidarity economy. This gave them a greater degree of 
autonomy as a space for analysis of food security and sovereignty based on each particular country context, 
and for dialogue to develop common regional strategies.   

The work of the platform is planned by its member organisations, and this is respected by the current 
Swedish donor. It contributes to its members through training to enable organisations to develop business 
plans and cost structures. This achieved significant impact because “member organisations have limitations 
when trying to compete in any market, whether fair trade or not…” In this sense the platform acts as “a 
nexus between the fair trade market and the organisations”, constructing joint marketing processes. They 
also carry out advocacy campaigns that contribute to global campaigns on the subject of food security and 
sovereignty.  

Within this Platform there’s a discussion about the relationship, if any, between the solidarity economy and 
the export market. The interviewee mentions that one of the European donors has forged a new strategy 
towards inclusive markets focused on export value chains encouraging producers to insert themselves into 
the global market, insisting that small producers will feed the cities. This is based on an alliance with 
Walmart, which in exchange for buying from and investing in small producers ensures their exclusive rights 
as purchasers.  

                                                           
54 Lutheran World Federation, with funding from the Church of Sweden 
55 Swedish Cooperative Centre, now We Effect 
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Discussion in the Platform revealed the risks for small producers in this kind of model where the marketing 
decisions are being controlled by a large corporation or international organisation. Small and medium 
producers need to develop their economic resilience by engaging with local and national markets and 
exercise their right and agency in selecting the market or markets to which they wish to sell. Another issue 
was the problem of liquidity for small producers working in export markets who, before receiving payment, 
need to finance continued production in order not to break the supply process. The Platform´s strategy was 
to revert to 40% export and 60% local markets.  

The Platform is also critical of national governments that often favour the interests of transnational 
companies while underrating the importance of the social food economy. For example in Nicaragua, the end 
of year food hampers for public employees were supplied for years by [a national marketing cooperative], 
with a 30% to 70% ratio of imported to national products.  The most recent end of year food hamper now 
has the reverse ratio of 70% imported and 30% national favouring global consumer products over the 
national food culture and economy.  

ToC and logic of intervention of SFOs (global and country level).  

The Church of Sweden channels its Civil Society funds through the Lutheran World Federation, as part of 
much broader programme with many thematic focuses, including institutional strengthening for local 
government. Based on the documentation available and our interviews, LWF appears to use the terms Food 
Security and Food Sovereignty interchangeably and their approach doesn´t focus on Civil Society 
strengthening as a strategy to improve either aspect. At present the LPO working most directly with LWF on 
FSS is prioritising the creation and strengthening of the local government structures mandated by the 
national legal framework. The particular understanding of the Church of Sweden about these issues and its 
relationship to the LWF programme needs to be clarified in the next round.  
 
We Effect has regional and national experience in Food Security and Sovereignty. In Nicaragua it has also 
worked with organisations in the geographical area close to the RC site. We Effect works in a decentralised 
way with social organisations, networks and movements, basing its strategy on the development of 
collaborative relations, rather than theme-based project areas. In Nicaragua the partners are membership 
organisations: a national organisation that includes cooperatives and farmers, and two national organisations 
of rural women. In line with their vision, they also supported the regional Platform in promoting the social 
and solidarity economy. The collaborative relations with these partners are based on the three Rs: 
representation, resources and routines, together with power map analysis. We Effect´s relational approach is 
guided by meeting with potential and continuing partner organisations, involving ongoing organisational 
analysis, assessment of strengths and weaknesses and regular reviews of the areas where support is needed. 
By working directly in a horizontal relationship with cooperative organisations, We Effect has developed a 
complex analysis of the issues involved in food security and food sovereignty within national, regional and 
global contexts.  
 

4.2 Reality Check site: People with Disability – access to education 

The site for this reality check was shifted after the inception phase to focus specifically on blind and visually 
impaired people as a particular sector of the community of people with disabilities. The geographical location 
continues to be in Managua, the capital city.  

Moisés and Darling are siblings, both blind. Darling, 27 years old, and Moisés, 28, grew up on the farm with 
their other brothers and sisters. Darling always wanted to leave there and come to Managua, especially 
when her two sisters and elder brother got married and moved to the city. She wanted to be independent 
and to study, and so dreamt of leaving for Managua. One day an NGO entered the district, taking a census of 
people with disabilities. In 2001, Darling won the support of this organisation to go and change her 
prostheses in Managua. During that visit she went to a training centre for blind people she‘d heard about and 
Darling decided to stay in the capital and sign up for a Braille course. Her father strongly objected, but at age 
15, she remained firm in her decision and stayed in the city to study. 

First, she studied the Braille course, and then another on mobility. Next she studied the whole of primary and 
secondary education in accelerated mode. Then she took a special two-year course for blind people in the 
SENA (National Learning Service), to become a professional masseur. During those years she lived first with 
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the support of her grandmother and later of her sister-in-law and brother, who gave her food and lodging. In 
the early years Darling was also supported by a grant from Dutch aid and by the solidarity of her school’s 
teachers, who helped her buy the materials she needed. Darling complemented this grant income with the 
sale of chiverías56 to teachers and pupils. Another essential support for her continuing studies was the Braille 
machine she received from an NGO. For her current university studies this piece of equipment, along with a 
tape recorder, are indispensable. Currently she is studying Psychology at weekends. She missed a year 
because she got married and had a daughter, who is now 10 months old, but she hopes to carry on. She’s the 
only blind person in her university, and they have no material in Braille. She is worried about what she’s 
going to do when she finishes, because she doesn’t have much expectation of finding work.  

As well as studying and looking after her daughter, Darling is a federated Olympic athlete. She started 
training at INJUDE57, 5 years ago. She trains for two hours every day. Since then she’s travelled with 
FEDCOPAN (Nicaraguan Federation of the Paralympics Committee) to compete in Panama, Guatemala and El 
Salvador.  

Moisés, although older than Darling, didn’t leave the country to settle in Managua until the year 2010. It 
wasn’t a desire for independence that took him to the capital, but a traumatic event three years ago that 
changed his life. He had a bicycle accident, fell and hit his head. Initially it seemed that nothing had 
happened, but after a few days his eyes began to hurt. His father took him to a local hospital. He’d been 
there two days when suddenly his eyes started to bleed. He was immediately sent to Managua in an 
ambulance, where Moisés was operated. When he awoke from the operation in which his eyes were 
removed, he could see nothing. This threw him into a deep depression.  

Since then, three years ago, Moisés has learnt to make macramé belts at SENA, and to repair wicker chairs 
and read Braille, at a blind’s organisation. Unlike Darling, Moisés didn’t study primary or secondary school. 
Since arriving in the city, he’s had to find ways of generating an income. His aunt Maritza gave him lodging, 
and never accepted any payment for food. At first, and like Darling, he started to sell chiverías among the 
students of SENA. Then he started to sell water and juices at a bus stop, 3 minutes from his aunt’s house. But 
sales weren’t very good, so for the last year he’s been selling on city buses. His round begins every day at 
7am and finishes around 4pm. Moisés goes through the buses with a bag, full of Halls sweets, chewing gum 
and ball pens. Many people admire his efforts and he sells enough for his keep, saves a little, pays his 
parents’ phone bill and supports them economically when they need it. Some people don’t buy from him, 
but give him a little money. This helps him pay the bus fare, when they charge him.  

Currently Moisés doesn’t live with his aunt, but stays either with his sister or with his brother and wife. His 
sister lives with her husband and two children in one room, in a house shared by 5 families, and when he 
stays with her he pays 60 cordobas a day for breakfast, dinner and clothes washing. Like Darling, Moisés has 
submitted an application for one of the houses the government is offering. Together with his aunt Maritza he 
went to talk to the Sandinista representative in La Perita.  

In the four days the researcher spends with Moisés, she gets to know some of the users of the municipal 
library for the blind that he visits every day to use the bathroom, charge his phone and talk to friends.  Juan 
is a man of about 60 years old, who goes to the library every day, from 9.30 to 4, Monday to Friday. Before 
he’d visit the organisation of the blind every day, it was his place for meeting and socialising. But now, with 
the location of the new premises, it’s more difficult for him to get to it. He says there’s more traffic there and 
it’s more convenient for him to get to the library. Juan’s been blind since he was 7 months old, due to 
meningitis. He learnt Braille at 18, with a lady who taught it through the Lions Club in Managua. Through the 
Club, he studied up to 1st year of secondary school. Juan is single and childless. He lives in a room in a house 
occupied by some friends, so he pays no rent. He lives from the pension that the government pays him, 
because in the 80s he worked, first in the match factory and then in a sweet factory. He worked there 12 
years until the plant closed.  

Pedro is another user of the library. Like Juan, he also worked in the 80s. Thanks to the organisation of the 
blind he went to work from age 19 at the Macen sack factory. He worked for 13 years and receives a pension 
from the government. They pay him 3,700 cordobas (about US$160) a month and he lives off this with the 
support of his parents. He lives with them. He studied a massage course at the SENA, like Moisés’ sister. 

                                                           
56 Chiverías are assorted cheap junkfood snack items. 
57 INJUDE is the Nicaraguan Institute for Youth and Sport, a government institution. 
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Pedro is affiliated to the organisation of the blind, but unlike Moisés and Juan, he goes to all the general 
meetings. Before the organisation gave him benefits, such as canes. Now they don’t and everyone has to buy 
their cane at a cost of around US$25. 

Finally, there is Antonio. Like Pedro and Darling he is also a professional masseur. But English is Antonio’s 
speciality. Through a priest in his neighbourhood, a Jesuit from the United States, Antonio received a 
scholarship to study English for two and a half years in the United States. Afterwards he came back for a year 
in Nicaragua, and then obtained another scholarship through the priest, but this time to go to Canada to 
continue his English studies for another two years. Once he was back in Nicaragua, Antonio continued 
studying English. A TV report was made of his life, and through this the American School in Managua offered 
him a scholarship to continue studying the language.  

In the pilot, a short Reality Check immersion was carried out with José, a 45 year old man who has been blind 
for the last 25 years. José was unable to finish secondary school as a child because he entered the army at 
13, in 1981. His blindness in 1987 was the final outcome of a gradual process that began with an explosion in 
Mozonte, in 1984. He was already blind when he started to study secondary education, which he completed 
in 1994. He continued to study and later qualified as a lawyer. He also studied pedagogy and then worked as 
a teacher for 5 years, but lost his job due to budget cuts. He worked as a masseur in a Managua hotel, but 
now has no stable job and just manages some casual legal work with the help of a student neighbour. 
Despite possessing an extensive curriculum of formal education and occupational training, has not managed 
to become integrated into the world of work.  

Summary of key known issues and other known issue from the site 

In addition to access to education, the interconnected key issues emerging from this site include: mobility 
physical access and autonomy; economic rights and access to employment and income; sexuality and 
gender; recreation, culture and sports; organisation and representation; and charitable vs. rights based 
focuses.  

LPOs’ TOC and logic of intervention at project, programme and country level  

The organisation for the blind was created in 1981. It currently has 1,218 members. The head-office is in 
Managua, but it has 11 subsidiaries across Nicaragua. Its strategic plan defines four strategic targets: 

1. Membership development 

2. Advocacy 

3. Institutional development 

4. Promotion of the organisation 

The organisation of the blind has access to education as one of its main areas of work. The theory of change 
in prioritising education and vocational training is based on the assumption that more education leads to 
greater integration in the labour market. This LPO identifies the low educational level of PwDs (people with 
disability) as the central problem of the sector. A recent study claims that in Nicaragua 44% of people with 
disabilities are illiterate, while the percentage of illiteracy in the whole population is 22%58. It is assumed that 
the lack of education puts PwDs at a disadvantage and this is specifically identified as the main obstacle to 
achieving employment. Statistics show that people with disability have a lower level of employment than the 
rest of the population (37% versus 54%), related partly to a lower level of schooling. They further show that 
more PwDs are self-employed in the informal sector than the percentage of the general population (55% 
versus 40%).  

The issue of communication as part of rehabilitation, which includes learning Braille, is the first step for PwDs 
to have access to education and the organisation of the blind works directly on this. As for education in itself, 
the LPO is committed to inclusive education. In this sense, the greatest effort made by the organisation of 
the blind together with other Swedish LPOs of PwD is in influencing MINED (Education Ministry) policy. All 

                                                           
58 These percentages are of the population over 15 years old, and appear in the report: Amaya Martínez García (2011), La discapacidad en Nicaragua – 
una realidad. FEMUCADI and OWA. p.20. 
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the LPOs funded by MyRight are members of the Inclusive Education Roundtable (Mesa de Educación 
Inclusiva), a space in which there are national NGOs, aid agencies and government.  

The most recent success in this direction, and a direct result of the advocacy work being carried out in the 
Roundtable, has been the decision of MINED to include 80 hours of training on educational attention to 
pupils with disabilities, as part of the curriculum for all primary teachers in their training course at the 
Escuela Normal59.  

Moreover, since 2011, in the Roundtable for Inclusive Education, work began on updating the instruments 
and the registration system for the inclusive enrolment of people with disabilities in regular schools. As a 
result, in 2012 a system and a registration form already exist. There is also a resource centre for teachers on 
work with blind pupils, financed by the Spanish aid agency, in which documents are produced in audio or 
Braille on request by teachers, but one LPO commented that it is under-used because MINED hasn’t 
publicised it.  

It should be noted that the organisation of the blind emphasised this advocacy work, in order for its efforts to 
have a favourable impact on behalf of all those living with disabilities, whether or not they are organised. 
However the organisation also directly supports its members in facilitating their access to education, 
supporting some students with scholarships, consisting of support materials such as Braille rulers, sound 
recorders and batteries. According to the HRBA orientation of MyRight, the emphasis should be on long term 
change in legal frameworks and structures. However, the organisation of the blind also feels the need to 
respond to the practical needs of its members. In the context of the high levels of poverty and 
marginalisation found in Nicaragua, these practical needs are often matters of survival. The apparent 
contradiction between a more charitable approach and the HRBA is often a cause of tension, as is 
demonstrated in some narratives and explained by both the LPO and SFO. 

As for access to employment, the main strategy focuses on giving access to vocational training through 
agreements with the Labour Ministry and INATEC (the National Technological Institute60). To generate 
employment for the blind, there is an agreement between INATEC and the AGORA programme of ONCE’s 
(the Spanish National Organisation of the Blind) Latin American foundation for the vocational training of 
blind people and support for them to find work. This programme’s objective for the year 2014 is that the 
government will assume 100% responsibility. 

Although the organisation of the blind shares with MyRight the premise that the low levels of employment 
respond to PwD’s low level of professional qualification, the RC research suggests that it is not enough to 
have training in order to achieve employment. In addition, the narratives show the importance of the 
informal sector as a survival strategy for PwDs, something which is not addressed in the strategies of the 
LPO. 

ToC and logic of intervention of SFOs (global and country level).  

MyRight has defined access to education as a clear priority. The implied theory of change coincides with that 
of the LPO: education is seen as the best way out of poverty because it assumes capacity building for 
integration, for advocacy and the defence of rights, and to cover economic needs through access to 
employment. For this reason, the Swedish organisation is supporting primarily those LPO programmes 
promoting access to education, as demonstrated by the name of their flagship programme, “More education, 
more inclusion”61.  

Finally, part of the theory of change of MyRight has to do with strengthening the organisations of the 
disabled, in order to strengthen capacities in influencing policy and defending PwD rights. The SFO has 

                                                           
59 The Escuela Normal is the training school for primary teachers, which trainees can enter on completion of their own primary education. 
60 State institution responsible for technical and vocational training. 
61 The programme defines its goals (our translation) as: Development Aim (over 10 years): Contribute to a change of attitude by the Nicaraguan State 
and society towards people with disabilities, from a rights based approach according to the International Convention on the Rights of People with 
Disabilities. General Aim of the programme (over 3 years): The Nicaraguan State has formulated policies and programmes that contribute to the 
implementations of the International Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities; especially with respect to the right to inclusive education, on 
all levels and in all modalities – formal and informal. Indicator 1: By the end of 2012 the Education Ministry has a national registration system for 
inclusive matriculation, in consensus with the organisations of People with Disabilities.  Indicator 2: By the end of 2012 the organisations have built 
advocacy processes for the creation of a public policy on inclusive education that takes into account people’s whole life cycle. Indicator 3: By the end of 
2013 partner organisations will have presented a proposal developed by consensus among the organisations of people with disabilities to the Ministry 
of Education and the National Universities Council for reforming the curricula of the Teacher Training Schools and the Educational Science degree 
qualifications, so as to incoporate basic knowledge about the rights and particularities of People with Disabilities. 
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supported improvements in transparency, internal democracy, participation and some administrative 
mechanisms.  

 

4.3 Reality Check site: North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN) 

This reality check was carried out in a Miskito community. A local LPO’s training programme has included 
leaders from the selected community, which is also located in a target territory of the SFO, consisting of both 
Autonomous Regions. The theme of Indigenous Rights is the central focus of these organizations in the 
region and framed the selection of the site. It is a theme that frames the political sense of human rights in 
the local ethnic context and because of this, indigenous rights are also the key issue for analysing the 
narrative threads from this site. 

The first narrative is based on the story of the Morales household, made up of 55 year old Seneida, her 5 
year old niece Ana, her younger daughter Valeria, 12 years old, and her sons, 18 year old Ángel and the 
eldest, Jorge, 22 years old. Seneida’s farmer husband died four years ago and so her two oldest sons have to 
work in the fields and sustain the family. For this reason, Ángel couldn’t complete his secondary education 
and Jorge had to abandon his dream of studying medicine in Bilwi. Jorge wants to help his younger sister 
achieve her dream of finishing school and studying to be a teacher. The narrative portrays a journey with 
Ángel on his bicycle to the finca of Don Fermin (the Catholic priest) where several families have got together 
to sow rice on the field of one family with espekes (wooden sticks). This practice of working together is called 
pana pana, and is replicated reciprocally in the fields of each family until all the fields are covered. The whole 
production is destined for own consumption, and as far as possible they keep seeds for the following year. 
Rice is a key part of the daily diet and they´ve also planted cassava, banana and plantain.  

When we finish sowing, we eat gallo pinto62 with coconut bread. An older man explains in conversation that 
he doesn’t trust any authority or formal organisation. He starts to talk with passion about his disillusionment 
with community leaders, municipal and regional government, the parties and NGOs. His perception is that all 
the policies implemented in relation to Miskito rights are a hoax, and that’s why you can’t trust any leader or 
institution.  

The second narrative is related to participation and leadership as issues that arose spontaneously in 
conversations in the community.  Elena, a young and cheerful single mother living with her parents, tells us 
that the wihta and síndico63 don’t perform well as leaders because they use money received from logging to 
drink alcohol. She once asked the judge for money to buy medicine for her sick daughter and he refused to 
help her. She recommends we investigate thoroughly what the authorities do. 

On our second day, the wihta convenes a community weed clearance work session. Around 30 people arrive 
and are ready to work but nobody starts. They begin a discussion with the wihta, make noise with their 
machetes and complain in loud voices about him misusing community funds from timber sales destined to 
buy files for sharpening machetes that he’s now selling in his brother’s shop. They also complain that he´s 
not doing community work with them. Later on he makes the gesture of waving around monies he has 
received and buys a snack for everyone to share after working in the field and this gesture of recognition 
seems to calm criticisms. After the snack, the men improvise a round of impressions about the work we’ve 
just carried out, and make suggestions to improve the organisation on future occasions. The women don’t 
participate in this meeting.  

Women work in other spaces: the school and health centre, two spheres associated with traditional gender 
roles. There is also a women’s group making baskets of different sizes made with pine needles. In the 
Moravian church, we meet Romelia, Lucina, Augusta, wife of the Catholic Church pastor, and Regina, an old 
woman of 80. The group is composed of about 10 women and they meet exclusively for activities related to 
their productive work but don´t discuss other matters. Their main problem is that they haven’t found space 
outside the community to market their products. They say women are not highly valued or taken into 
account in decision-making spaces in the community, and that their participation in communal assemblies is 
merely symbolic. Current community leaders don’t respect their opinions and when they complain or express 

                                                           
62 Traditional Nicaraguan dish of rice and beans. 
63 Wihta is the community leader and judge and síndico is the community representative, in charge of ensuring community interests especially in 
economic affairs.  
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an opinion about some community issue, they are told to shut up because men think women know nothing. 
They also explain that the authorities don’t support them in any of their activities. For example, they asked 
for help to transport timber for building a stall on the main road where they could sell handicrafts and farm 
produce, but their request was ignored. In the end the timber was burned, because it was ‘abandoned’ near 
a place where others were making charcoal. There are a lot of expectations about the arrival of external 
projects to help improve living conditions. They’re aware of the community´s difficulty in taking on their 
internal authorities and guaranteeing transparent use of funds, so they suggest a training course on how to 
implement better governance practices.  

Although they have their own organisation, they haven’t had the opportunity to be elected leaders of the 
community. They say there has never been a woman judge or síndica64 in the community, and in the 
assemblies women often prefer to remain silent for fear of verbal abuse. Many are afraid of being candidates 
because of negative pressure from men, and because most don’t speak or write Spanish (a basic requirement 
for communication with external actors), so they don’t feel capable of taking office. The women ask us not to 
say anything to the men about our conversation. Regina says that almost all the women have a negative 
opinion of community leaders. Their perception is that the leaders are corrupt and only think of the welfare 
of their own families and not the community, that they steal the proceeds of taxes on natural resource 
exploitation, and don’t invest this money for the development of all, for example, in improving the school 
infrastructure. They also argue that they don’t help single mothers or widows some of whom can´t afford to 
eat three meals a day. Other people in the community have also told us the wihta has been re-elected only 
because of support from friends and family. They explain that he also bought the votes of young people by 
giving them cigarettes, alcohol, drugs and money. Some years the elections aren’t held at all, they just 
present a list of signatures to regional authorities.  

Another issue that concerns the women is health. They say that the nurse spends very few days a month in 
the community and the health post is almost always closed, which means that they have to go to Waspam or 
Bilwi for medical attention, and pay the travel costs. They don’t know to whom they should complain about 
this. According to doctors interviewed in Bilwi, this is a constant complaint of other communities, but they 
haven’t been able to resolve the issue.  

The third narrative involves Carlos Chow is a Miskito man who migrated to the community 13 years ago. He 
works as a chainsaw operator for outside loggers or members of the community. Logging is one of the main 
ways families earn money to buy products, like clothes, medicines, machetes, salt, oil, sugar and flour, and to 
pay their children’s secondary and university education. For Carlos and other families logging is an activity 
that complements their farming, since their fields guarantees their main supply of food.  

He explains that the wihta and the síndico are responsible for extending permits for domestic timber 
extraction by families in the community. Access to permits depends on the will of the leaders and their 
personal relations. Families then give this permit to loggers with sufficient capital to extract and sell the 
timber. These loggers pay pay very little and people often have difficulty collecting payment. Carlos says 
leaders take advantage of their position of power to extract more timber. While he believes that the current 
leaders aren’t good, he recognises that “the previous ones were worse”, because previous wihtas didn’t even 
extend permits to most families, and kept the link with contractors to themselves. Carlos says that “nobody 
knows how much money the leaders receive or how they spend it” and the population doesn’t have the 
practice of demanding information. I ask him if he’s concerned about this situation, and he shrugs his 
shoulders.  

At least two recent deaths of community members are related to logging: one person murdered after 
receiving payment for the sale of timber, and the other killed on the way to Bilwi to collect the debt for a 
load, ironically travelling in a loaded timber truck that overturned. 

The fourth narrative is based on a meeting in Mario Wilson’s house with Mario, his brother Miguel (wihta), 
Pablo Dixon (deputy wihta), Apolinar Zamora and other men, including members of the council of elders. No 
women participate. Ten of us sit in the porch of the house. There’s no electricity, so we can’t distinguish who 
is speaking. The atmosphere is solemn. Everyone agrees that the community´s main problem is the territorial 
conflict with Tara, their neighbouring community. Tara was formed in 1994 by inhabitants of the community 

                                                           
64 See footnote 63 
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who moved to the site in search of the economic opportunities offered by its locations at the crossroads 
where the community road joins the highway from Waspam to Bilwi.  

The leaders of the community have an ambiguous position. They see Tara as a different space, and at the 
same time they say it is a “child” or part of the community, but this is because they don’t want to recognise it 
as a separate space with territorial rights. Our host community is part of one territorial block, but in the 
recent demarcation and titling of territories, Tara not only is seen as a separate community, but is also 
registered as part of a different territory. In concrete terms this means, in the words of the leaders, that Tara 
“robbed half the territory of the community”. They say the representative from the other territorial block 
“brainwashed them” to convince them to separate.  

The deputy wihta commented to us that two years ago they had formed a committee to represent the 
community and took a written complaint to the Regional Government authorities and the Mayor’s office, 
with no response. They felt the issue was dealt with in an underhand way by regional politicians and 
disagreed with the way the division of the territory was determined. Their reaction was to take up a position 
at the Tara crossroads and kidnap a well-know regional leader. They blocked the road, disarmed the police 
officers that accompanied him and took him to the community school. Once there, they demanded the 
cancellation of the title, but they were told they would have to accept the maps and the titles as they were. 
People were very annoyed, and they didn’t let him go until he signed a sheet committing himself to review 
the issue with other authorities. They are still awaiting a response and feel their voices haven’t been heard. 
Mario tells us they will maintain their demand, but don´t have resources to cover travel to Bilwi and 
Managua, and to pay a lawyer to prepare and process the legal demand, at national and even international 
levels.  

Nobody knows the exact size of the community’s territory, but they claim to know the boundaries with 
neighbouring communities. Not long ago the issue of intercommunity boundaries was not of concern in the 
region. But now when the leaders say that Tara has gone off with half the territory, they refer tacitly to half 
the natural resources available for exploitation, such as timber, water, sand and stones, among others. 
Nothing is said about agriculture even though many people from the community have their farming plots in 
lands that according to the new demarcation now belong to Tara, and continue to cultivate those plots 
without any problem.  

The fifth narrative concerns the history and position in the community of Samuel Coban, a 50 year old 
Miskito man originally from the community. Samuel speaks positively about the FAO reconstruction project 
after hurricane Felix. This was the second time the community was destroyed. In about 1982 the Sandinistas 
burned the village and everybody was displaced.  Some went to refugee camps in Honduras and others to 
the Sandinista resettlement camp at Tasba Pri. Samuel didn´t want to get involved in the conflict, so he went 
to Bilwi and hid from the army recruiters. A few years later he was abducted by MISURA65 to Honduras to 
join their armed groups. He joined a group of seven men and escaped by swimming across the Coco River 
and walking for seven days, day and night, without eating or sleeping, often getting lost. In the end they 
arrived in Bilwi and he went to the hospital. Afterwards he returned to the community where people had 
begun to rebuild, but some people looked on him with suspicion. He decided to present himself to the FSLN, 
explain all that had happened, went to the military base and joined the army. A few years later they made 
him captain of a Miskito company. 

Most of the men living in the community fought on the side of MISURA and the FDN66. Samuel says there´s 
no problem as they´re all brothers, but it can get complicated when elections happen. They don’t let him 
participate in projects, though he brought in external and government support for projects, was a wihta for a 
time and continues to represent the FSLN in the community. His parents and brothers are in Miami, but they 
don’t come to Nicaragua, have stopped sending remittances, and he’s lost touch with them. He doesn’t want 
to leave the community, he says he´s very content and wants to stay there forever.  

The last narrative describes a walk with Don Avelino, the Baptist pastor to visit a recently constructed, and 
failed, water project. The project was funded by UNDP, the RAAN Regional Government and Waspam 
Municipality. The project was implemented in two phases with local and national contractors. Neither phase 
turned out well. The dam failed, and so did the tank, for lack of valves. The pipes are said to be of very bad 

                                                           
65 A rebel (contra) group, formed in 1983 in the Caribbean region to fight the Sandinistas. 
66 The main ‘contra’ group, fighting the Sandinistas in the 1980s. 
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quality plastic, and only reach the outside of the houses, not the kitchens. The community contributed labour 
to dig the trenches for installing the pipes, but they’re still owed money that was budgeted for this work. 
When we ask Avelino about accountability and responsibility, he displays resignation. The community had 
formed a ‘community drinking water and sanitation committee’ (CAPS), as is required in UNDP water 
projects. This committee was to represent the community, ensure an appropriate design and monitor the 
quality of the work. The CAPS was trained by UNDP and functioned as planned, but at a certain moment the 
members realised they had no power to influence decisions. Avelino says that the contractors didn’t listen 
when they complained or made recommendations. They were told to shut up as they knew nothing about 
engineering. They have written letters and sent delegations to the municipal and regional authorities, to no 
avail. They say WaterAid is bringing another project for sanitation and latrines, and that maybe they can 
resolve it. Avelino says the only thing they can do is wait for someone to come and resolve it. 

This narrative was repeated by almost everybody we spoke to in the community. Nobody was surprised by 
the situation, as if it were normal that a project should fail in this way. Nobody identifies themselves as 
citizens with rights to water, electricity, health, housing and education. There is a constant expectation that 
projects will come from outside, a belief that only a few people in the community will benefit, and an 
acceptance of the probability of project failure. People also feel unable to influence the course of most 
projects, or to demand solutions. Rather, they simply wait until another project ’arrives’, and cross their 
fingers that this time they´ll be lucky. This attitude of resignation and dependency on external agencies may 
have been exacerbated by the experience of war, displacement, and the destruction caused by the 
hurricane.  

Summary of key known issues and other known issue from the site 

In addition to human rights, indigenous and collective rights, the interconnected key issues emerging from 
this site include: economic and education systems; leadership, governance and power relations; 
participation, discrimination and gender.  

LPOs’ TOC and logic of intervention at project, programme and country level  

The LPOs that work in the RAAN, address the different dimensions of rights to a greater or lesser extent, 
framing their institutional action in terms of human, indigenous, territorial, autonomic and/or citizen rights, 
according to the issue, the current situation and the context. In practice these areas are interwoven in such a 
way that the resolution of some issues entails the simultaneous fulfilment of several forms of rights. 

The logic implicit in their interventions locates knowledge transmission as a primary motor of change. They 
want people to know with certainty what their rights are, how to defend them, what steps to follow to make 
claims on relevant institutions, and what they have to change in their own cultural dynamics to achieve the 
fulfilment of these rights. Alongside this, they accompany access to justice in processes of land claims, 
demarcation, titling and redistribution. They also promote the creation of new leadership values among 
community authorities, young people and women. They work to reduce gender violence, and to a lesser 
extent encourage discussion of sexual and reproductive health issues. Part of their methodology involves 
organising meetings with authorities (local, regional, national), organising awareness-raising workshops and 
supporting the population to create their own agendas and action plans in order to institutionalise their 
demands, facilitating dialogue with institutions.   

Their theories of change assume that a population informed about its rights has the necessary tools to 
organise, build capacities, make internal changes in their own group and exercise pressure in spaces of 
power that should guarantee the fulfilment of their rights. A key point in the reproduction of possible change 
is to train leaders who can replicate the information in the community, as necessary.  

Certain dimensions of the population’s lived experience of their rights correspond to issues worked on by the 
LPOs, such as gender violence, land claims, the lack of transparency in the political practice of authorities, or 
the institutional deafness to demands to complete projects (such as a drinking water project in the 
community).  It is undoubtedly important that LPOs and communities advance on these issues, in order to 
guarantee the effective exercise of collective rights, while respecting individual rights, that is to say re-
valuing traditional cultural norms within a framework of inclusion. This is important because the field of 
justice is resolved not so much through legal legitimacy as in the processes of making demands and resolving 
disputes.  
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The LPOs aim to legitimise certain knowledge that the population already has about its own dynamics, while 
providing new information on rights. They are focusing on transforming individuals and institutions, and on 
the capacities people need to build another kind of relationship between them and with powerful 
institutions. However, it is striking that they take no account of the role of interpersonal relations in 
articulating social behaviour among families, the community and with external actors. A concern here may 
be that different situations in which a right is denied - for example the lack of transparency of a síndico, land 
claims among indigenous communities, or the exclusion of women from spaces of government – might be 
dissociated from the power relations and cultural sense within which these situations are reproduced.  

ToC and logic of intervention of SFOs (global and country level). 

The overall objectives of the SFO include: promoting changes in the structural causes of poverty and in unjust 
institutions that provoke further inequality, injustice and exclusion; strengthening the organisation of 
indigenous peoples to ensure quality participation in political decision-making at different levels; and 
supporting the fulfilment of collective rights without losing sight of the importance of preventing all kinds of 
discrimination.  Their theory of change is focused on generating institutional transformation, and promoting 
the values of inclusion and equality. They argue that the State has a fundamental role in these changes, as 
does the population through participation in public debate. In this sense, they consider it fundamental that 
social subjects become empowered to strengthen their own agency and legitimacy in order to advocate and 
demand change in public policy.  

The SFO argues that these changes are not linear, but rather dynamic, with advances and setbacks, taking 
into account the complexity of these processes. Three strategies can be identified: 

- Knowledge and awareness of the population. It is important that people can understand better and 
analyse critically the situations that affect them, generating awareness about the responsibilities of 
the State and popular participation to achieve change. 

- Promote organisation of the population. It is fundamental that individuals organise collectively, on 
the basis of their own political and cultural dynamics, their identities and their concerns, to confront 
together the problems that affect them. 

- Action and advocacy. Once they have acquired different knowledge and organised themselves, the 
population can promote material change in their dynamics, influence public policy and modify legal 
frameworks as necessary.     
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5. ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS RC AND MESO LEVEL 
 

5.1 Perceptions of change in enabling conditions 
 
What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions needed to 
improve their living conditions in relation to key issues? 
 
In the North Pacific region we understood from our hosts and other informants that some positive changes 
are taking effect in the community in the enabling conditions for improved food security and sovereignty. 
One of these is the effective investment in livelihoods due to the appropriate use of migrant remittances. 
Some women in the community perceive improvements in their conditions for empowerment and economic 
independence, due to access to education and projects involving organisation and training. However in both 
cases these changes have benefited a small minority of people and it is uncertain whether or not the young 
women have sufficient planning and training to ensure the sustainability of their project in competitive 
markets. 
 
At the same time people identify negative changes that are taking place: 

 declining practices of community solidarity and bartering and a tendency towards the monetisation 
of the rural economy in which people in poverty are at a disadvantage; 

 increased migration creating indebtedness and weakening the resilience of families on all levels; 

 changes in the aspirations of young people away from rural food production and towards globalised 
consumer culture; 

 centralisation of party political control of community organisation creating welfarist and clientelist 
projects and reducing space for community-generated initiatives with autonomous civil society 
actors.  
 

People´s perceptions of changes needed in the enabling conditions for food security and sovereignty and 
long term sustainability are: 

 greater access to land;  

 access to education, knowledge about health, hygiene, natural medicines and the environment; 

 strengthening self-reliance and avoiding dependence on welfarist projects and outside sources of 
income;  

 promoting solidarity economies in the community and price controls in the markets;  

 agricultural diversification, community control over seeds and contamination; 

 fairness and mutual respect in the culture of community organisation and leadership and equal 
access to spaces for decision-making; 

 transparent selection procedures for community projects and training; 

 better investment of migrant remittances to strengthen and diversify household economies. 
 

We understand from the more empowered women in the community that for women to have greater food 
security and sovereignty, larger changes need to be made to the gendered power relations that produce 
discrimination and violence, involving: 

 organisation to increase self-esteem, awareness and autonomy; 

 access to education and training; 

 control over resources and decision-making;  

 recognition for women´s work in food production /transformation for local consumption; 

 changes to messages in the media and the conservative interpretation of religious beliefs.  
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We understood from the exchanges with our hosts and others with whom we conversed as People with 
Disabilities in Managua, that they perceive positive and empowering changes in enabling conditions for 
greater access to education and vocational training: 

 the law and the institutional framework to guarantee their rights; 

 access to education and training through PwD organisations, SENA and international aid 
organisations, contributing to reducing their sense of marginalisation; 

 support from the present government in the ombudspersons office, housing opportunities, and the 
Institute for Youth and Sports; 

 access to sports training and competition through FECOPAN; 

 support for mobility with training and equipment through their own organisation and SENA; 

 space for networking and socialising at the library and their own blind people organisation  
 
Some perceptions of negative change were identified as: 

 decreased access to formal employment 

 reduction of direct support for mobility equipment and other welfare needs 

 relocation of the blind people´s organisation to an area with more traffic as an obstacle for access 
 

There is however a general perception that in spite of their access to education this is not a sufficient 
enabling condition for improving the lives of PwD including employment.  People identified changes that 
need to be made as:  

 access to employment including positive discrimination for employment opportunities within the PwD 
organisations;  

 greater focus on overcoming trauma, building resilience, self-esteem, voice and self-sufficiency;  

 change in cultural attitudes in families and in society at large to reduce discrimination;  

 recognition of the importance of promoting social meeting places for mutual support and cultural 
exchange;  

 expanding organisational outreach and community support initiatives including attention to people 
isolated in rural areas;  

 strengthening the democracy, collective identity and representation of PwD affiliation-based 
organisations;  

 counteracting favouritism and strengthening transparency and equal access to opportunities in PwD 
organisations. 

 
In the North Atlantic Autonomous Region we understood from our hosts that positive changes to enabling 
conditions for improving indigenous people’s rights include: 

 Some indigenous women have their own organisations, a sense of equal rights and are able to 
identify ways in which they are excluded; 

 The FAO reconstruction project has improved housing conditions for many people who were able to 
participate in their house design; 

 
People also identified negative changes to enabling conditions including:  

 failed development projects that contribute to a sense of frustration and resignation 

 increased exploitation of the natural resources on which the community depends; 

 territorial demarcation has institutionalised topographic frontiers that worked more loosely under 
customary law, but now reinforce ideas of inclusion and exclusion, creating inter-community tension  

 
Changes in the enabling conditions for indigenous rights that are perceived as not taking place but needed 
are:  

 local access to secondary education and support for access to post-secondary education;  

 access to health services; 

 support for women´s productive work and access to markets; 

 taking greater community control over resources and the environment from loggers and corrupt 
leaders; 
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 more transparent and fair community leadership building mutual trust and respect, beyond political 
divisions;  

 recognition of the knowledge, contribution and leadership of women and young people and their 
inclusion in decision-making; 

 resolution of inter-community conflicts; 

 training in governance and support to strengthen people in challenging community and regional 
authorities; 

 recognition by regional government representatives of communities’ voices with an adequate 
response.  

 
Additionally, there are existing indigenous cultural practices that people value as key to their community life 
and livelihoods that need to be protected from negative change:  

 self sustenance in basic foodstuffs from family fields; 

 community solidarity expressed in collective cultivation (pana pana); 

 the use of forestry resources as a complement to food production; 

 sustainable agricultural practices such as the use of the espeke in sowing crops; 

 the lack of fences and sharing across boundaries. 
 

5.2 Meaning for people of a HRBA  
 
What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and marginalisation, in the 
context of the key issues? 
 
Nicaragua´s revolutionary history in the 20th century and recent international cooperation, have influenced 
the population’s sense of rights and participation. People frequently complain about political dealings 
between the powerful, corruption and not being “taken into account”. These phenomena suggest that there 
is a certain perspective on rights, but it exists side by side with older cultural influences that tend to 
counteract rights-based discourse with more conservative ideas and beliefs. 

In the North Pacific region, although our male host was not familiar with a discourse based on rights or 
citizenship, he did have a sense of his right to participation and located this in his relationship to power. He 
felt that voting is a political duty, but that in return for supporting a particular person there should be some 
sort of material recompense for loyalty, a common supposition related to the colonial patronage system and 
present-day clientelism.  He understand that the best way forward for the community is to determine 
everyone´s needs through their participation, and is aware of abuse of power and political marginalisation as 
problems. This discourse is combined with a philosophy of conformism and conflict avoidance, inherited 
from his father. The conversation about citizenship was accompanied by silence from his wife and daughter. 
Most other informants in the community demonstrate a sense of their rights but express this in terms of 
continuing conflicts, frustration and/or resignation with community and national leadership. Only a small 
percentage of our hosts´ female neighbours and relatives - with access to education, organisation, training or 
economic independence -  questioned the discourse of resignation or conformity with existing gender 
identities, roles and power relations.  
 
In Managua most of the People with Disabilities with whom we conversed, were aware of institutional gains 
such as the Law favouring PwD (Law 763) and express this as a gain made by the organisations. In terms of 
the support given by the government to the Disability Ombudsperson and to PwD organisations, most 
express feelings of gratitude and loyalty towards the government in return. Only people disabled during the 
wars (insurrection against the Somoza dictatorship and the “Contra War”) are entitled to pensions, but this is 
generally seen as compensation for their “sacrifice” rather than a right. Another influence on people´s 
understanding of a human rights based perspective is reflected in criticisms of their organisations’ lack of 
accountability and transparency in the distribution of resources and employment opportunities.  

Our two hosts in this site had contrasting attitudes towards rights, based on very different levels of self-
esteem and self-confidence. Darling is centred in her own agency in maximising her support and fighting for 
her right to education, employment, sports and equality in expressing her sexuality and her desire to be a 
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mother. Moisés in contrast, tends to take a more dependent stance and uses more traditional 
providentialist67 language to describe his gratitude for support after the traumatic accident causing his 
blindness. This suggests that an awareness of rights also depends on subjective processes towards individual 
emotional and psychological resilience. 

The North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN) has been characterised by a what might be described as 
“low intensity institutionality”. According to the RC research, the indigenous population seems not to 
recognize regional and national political spaces as bodies that can or should guarantee the fulfilment of their 
rights and autonomy. For this reason Miskito population of this community doesn´t incorporate a rights-
based discourse (indigenous, human, autonomic or citizen rights), but tend to assume identities as 
protagonists, beneficiaries, or clients, rather than citizens with rights that others have the duty to fulfil. This 
is not to say that people fail to act to bring about change they consider legitimate, but their interpretation of 
this action tends to be based on an idea of necessity or concrete justice more than an abstract moral 
mandate. People’s family or collective rights, such as the right to use timber resources, is enmeshed in 
interfamily and power relations that form the fabric of social relations in the community. We understand 
from our conversations and observations that accountability occurs within a cultural context emphasising 
indirect claims on the authorities or wrongdoers and corresponding gestures of compensation or recognition, 
rather than direct confrontational demands for transparency or justice. However, the narratives show 
evidence of discontent and frustration with the lack of accountability of community leadership as well as the 
state, NGOs and aid agencies. People in the community challenge corruption, nepotism and top-down 
decision-making and at the same time demonstrate resignation. In addition, women who have established 
their own organisation are laying claim to political and economic rights within the community and they along 
with other informants criticise patterns of exclusion, corruption and abuse of authority reproduced from 
community levels to leaders in the regional institutions of the RAAN. 
 

5.3 Plausible contribution of Swedish CSOs and LPOs 
 
What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be contributing 
positive changes in the enabling conditions?  
 In understanding this question we will refer to the changes in enabling conditions identified above by people 
in the reality check sites. 

In the North Pacific site, two sets of relationships were researched as part of the focus on food security and 
sovereignty.  One of these involved a discontinued project linked to a CBO (previous LPO), a national and 
regional platform LPO68 and to We Effect. We can plausibly infer from the RC and from interviews with these 
organisations that they have worked on most of the enabling conditions flagged up by people in the RC 
community.  

Although mention was not made of land reform, access to land was framed through the development of 
cooperative organisation on all levels. This work throughout the development relationship seems to share 
the joint aim of strengthening self-reliance and promoting solidarity economies in the communities and 
across national and international boundaries. Their key strategy seems to avoid dependence on welfarist 
projects and outside sources of income by developing production capacities to protect and develop the 
livelihoods of small producers in national and not just international markets. In using fair trade channels 
some compensation is made for fluctuations in market prices. Some of the work being done also involves 
agricultural diversification, organic farming and agro-ecological techniques through which producers are 
increasingly conscious of contamination from agricultural chemicals, have access to education and 
knowledge about health and the environment and have taken concrete actions in defending environmental 
conditions for their production. However, the serious contamination of the local area by mining was not 
mentioned. It seems there is little focus on the changed aspirations of young people; and although 

                                                           
67 “Providentialism” is examined by Andrés Pérez Baltodano, (in his book El cambio social empieza con la transformación de la idea de Dios: 
Providencialismo, pragmatismo resignado y neoliberalismo  see: www.servicioskoinonia.org/agenda/archivo/obra.php?ncodigo=732)  as a theological 
concept that expresses a vision of the history of individuals and of society as processes governed and controlled predominantly by God. 

 
68 The platform was also previously an LPO of LWF. 
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awareness and concern were expressed about the effects of migration, no specific strategies were 
mentioned in this regard.  

The CBO (the women’s cooperative) had a strong focus on gender issues, including issues of violence, self-
esteem and autonomy; access to education and training; control over resources and decision-making; and 
recognition for women´s work in food production /transformation for local consumption, although no 
mention was made about conservative religious beliefs or the influence of the media in gender 
discrimination. The interviewee from the national and regional platform admitted that gender was a 
weakness in their focus, while women’s economic self-determination (control over resources and recognition 
for women´s work) and women’s political participation (control over decision-making) was included in We 
Effect strategies.  

As far as we can ascertain, the women’s cooperative and the national and regional platform have developed 
interesting experiences in terms of equal access to spaces for decision-making although this requires further 
research to ascertain if this also has established fairness and mutual respect in the organisational culture and 
leadership and transparent selection procedures for projects and training. We Effect’s way of working on the 
development of strategic relations rather than thematic policies or programmes seem to be an interesting 
proposal to ensure these same aspects and appears to enable a certain consistency of vision in their 
relationships with partners.   
 

The other set of relationships in the North Pacific region was traced from a CBO through several local, 
national and regional LPOs related to the work of Lutheran World Federation (LWF) to which the Church of 
Sweden contributes.  

The CBO (Citizen´s Power Cabinet now Cabinet of the Family, Life and Health) is involved in coordination with 
municipal level party and government structures directly benefiting from the municipal and supra-municipal 
work of several local and national LPOs. The leadership of this CBO in the community is widely questioned for 
its lack of fairness and mutual respect and for creating obstacles to equal access to spaces for decision-
making. While recognising women´s rights in principle, the CBO leader interviewed also relied heavily on a 
conservative interpretation of religious beliefs. 

The contribution of LPO work to change as part of SIDA´s Civil Society Strategy is problematic because most 
of the projects are executed through the municipal government and through para-state/party structures on a 
community level. Furthermore these structures are questioned in terms of the centralisation of party 
political control that tend to use a welfarist and clientelist approach while reducing space for community-
generated initiatives with autonomous civil society actors. One of the LPOs, through a separate project 
funded by Spanish aid, is contributing to strengthening accountability between community leaders and 
municipal councils. However, it´s contribution is constrained by local authorities’ and party members’ 
defensiveness about critical positions.  

Although some members of the regional forum LPO seem to be contributing to changing welfarist 
approaches by emphasising autonomous community-generated initiatives supported by civil society actors, 
the representatives of the forum expressed their nervousness at questioning the centralisation of party 
political control to the detriment of autonomous civil society actors. In addition, the difference between this 
member and the forum leaders about gender and theological interpretation suggests that while some 
members of the forum are contributing to change, the forum representatives tend to avoid addressing the 
conservative interpretation of religious beliefs that uphold gender discrimination and inequality. 

Although not specifically engaging in conditions for land reform, two local LPOs are involved in promoting the 
organisation of cooperatives (CBO) and in collective organisation for agroecological projects to strengthen 
self-reliance, promote agricultural diversification, the use of native seeds and share knowledge about health, 
hygiene, natural medicines and the environment (LPO). However this LPO is not engaging with the serious 
level of contamination from mining in the local area. The LPO involved was self-critical in mentioning the 
welfarist tendencies of their project and the danger of reproducing dependency. It is not clear if the project 
is contributing to the promotion of solidarity economies or to the use of remittance incomes to strengthen 
and diversify household economies.  

Another national organisation with work on a local level in the municipality is specifically focused on young 
people and their leadership, and voiced concerns about migration, although mostly in terms of how this 



39 
 

affects its own work. By promoting youth leadership we can infer that it is making a plausible contribution to 
involving young people in community issues, as well as changes in organisational culture in terms of fairness 
and mutual respect and equal access to spaces for decision-making.  

In terms of contributions to changing gendered power relations that produce discrimination and violence one 
organisation funded by the LWF is contributing to counteracting gender violence and building women´s  
self-esteem and control over decision-making, although its approach was criticised by a woman recipient of 
its services in the RC community for making decisions on her behalf. This LPO is also contributing to  
women´s control over resources through promoting economic projects albeit in traditional gender work and 
with an ambiguous position between its criticism of power relations in the family and a conservative concept 
of “family unity”. This LPO has contributed to organising a women’s group in the RC community, and to 
creating awareness about gender based violence, with some access to training although this seems to have 
been discontinued. Another local LPO has contributed to gender equality through work on masculinity.  
 
The Managua-based organisations of People with Disability related through My Right to the SIDA Civil 
Society Strategy  are all contributing to ensuring access to education and training. We can plausibly infer that 
this is contributing to building greater individual resilience, self-esteem, voice and self-sufficiency although no 
organisation  appears to work strategically on strengthening subjectivity. Access to education is a necessary 
but not sufficient condition to enable access to employment and while the PwD organisations have 
contributed to ensuring legal rights, in practice they appear not to exercise positive discrimination for 
employment opportunities within their own organisations. The advocacy work of the PwD organisations has 
had a plausible contribution in influencing state institutions, and especially with the work of the 
Ombudsperson for PwD, and has raised the public profile of PwD as citizens. However, this appears not to 
have contributed -as yet- to substantive changes in in cultural attitudes in families and in society at large to 
reduce discrimination. This may be due to a focus on campaigns for legal rights and institutional change 
rather than public education campaigns. The library for the blind, while under-used as a audio and Braille 
resource centre, has clearly constituted a valuable and accessible social meeting place for mutual support 
and cultural exchange for the community even though this may not have been its primary focus. This may be 
an interesting model to replicate in other sectors of the PwD population or in urban neighbourhoods and 
other areas of the country. The RC and meso research suggests that the SFO has contributed some key 
advances in strengthening mechanisms for accountability in the PwD organisations with whom it works. 
However the RC research suggests there is still work to be done in counteracting favouritism, strengthening 
transparency and improving  internal democracy. The PwD organisations and My Right still face the challenge 
of contributing to expanding organisational outreach and community support initiatives including attention 
to people isolated in rural areas.   
 
According to its members, one change in the organisations that appears to have limited enabling conditions 
has been the reduction of direct support for mobility equipment and other welfare needs. This is 
experienced as a tension between a rights-based approach and a more charitable focus in a context of urgent 
needs. Some of the interviewees point to pressure from funders that tend to transform their organisation´s 
identity from an affiliation based self-help organisation to a project-oriented NGO. The tension is between 
being an organisation that gives a response to the needs of its members while at the same time is working to 
improve the living conditions and rights of all the PwD. Sometimes, it is difficult to reconcile both strategies, 
especially in the context of reduced funding availability. In this sense the relationship with the SFO is bringing 
to light key issues about the representational nature of LPOs created by PwD.  

In terms of indigenous people’s human and collective rights in the RAAN, we can affirm that the work of 
LPOs and the SFO is contributing to resolve conflicts around territorial demarcation and restructuring 
although this has yet to be completed and many conflicts (regional, inter-community and intra-community) 
have not yet been resolved. It is not clear to what extent LPO work addresses inter-community conflicts and 
the way in which territorial demarcation has institutionalised topographic frontiers that worked more loosely 
under customary law, but now reinforce ideas of inclusion and exclusion. LPOs have also been accompanying 
access to justice and have facilitated governance training and support to strengthen people in advocacy and 
dialogue with regional authorities. This is a plausible contribution to communities achieving greater 
recognition of their voices by regional representatives.  
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One of the reasons given for the inter-community conflict in the RC research was the pressure on 
communities’ economies due to the increased exploitation of the natural resources on which the community 
depends. This leads to competition between communities for the use of territorial timber reserves, in spite of 
the fact that people continue to share land use for food cultivation across boundaries. As far as the research 
team is aware, the issue of deforestation, as a key concern in terms of sustainable livelihoods, is not being 
directly addressed by LPOs. It is, however implicit in the work on community governance, as logging involves  
the influence of outside (indigenous and non-indigenous) actors in taking advantage of corrupt community 
leaders.   

One of the LPOs in particular is making inroads in working to transform customary political culture and 
leadership by recognising the knowledge, contribution and leadership of women and young people, and 
including them in community training about governance. Although this is a long term process, it can be seen 
as a plausible contribution to strengthening community members in challenging their authorities, achieving 
transparency, fairness and greater community control over resources, and building mutual trust and respect, 
beyond political divisions. This is also a contribution to increased gender equality.   

Other LPO contributions to gender equality are being made through work against gender based violence and 
discussion of sexual and reproductive health issues, and the introduction of a gender focus in the 
Autonomous Region´s Education System (SEAR) which will contribute to awareness of women’s equal rights 
and their ability to identify ways in which they are excluded.  

The LPOs appear not to be addressing crucial economic issues raised in the RC research such as situations of 
extreme poverty and marginalisation within the community, access to secondary and post-secondary 
education and support for women´s productive work. Nor do they appear to contribute to enhancing existing 
indigenous cultural practices identified in the RC research as key to community life and sustainable 
livelihoods.  
 

5.4  Capacity development 

What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and enhancement in 
the context, and in relation to the key issues? 
 
While some elements involving capacity development and enhancement are addressed in the accounts and 
analysis of the RC-meso threads and in the conclusions to this report, further research must be undertaken in 
order to understand the role of CSOs in specific capacity development and enhancement in all three key 
issues. 

 

5.5  Theories of change, relevance, alignment and feasibility  

What are the theories of change (Toc) and strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what do the 
four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability mean in 
their practice? 

What is the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the theories of change, strategies and interventions of 
the Swedish CSOs and their partners? 

 
In this section the findings of the RC work and meso level research concerning theories of change will be 
discussed in the light of the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the SIDA CSO strategy, with its human 
rights based approach based on participation, transparency, accountability and non-discrimination, to 
strengthen civil society organisations.  Poverty is defined as ‘a condition where people are deprived of the 
opportunity to decide over their own lives and create their own future. A lack of power, security and 
opportunity is at the core of poverty. Poverty is dynamic, multidimensional and context-specific’.69 

                                                           
69 Billing, Anneke (2011) Support to Civil Society Within Swedish Development Cooperation, Perspectives No. 20, University of Gothenburg 
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Economic alternatives for food sovereignty 

The concept of food security offers “a technical definition [which locates the food problem in] the guarantee 
of enough food to live” while food sovereignty is “the right of a people to decide about the production, 
distribution, marketing and consumption of healthy food, appropriate to their culture and identity, based on 
popular wisdom and the sustainability of natural resources.” According to this definition “the local market is 
given priority over agro-exportation; fair prices are established for consumption and production (through 
solidarity chains); and control is sought over productive resources (land, water and biodiversity).”70  

The RC narratives demonstrate the importance of not separating food and nutritional security from food 
sovereignty, as the latter focuses the problem on the rights and autonomous decision-making by the 
population at every stage of the food value chain. In this sense, it is directly linked to the issue of citizenship 
and civil society, understood as the population of citizens as individuals and in organisations that ensure 
collective voice and action. Overall, short-term survival strategies of the population living in extreme poverty 
seem to be located in relationships of family and social interdependence, problematised by power 
inequalities, conflicts and corruption, and the monetisation of the rural economy as part of the market 
economy. Long-term sustainability is related to access to land, the recovery of traditional knowledge, the 
production of native seeds and the protection of natural resources used in food production from sources of 
contamination from GM foods, agricultural chemicals and industrial processes, especially mining. The right to 
decide about food is also complicated by the hierarchical family order in which food is produced and served. 
This results in a lack of equal control over food production and consumption, with the women who prepare 
the food being the last in nutritional priority. The generation gap and current value shift in the population 
favours the globalised market economy and migration and negatively influence food production and 
sustainable small-scale solutions within historical rural culture as well as the national food market. In this 
situation the state/party and the churches with programmes that seek to benefit people living in poverty, 
tend to reproduce chains of dependence, crossed by a web of unequal power relations in the community and 
within the family. There is dissatisfaction with the unjust or corrupt way in which decisions are taken about 
state benefits.  

Despite this situation education and training, together with agency, critical awareness and self-esteem, are 
contributing to advances in food sovereignty for some families and potentially for the community under 
certain conditions: when people have a minimal amount of land (3 or 4 manzanas71), or access to it; when 
there are diversified sources of food and income; when reinvestment of surpluses can be achieved; and 
when there is a more positive collaborative social/community interdependence. In this context it seems that 
the monetised “business” focus of some projects or programmes emphasises the competitive market 
economy over the capacity for sustainable consumption through agricultural production combined with 
capacity development for the transformation of products. Such alternatives could build on economic 
relations of solidarity and interdependence, as part of traditional rural culture.   

State support, although it contributes to an extent to the food security of some sectors of the population, 
doesn’t address the complex problems of food sovereignty from the level of families in the community up to 
the municipality and the local/national market. Nor does it address the effect of the export economy and 
globalised markets. To the extent that projects are implemented in the service of religious and political 
clientelism, they further weaken the capacity of the community for genuine self-management involving 
everyone, and for autonomous, participatory and egalitarian decision-making, thus contributing to increased 
internal conflict.  

The Reality Check confirmed that the situation of economic security/food/nutrition was a primary focus for 
people in all three sites, particularly precarious in the Pacific region and for people with disabilities. This 
situation is enmeshed in deep systemic problems related to Nicaragua’s history of colonisation, war and 
foreign economic and political interventions; environmental degradation; unequal power dynamics, 
corruption and discriminatory social relations; and cycles of poverty within micro to macroeconomic systems 
built on exclusion. This interrelationship of factors occurs on a level of complexity that cannot easily be 

                                                           
70 Source: interview with an organisation member of the national network of ecological agriculture, working for food sovereignty. The definition is 
based on the Vía Campesina definition, introduced in the World Food Summit of the FAO in 1996, and is also reflected in an interview with Santiago 
Ripoll Lorenzo, anthropologist specialising in FNSS at the University of Sussex in the UK: “Food security is based on a technical paradigm related to 
whether or not people have enough access to food... Food sovereignty... is more about issues of the social control of food systems and the politics of 
food control.” 
71 About 3 hectares 
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reduced to a single thematic focus. In this sense, the inclusion of the issue of food – especially through the 
more complex lens of food sovereignty72- as an integral part of the civil society strategy is highly relevant to 
the lived realities of people in the communities studied, and represents as strategic area of self-
empowerment for people in both rural and urban areas, and particularly people with disabilities.  

In terms of alignment, the narratives and meso level findings in the north Pacific site, where food security 
and sovereignty are mentioned by several LPOs as a specific project focus with SIDA funding through the 
LWF, suggest that there is an insufficient distinction between food security and the more systemic vision 
behind the concept of food sovereignty with its corresponding relationship to human rights, civil society 
strengthening and economic democratisation. In addition, on local/municipal levels there appears to be a 
tendency towards a fragmented, project or results–based vision that reduces this area to a more technical 
assistance (welfarist) approach based on the transference of technical knowledge and numbers of 
beneficiaries, rather than a more complex process and rights-based approach. This was the case even with 
one LPO that is working on several other areas that coincide with SIDA’s CS strategy. This may be the result, 
partially, of the somewhat indirect aid chain involved (via the Swedish Church and then the LWF´s 
programming), but it may also have to do with local NGO culture and the way in which these respond to 
multiple donors without sufficient cohesion in their own strategies.  Sadly, the closest alignment to the SIDA 
strategy analysis comes from a discontinued LPO (regional platform) and local CBO (cooperative) partner of 
We Effect, both of whom also mention the issues of migration and the monetisation of rural 
economies/cultures not mentioned by others but key in the RC findings.  

In order to achieve greater alignment, this particular focus could also benefit from SIDA’s deeper gender 
analysis so as to reflect the RC findings about women’s disadvantages in food consumption and their roles in 
food production and transformation, which are currently made invisible by almost all meso level actors when 
speaking about the food economy. Another key aspect in the SFOs’ approaches to the food economy include 
healthy environmental conditions for food production. This is only reflected in the women’s cooperative and 
in one LPO’s work on agro ecology and nutrition. The contamination of the environment in the entire area 
(several municipalities) with mercury and cyanide from gold mining is not mentioned by this same LPO.  

Another aspect of alignment that is problematic, is the way in which the municipal level LPOs are working on 
this issue through local government and para-state/party structures in the community, or focusing on 
strengthening these, rather than fostering autonomous spaces for more open and pluralist citizens’ 
participation. This issue also raises the question of feasibility, since these structures also tend to reinforce 
relations of political and economic dependency on the state/government/party as a provider of food and 
other benefits. As such, this does little to ensure voice and democratization, especially given the four HBRA 
principles. As well as being centralised in institutionalised power relations, these structures also operate on a 
community level with a culture and leadership style fraught with non-transparency and political clientelism. 
In addition, longer term sustainability would entail recognising other existing layers and forms of 
social/political relations that contribute to resilience, as well as supporting creative, independent or diverse 
organisational and economic initiatives. Such initiatives would be similar to the experience of the women’s 
cooperative included in the meso level research, the work based on solidarity economies in the Central 
American region, or the food production systems of the indigenous communities of the Caribbean region, for 
example.  

In spite of these difficulties, some of the approaches and theories of change of the Swedish CSOs and their 
partners are making plausible contributions to the creation of enabling conditions for people to improve 
their lives. However, this contribution is at times haphazard and insufficiently focused as an integrated long 
term strategy and there appears to be a need for more in depth analysis of the country and local contexts 
with a broader civil society lens, and for an examination of the quality of the relationship established by the 
SFO level actors (Church of Sweden, LWF) with LPOs inserted into multiple, relatively short term results-
oriented projects with different donors.  

Access to education and training by people living with disabilities 

Another key issue that arose in all three Reality Checks is the relationship between education, empowerment 
and economic wellbeing, and the importance of access to adequate education and training systems that also 
take into account particular languages (Braille, sign language, indigenous languages). In all three cases the 

                                                           
72 Access to and control over decision-making related to biodiversity, food production and sustenance, the transformation 



43 
 

communities and most household members have low levels of literacy, primary and/or secondary level 
education. This affirms the relevance of the inclusion of education in SIDA’s CS strategy as it contributes to 
conditions for empowerment and enabling ‘people living in poverty to improve their lives’. However as the 
RCs affirm in two of the three sites (PwD and Caribbean region), access to education is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for this change. 
 
In the case of people with disabilities, in general, we can observe a good degree of alignment between the 
issues prioritised by the LPO and the SFO and the reality which emerges in the Reality Check. What remains 
to be seen is to what extent it is justifiable to assume that more education leads to greater integration in the 
labour market. Access to education may be a necessary condition for access to employment, but it is 
certainly not the only one. The LPO has focused on this strategy to promote vocational training, but it seems 
that they need complementary strategies in this direction. In fact, this strategy appears to have led to the 
creation of a group of highly trained PwDs, who are still unable to integrate into economic life in a regular 
and permanent way.  

LPOs are affiliation-based organisation and with SFO support (My Right) have focused on access to formal 
education as a priority under the programme “More Education, More Inclusion”. Their joint aligned approach 
is based on advocacy to influence Ministry of Education policy and has been successful in creating change 
within the formal education system with the introduction of the Inclusive Education Roundtable, specialised 
training for teachers, curriculum change for teacher training, and a more inclusive enrolment system. It is 
interesting to note, however, that the low level of publicity by MINED of the audio and Braille resource 
centre and its under-use by teachers may indicate a lack of change in attitudes among education 
professionals. In this sense, the theory of change based on education = inclusion appears to focus on 
external/institutional change more than the internal/interpersonal/cultural change that might contribute to 
transforming barriers created by social discrimination. In this sense the theories of change of SFOs and LPOs 
are only partially aligned with the RC carried out on a community level with PwDs.  

This partial alignment is reaffirmed by the difference between two key informants from the same family, 
whose ability to attain educational achievements and levels of social inclusion were influenced by other 
factors not directly addressed by formal education, but that could be supported through other training 
processes, focused on subjectivity, issues of trauma, resilience, self-esteem and self-perception, as well as 
access to recreation, culture and sports.  

A similar assumption seems to be made with the LPO and SFO focus on access to vocational training as a 
strategy for access to employment, which does not align with the results of the Reality Check. In some cases, 
RC informants have multiple qualifications and abilities but still face unemployment due to discriminatory 
attitudes and practices of employers, among other factors.  While access to vocational training is important 
as an option, one wonders why the focus is on training for employment, rather than including diverse ways 
to generate income through employment, collective organisation, viable forms of small enterprise, or self-
employment as the subjects in the RC are doing - albeit within a precarious informal economy. The 
assumption appears to be that people with disabilities lack capacities, and that government should provide 
these, suggesting that a more complex diagnostic and analysis needs to be made of the different types of 
barriers and challenges being faced in this area and of the diverse capacities and resources already existing 
within the PwD community itself.  
 
This analysis seems to suggest that while the current theories of change have clearly been feasible in 
contributing directly to changes in institutional policies enabling access to education and vocational training, 
they are only partially feasible in terms of social and economic inclusion, as these also entail shifting 
interpersonal and cultural values and ensuring accountability on the practical implementation of laws and 
policy changes. Also, the emphasis on access – although evidently key for people with disabilities- tends to 
place power in the hands of others who may or may not “give access” and this subtly undermines a strong 
rights based approach focusing on self-awareness of rights and active citizenship73. If this is so, there is 

                                                           
73 See Gaventa, John and Barrett, Gregory So What Difference Does it Make? Mapping the Outcomes of Citizen Engagement IDS Working Vol. 2010 
Paper 347 for a typology of four possible democratic and developmental outcomes, including (a) the construction of citizenship, (b) the strengthening 
of practices of participation, (c) the strengthening of responsive and accountable states, and (d) the development of inclusive and cohesive societies 
based on a ten year study of citizenship, participation and accountability. 

 



44 
 

perhaps a need to re-examine assumptions based on change through institutional means and to discuss 
strategies to build a greater individual and collective sense of citizenship and a framework for its practice. 
Reality check findings suggest that this might include methodologies for personal & collective self-esteem, 
empowerment, mobility and autonomy including issues of personal growth, gender and sexuality among 
others. Reflection is also needed on strategies for influencing cultural change in discriminatory practices and 
interpersonal relations on a wider social level.  

Indigenous human rights 

This focus on indigenous rights is evidently relevant in terms of the vulnerability and multiple inequalities of 
power that exert pressure on the RAAN’s indigenous communities and their members. However this 
framework and language’s relevance directly in the communities seems to be problematic as it is seen in the 
community as something built from outside their own experience and self-perception. Perhaps this requires 
a deeper two way process of communication and translation to ensure that the conceptual framework is 
consistent with the cultural understanding of the communities.  At the same time, indigenous rights, similarly 
to women’s rights, cover the entire spectrum of all human rights, while also referring to specificities and 
intersectionalities of power within indigenous communities themselves (gender and sexuality, class 
differences, rural/urban, positions of authority etc). In this sense the focus on: leadership, governance and 
power; human rights, indigenous and collective rights; and participation, discrimination and gender are 
relevant in addressing key areas, yet don´t necessarily directly address the relationship of these aspects to 
crucial economic and educational issues raised by community informants. 

In terms of alignment, some LPOs working in leadership, governance and power, while accompanying  the 
population’s situational dialogues and facilitating community training in social auditing of public resources, 
appear to focus their theory of change on influencing institutional levels more than on issues of participation, 
transparency and accountability within the communities themselves, something the Reality Check research 
flags up as a key problem area. On the other hand, there does seem to be alignment in this aspect between 
the RC outcomes and work being done by LPOs based in the region focusing on developing leadership and 
change rooted in the population’s own knowledge and experience of human, collective and autonomy rights. 
Learning from this approach will require more follow-up in the next round. National LPOs appear to have a 
more classical HRBA in this area, less aligned to the complex reality and perceptions within the communities 
themselves, but which coincides with the SFOs approach.  

In the area of participation, discrimination and gender, there appears to be little alignment between the 
evident situations of exclusion in the communities -especially that of women- and the ways these are being 
addressed by LPOs as legal rather than interpersonal and cultural issues rooted in the communities. The LPOs 
have expressed concern about gender violence and the need for greater clarity about how to develop this 
aspect within the particular context of indigenous culture.  

In terms of feasibility, the SFO´s approach, while addressing key issues on an institutional level, appears to 
assume organisation and community participation (individual and collective), as a characteristic pattern of 
behaviour in indigenous cultures, and a latent condition which under certain circumstances will surface with 
the pursuit of change. The RC gives evidence to suggest that this type of active citizenship as a civil society 
dynamic, should not necessarily be taken as given, because of the way it is framed by familial and internal 
community relations. In fact, the indigenous communities may recognise other forms of participation, 
especially when taking into account the historical dynamics of power established between communities and 
the public and political arena. A key question might be: What are the fundamental dynamics that articulate 
interpersonal relationships, and make possible the reproduction of the community as a social entity? Equally, 
what are these at regional level in the RAAN? One key aspect of this might be that a discussion of the 
possibilities for change cannot be separated from a larger discussion about micro-economic dynamics, and 
the real possibilities of the population to sustain themselves and/or earn an income by selling their 
production or their labour.  

Human Rights Based Approach 

In terms of the HRB approach as seen in the reality check, the meaning of participation depends on the 
intentionality behind inclusion and the way in which structures and processes are facilitated or led. Non-
discrimination is an important principle, and in the Nicaraguan context its complex implications depend on a 
deep individual and collective internalisation and reformulating of a political culture founded on violent 
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power relations from the colony onwards (and possibly before), in order to have a substantive grounded 
meaning. In spite of this, it is a principle that social movements, especially those of women, PwD, children 
and the LGBT community are upholding and has ensured a certain space in national discourse although to a 
lesser extent in state, non-governmental and social practices. The principles of transparency and 
accountability have been consistently violated in a society that is extremely permissive of abuse by those in 
positions of power. This creates a certain atmosphere of resignation, as can plausibly be inferred from the 
reality check. While these issues are vital, they are part of a larger transformation that needs to begin with 
the creation of political and economic accountability mechanisms within diverse spaces for citizenship if the 
state is to be challenged by civil society on these same issues. This would enable an arena for cultural change 
in practice.  

In general, issues of gender/sexuality and violence were evident as key issues in all three sites. In each case 
interventions appear to need a deeper level of analysis and appropriate strategies and methodologies to 
ensure greater relevance, alignment and feasibility between the realities in communities and the theories of 
change espoused by LPO and SFOs. In addition to the structural power relations that are behind these issues, 
the fact that Nicaragua still suffers from the traumatic effects of war contributes to raising levels of 
(especially male) violence and interpersonal conflict in its communities, and this would suggest that 
interventions may need to factor in aspects of social psychology and subjectivity in order to be relevant and 
feasible. The experience of war also influences historical tendencies within political culture that can easily be 
observed through the RC method, involving political polarisation that continues to exist barely under the 
surface in community relations and is clearly expressed in tendencies towards authoritarian and non-
accountable leadership styles on every level. Given this, in the current climate any approach based on 
strengthening civil society, citizen’s rights, organisation, and independent leadership is fraught with 
difficulties, as outlined in the accounts from particular sites in this report.  

In spite of the Nicaraguan population’s history of involvement in overthrowing an authoritarian regime and 
in transforming key cultural and economic relations during the 1980’s, present-day conditions for exercising 
power as citizens and members of civil society are complicated by the current government’s creation of 
official spaces for citizens’ participation. Potentially, the 16 member citizens’ power cabinets were spaces in 
which a fairly broad cross-section of community leaders could have created a new model for citizen’s 
participation, albeit already tied to power structures within the state and the party in government. However, 
these cabinets were further restricted this year by a reduction in representational posts to 5, and a return to 
the traditional patriarchal and religious concept of the “family” as a defining “unit” and building brick of 
people’s participation. The overt control of these spaces, especially evident on the Pacific side of the country, 
has institutionalised and centralised their relations and focuses, and is developing into a dangerously 
totalising organisational structure. While many sectors of the population experience this as a form of 
exclusion or forced participation in exchange for their inclusion as beneficiaries of government programmes, 
the PwD organisations are openly aligned with the government, partly because of the creation of the PwD 
cabinets in the communities and also because they feel that this context has benefited them in advancing 
with their demands. This also means, however, that they don´t wish to “position” themselves in alliance with 
other sectors of civil society, and My Right sees this as a weakness. There seems to be a general tendency 
among NGOs, including most LPOs involved in SIDA’s CSO strategy (North Pacific and Disability sites), to 
adapt to this reality by either aligning themselves directly with the state or by avoiding positions that might 
be considered critical or confrontational by the government/party, for fear of animosity and exposure to 
reprisals, thus endangering their existence as legal entities.  

Lastly, the concept “civil society”, as introduced by international cooperation, has tended to be reproduced 
through a selective and instrumental discourse that places NGOs as the representatives of civil society, thus 
de-legitimising or distorting, in the discourse and practice of some LPOs and SFOs, the multiple forms of 
social and political organisation, representation and legitimacy through which the population expresses its 
citizenship. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

The Reality Check findings give a complex picture of the way people in communities in Nicaragua perceive 
themselves – or not – as citizens, and our meso level research highlights very diverse senses of meaning in 
relation to the term “a vibrant and pluralistic civil society”. Even given this diversity, the use of a human 
rights-based approach is clearly relevant to the three Reality Check sites, as it establishes appropriate 
principles to guide intervention processes. Nevertheless there are some gaps that need to be addressed and 
further researched in terms of the two-way alignment and the feasibility of specific interventions.  

The Nicaraguan team suggests the further development of a relational approach to work between SFOs and 
LPOs, determining strategic focuses from partners “upwards” or as part of a negotiated relationship of 
affinity, rather than the more traditional results-based top down policy or theme-based project or 
programme funding that tends to reinforce unequal power relations. In a context that is increasingly adverse 
for strengthening independent civil society in Nicaragua, this may also be a way to enhance ongoing deep 
strategic discussion between partners based on long-term two-way relationships.  

In the current Nicaraguan context, a creative process of re-examining what is meant by civil society and 
citizen’s participation will be critical in preserving space to promote pluralism, vibrancy and critical 
participation on every level (community-local-national). This, evidently, would continue to take into account 
the particular perspectives/context of each specific identity/sector of the population about the meaning of 
“civil society”. We would suggest that beyond the 4 more immediate strategic principles of the HRBA 
(participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability) a deeper discussion of these gaps might 
include the exploration of individual and collective autonomy, agency and interdependence as defining 
concepts for the development of this vibrancy and pluralism.  

Learning from these changes and from a diverse cross-section of civil society activists about the construction 
of social movement might also serve to shift paradigms for the work of partner organisations work with 
communities, away from a project/beneficiary development model. This could open up reflection about 
current approaches in which communities are seen as an object of intervention, rather than part of a 
horizontal relationships based on diverse inter-subjectivities – that is between differently placed but jointly 
engaged subjects involved in common cause. This type of approach could also open up diverse options for 
action beyond the present limits of institutional spaces as it tends to favour the formation of joint interest 
networks, platforms and new social movements less bound by formal and legal restrictions. The experience 
of these kinds of spaces in Nicaragua and elsewhere in Latin America as a region could be key in developing a 
greater capacity for self-reflexive, critical and diverse processes. As the SIDA CS strategy aspires, follow up 
from this research process and other experiences could be a key contribution towards strengthening the 
active citizenship, legitimacy and effective voice of people struggling with situations of poverty and/or 
marginalisation in the current Nicaraguan context.  
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ANNEXES 

 

Annex 1: Map of Nicaragua 
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Annex 2: Interviews 
 

 Name Organisation  

1 Carlos Baquedano CPC/GPC Somotillo 

2 Carla Bermudez 
Movimiento de Mujeres de Chinandega 

3 Juana Bilbano CEJUDHCAN 

4 Alejandro Brooks CEDEHCA 

5 Ines Bustamante Church of Sweden 

6 Luis Caldera ADM 

7 Viveca Carlestam We Effect 

8 Joachim Carlson CIVSAM SIDA 

9 Aracelly Chavez We Effect 

10 Mireya Cisne ASCN 

11 Kenia Conrado CEDEHCA 

12 Victoria Cortés Iglesia Luterana 

13 Diandra Daniels CAIMCA 

14 Bernardine Dixon CEIMM URACCAN 

15 Eve Ekelund Lutheran World Federation 

16 Esmeralda Galeano Proyecto MIRIAM 

17 Gloria Gutiérrez OCM Luis Braille 

18 Debby Hodgson CEDEHCA 

19 Tangni Hodgson IPADE 

20 Raití Juarez Asoc JOVENES S. XXI 

21 Rigoberto Kinsing FECONORI 

22 María Lagus My Right 

23 Lucia Lau Pana Pana 

24 David Lopez OCN MT 

25 Javier Lopez ANSNIC 

26 Rufino Lukas CONADETI 

27 Giovanni Magana FLM 

28 Jaume Martorell PECOSOL 

29 Melba McLean CIDCA 

30 Pedro Meza ADEES 

31 Eric Milson DIAKONIA 

32 Moises Moraga DIAKONIA 

33 Adaly Ordoñez AMNLAE-UNAG 

34 Teresa Pérez CIC-Batá (GPAE) 

35 Carmen Pulido Cooperativa Carolina Osejo  

36 Ricardo Quiros  We Effect 

37 Santiago Ripoll University of Sussex 

38 Pedro Romero ADIFIM 

39 Rosa Salgado Procuraduria Especial de las personas con discapacidad 

40 Marlin Sierra  CENIDH 

41 Manuel Silva FORO ACT 

42 Berit Svensson Solidaridad Sueca-América Latina SAL 

43 Eduardo Vallecillo ATC 

44 Síndico Diez Comunidades, RAAN 

 


