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Before the violence that started mid-April, Nicaragua had been the most peaceful, safest,
and by far the most progressive country in Central America. Now that a semblance of peace
has been restored in Nicaragua, the US government continues its campaign for regime
change joined by some who formerly supported Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega and his
Sandinista party.

While much has been written for and against Ortega, what might replace him were he to
leave  is  less  well  fleshed  out.  Latin  Americanist  academics  Dan  La  Botz  and  Benjamin
Waddell,  both with extensive experience in and knowledge of Nicaragua, give us some
insights into what might be expected were the opposition to take over.

US Regime Change Activities in Nicaragua

Although La Botz and Waddell are firmly in the “Ortega must go” camp, they are not naïve
about US government interference in the internal affairs of Nicaragua. They are not among
those that claim, incorrectly, that the uprising was simply a spontaneous phenomenon.

“International  press  has  depicted  the  rapid  escalation  of  civil  unrest  in
Nicaragua as a spontaneous explosion of collective discontent.”

But Waddell contends

“it’s becoming more and more clear that the US support has helped play a role
in nurturing the current uprisings.”

La Botz provides the background:

“US organizations such as USAID and the National Endowment for Democracy
(NED), and no doubt the CIA had for decades, of course, worked in Nicaragua
as they do everywhere in the world.”

La  Botz  is  not  indifferent  to  US  interference  in  Nicaragua.  He  was  in  fact  critical  of
Washington’s early tepid reaction.  US Vice President Pence,  La Botz complained,  “only
demanded that the Ortega government protect its citizens and their rights,” but did not
make a “general condemnation of the Ortega government, only a call for reform.”
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La Botz concludes his article with the demand “the US must keep out.” But his evidence
suggests that he should be demanding that the “US get out” of Nicaragua.

Waddell is more favourable to the efficacy of the US’s efforts in Nicaragua, reporting:

“Since  2014,  the  National  Endowment  for  Democracy  (NED),  which  was
established in 1983 to promote democratic ideals in developing countries, has
spent $4.1 million on projects in Nicaragua.”

Waddell describes,

“US Congress  created the NED—as a  non-profit,  private  NGO—in 1983 at  the
height of the Cold War.”

From “1984 to 1990, the US NED spent roughly $15.8 million dollars to fund civil society
groups and to political  parties,  most  of  them opposed to the Sandinista government.”
Waddell explains how this led to success for the US:

“In 1990, against all odds, Chamorro defeated Daniel Ortega, and ushered in
three consecutive terms of conservative leadership.”

Waddell provides documentation on the US funding through NED to groups active in today’s
opposition to the elected government of Nicaragua, including over half a million USD to
Hagamos Democracia. Waddell commends these soft coup efforts by the US:

“Regardless  of  whether  Mr.  Ortega  is  removed  from  power,  the  NED’s
involvement in Nicaragua reveals the potential  for transnational funding to
contribute to the cultivation of the type of skill sets, networking, and strategies
necessary  for  civil  society  to  successfully  challenge  authoritative  (sic)
governments.”

Composition of the Opposition to Ortega

“The Nicaraguan popular rebellion of this spring and early summer,” La Botz
describes,  “developed  as  a  broad  multi-class  movement.”  However,  this
movement “lacked a common political program.”  “The strongest organization
with the clearest political ideas,” is not even remotely progressive, but has
“fundamentally conservative, pro-capitalist ideas.” That leading organization
“is COSEP (Consejo Superior de la Empresa Privada en Nicaragua), the leading
business organization.”

The  opposition  leadership  was  joined  by  the  “powerful”  Catholic  Church  with  its
“conservative hierarchy,” according to La Botz. Other elements within the Catholic Church
included “a theology of liberation current led by some university professors and parish
priests, and the mass of pious believers.”

The third major group in the opposition are a diverse amalgam of students. In his brief
overview, La Botz does not explain that prominent among the students are those from
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conservative private universities. Nevertheless, La Botz holds on to the wish that “a student
‘left’ could be emerging.”

Developments to date give little credence to the hope for a student opposition that is leftist.
For  instance,  a  delegation  of  opposition  students  went  to  Washington  financed  by  the
rightwing Freedom House to lobby for US sanctions against their own people. According to
NACLA, these students “shared pictures on social media posing with Senator Marco Rubio
(R-FL) and Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), who represent most conservative,
right-wing and hawkish sectors of the Republican Party.” More recently the Nicaraguan
opposition student voice was heard on a regime change panel at the Koch brothers-funded,
rightwing Hudson Institute. These are not leftists.

What’s Left in Nicaragua

“Two left opposition groups with social democratic politics do exist,” La Botz
reports, “the Sandinista Renovation Movement (MRS) and the Movement to
Rescue Sandinismo (MPRS).”

The MPRS or Rescate, an on-and-off left split from the MRS, is a minor actor. It is composed
mainly  of  Mónica  Baltodano  and  Henry  Ruiz,  who  are  active  on  the  web  and  doing
interviews.

The more prominent MRS broke from the main Sandinista party in the 1990s. The MRS,
heavily composed of intellectuals, never developed a popular base among the Nicaraguan
people. Starting off as a left opposition to the Ortega wing of the Sandinistas, the MRS has
since shifted to the right. MRS leaders are partly supported by their connections to the US-
funded NGO world and are in alliance “with parties with a neo-liberal agenda.” MRS national
president Ana Margarita Vijil and Managua president Suyén Barahona hobnob with rightwing
US politicians.

Calling the MRS left is like the Tea Party’s claim that Obama is a socialist; it’s a matter of
perspective.

La Botz laments the absence of opposition left social movements: “they remain small and
marginal to the society as a whole.” In a curious convolution of logic, La Botz blames Ortega
for the failure of an anti-Ortega left opposition to emerge:

“Ortega’s  FSLN  has  discredited  the  idea  of  socialism and  repressed  rival
democratic socialist currents.”

This has not, however, prevented the emergence of a right opposition. The left-leaning, well-
organized  labor  and  agrarian  unions  in  Nicaragua,  according  to  La  Botz,  have  largely
avoided the opposition.

In a revolution, there are only two sides. Despite the highly polarized situation in Nicaragua,
La Botz conjurers a third way:

“There is, however, the possibility that the democratic struggle could open up
a social struggle that would create a new left.”
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In sum, the picture presented by La Botz is that presently the opposition to Ortega is not
democratic or left, but that he hopes it could be, despite troubling ties to US intelligence
agencies and NGOs.

NACLA reports reactionaries, not progressives, are emerging from the opposition:

“In fact, many in the (opposition) movement and the civic alliance are fervent
anti-Sandinistas. These are people who do not just oppose Ortega and Murillo
in  the  current  context  but  also  pro-capitalists  who  have  attacked  the
Sandinistas since their emergence. This group includes Somocistas (those who
defend the legacy of the Somoza dictatorship), Liberals, Conservatives, and
former  Contras.  There  is  growing  evidence  that  from  the  ranks  of  anti-
Sandinistas such groups are arming themselves and gaining momentum.”

The Lesson of Libya

The trajectory of the anti-Ortega opposition is to a rightist putsch. Were it to succeed,
handing direction of the pension plan over to the IMF would not be socialism. Leaving the
enforcement of Nicaragua’s anti-abortion laws to the tender mercies of the Catholic bishops
would not be feminism. And this would not be the solution that long-time solidarity activists
such as Dan La Botz seek. If we are to learn from history, the overthrow of the Libyan
government did not result in the utopian emergence of a socialist third way. Nor would such
an outcome transpire with regime change in Nicaragua.

La Botz  criticizes  what  he calls  the “neo-Stalinist  left”  who oppose US intervention in
Nicaragua. These same people that La Botz criticizes were also opposed to US intervention
in Libya, which left that formerly thriving country a disastrously failed state where slavery is
now practiced. There is a lesson to be learned about consistent anti-imperialism, and it is
not supporting US-backed regime change.

Nicaragua has been tragically destabilized, threatening to reverse the major social gains
achieved by the Ortega government. The North American left should unite around “US out of
Nicaragua.” Let the Nicaraguan people choose their own government through elections as
they have in 2006, 2011, and 2016 when they returned Ortega to the presidency with ever
increasing voting margins.

Beyond the US-backed interests and their NGO-activists are undoubtedly genuine social
elements in opposition to Ortega. Likewise any political party, especially one that has been
in power as long as the Sandinistas, could benefit from rectification. But these are agenda
items  to  be  addressed  by  the  Nicaraguan  people  without  outside  interference.  The
ossification  of  polarized  positions  in  a  climate  of  opposition-provoked  violence  guarantees
nothing gets rectified and everyone loses.

The US is the world’s hegemon, imposing global neoliberalism. The Ortega government in
Nicaragua has been targeted by the hegemon precisely because it has not served as an
unquestioning client state. The fall of the Ortega government would close one more space
for any alternative to the empire to survive.

*

Roger D. Harris is on the board of the Task Force on the Americas, a 32-year-old anti-
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imperialist human rights organization.
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