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Nicaragua's post-electoral situation
The landslide victory of Daniel Ortega and his Sandinista National Liberation Front in Nicaragua's
6 November presidential and legislative elections came as no surprise, after the main opposition
alliance – whose presidential team had been disqualified by the Supreme Court of Justice – withdrew
from the contest. Both the opposition and the international community are worried that the country
could drift towards an authoritarian regime.

Background
The current democratic period in Nicaragua started in the early 1990s, with the end of the civil war between
the Sandinista government and the US-supported Contra (Counter-revolutionaries) rebels. Current president
and Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) leader, Daniel Ortega, belonged to the five-member junta that
took power in 1979 after overthrowing dictator Anastasio Somoza Debayle, and was first elected president in
1984. He ran for re-election in 1990, but was defeated by National Opposition Union (UNO) candidate Violeta
Barrios de Chamorro. He lost again to the conservatives in 1996 and 2001, but finally won the 2006 presidential
elections, helped by a pact with former conservative president, Arnoldo Alemán (Liberal Constitutionalist
Party, 1997-2002). He was re-elected in 2011 and again in 2016, after a controversial electoral process.
Nicaragua is a presidential republic, where the president – who is both head of state and head of government
– and vice-president are democratically elected by universal suffrage for a five-year term. Consecutive re-
election was forbidden until 2010, when the Supreme Court recognised President Ortega's right to run again
in 2011. In 2014, the National Assembly changed the constitution, completely scrapping the term limit, as well
as the need for the president to get a minimum of 35 % of the votes. Legislative power lies with the National
Assembly, a unicameral parliament with 92 members (90 directly elected by proportional representation, plus
the outgoing president and the runner-up in the last presidential election). The voting age is 16.

A controversial electoral process
Most registered political parties were initially grouped in two main alliances for the elections: 1) Alianza Unida
Nicaragua Triunfa, led by the FSLN and made up of nine political parties, with Daniel Ortega and his wife
Rosario Murillo as the presidential team; and 2) the opposition National Coalition for Democracy (CND), made
up of the Independent Liberal Party, the Sandinista Renovation Movement (MRS, a FSLN split-off created in
1995) and other smaller parties. After its presidential team formed by Luis Callejas and Violeta Granera was
disqualified by the electoral authority, CND member parties, with the exception of the Independent Liberal
Party, formed the Citizens for Liberty alliance, which boycotted the elections, considering them undemocratic.
Ultimately, seven political parties took part in the contest: the left-wing FSLN, the Independent Liberal Party
(PLI, centre-right) and the Liberal Constitutionalist Party (PLC, right-wing) – all three were represented in the
outgoing parliament – and four other parties: Alliance for the Republic (APRE, right-wing), the Conservative
Party (PC); the Nicaraguan Liberal Alliance (ALN formed in 2006 by PLC dissidents); and the Yatama party
representing the indigenous population inhabiting the Caribbean coast.
Earlier this year, the Supreme Court of Justice (CSJ) awarded legal representation of the main opposition party,
the Independent Liberals (PLI), to Pedro Reyes, an Ortega supporter, thus depriving Eduardo Montealegre of
the party leadership and its candidates, Callejas/Granera, of the possibility to participate; and then expelled
16 of the 26 opposition members from the National Assembly, along with their 12 alternates, on the grounds
that they had ignored the previous CSJ ruling. As a result, the CND withdrew from the elections. Despite of all
this, President Ortega remains popular thanks to his social programmes, friendly attitude to the private sector
and prudent economic policy that contributed to an annual economic growth rate of 3.9 % in 2015 and a
considerable drop in poverty rates (from 42.5 % in 2009 to 29.6 % in 2014). President Ortega also appointed
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his wife, Rosario Murillo, as vice-presidential candidate, and prohibited any electoral observation.
Nevertheless, he agreed to hold a 90-day dialogue with the Organization of American States (OAS) on the
electoral process, at the end of which a joint report would be submitted. The opposition contests the official
turnout figures, claiming that a survey showed an abstention rate of at least 70%, and that the election was
rigged. The United States, among others, has expressed concern over the 'flawed' election.

Nicaragua 2016 election results – Presidential and parliamentary.

Nicaragua and the EU
The EU played a decisive role in strengthening the Central American peace processes, including that of
Nicaragua, in the framework of the 'San José' dialogue. Since then, the EU has contributed greatly to furthering
peace, democratisation and economic development in the sub-region, and has supported its integration.
These efforts culminated in the 2012 EU-Central America Association Agreement, with political dialogue as
one of its pillars. The EU and Nicaragua maintain bilateral relations as well as regional-level relations in the
framework of CELAC. In 2011, the EU's election observation mission (EU-EOM) to the Nicaraguan legislative
and presidential elections expressed reservations about the neutrality and transparency of the process, and
made some recommendations. In August 2016, the European External Action Service issued a statement on
the judicial decision to dismiss members of the National Assembly, underlining 'the importance of the rule of
law, including the separation of executive and judicial powers, democratic pluralism and freedom of
expression' as fundamental values of representative democracy, and on 19 November issued a new statement
regretting 'that the electoral process did not provide conditions for an unrestricted participation of all the
political forces of the country, as well as the absence of both international and accredited independent local
observation', but expressing its readiness 'to work with the government issued from these elections'.

On 26 February 2014, the European Parliament gave its consent to the conclusion of the Political Dialogue and
Cooperation Agreement with Central America in two legislative resolutions. On 26 November 2009, the EP adopted
a resolution on Nicaragua, deploring the 'attacks and acts of harassment' to human rights organisations, their
members and independent journalists by 'individuals, political forces and bodies linked to the State'; calling on
President Ortega 'to respect the Nicaraguan Constitution', which prohibited presidents 'from serving for two
successive terms in office'; pointing out 'that only the legislature may pronounce on constitutional reform' and
calling 'for the judicial declaration of 19 October 2009 to be annulled'. It also called on the Commission 'to send an
EU election observation mission to monitor the forthcoming presidential elections'; and pointed out the need to
remind Nicaragua of 'the need to respect the principles of the rule of law, democracy and human rights' during the
negotiation of the EU-Central America Association Agreement. On 18 December 2008, the EP adopted a resolution
on the attacks on human rights defenders, civil liberties and democracy in Nicaragua, deeply regretting 'the way in
which the local elections of 9 November 2008 were conducted' and expressing its belief 'that the results lacked all
democratic legitimacy'.

Outlook
As evidenced by the second 'Manifesto of the 27' signed by a group of prominent Nicaraguan citizens in May
2016 (the first was issued in protest against Somoza in 1974), even former Sandinistas believe that the country
may once again be drifting towards an authoritarian regime, as Daniel Ortega and his entourage assume ever
greater power, and institutions continue to deteriorate. Some experts even see a risk of post-election unrest
if the opposition felt politically disempowered. Relations with the USA could worsen, one implication being
that the new US Congress could adopt the long-mulled NICA Act, which would restrict US funds to the
Nicaraguan government. Economic growth has still to translate into better development results, and reduced
economic support from Venezuela is unlikely to be counterbalanced by increased support from other states.

Source: CSE, with
99.8 % of votes counted
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