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The initial NGO approach:
Civil society in Nicaragua has gone through a gradual process evolution of their operations and of understanding themselves, assuming preliminary concepts before arriving to the way in which now it conceives itself.
The initial idea, in the years of the Sandinista Revolution (1980s), was that of few large NGOs, funded by external donors, which worked in close political and philosophical alliance with the Government, as a complement to the strong action of the Government in terms of social programs and projects (formal education, health, sanitation, housing, basic training, civic and political education, agrarian reform, credit for small producers), but after the change by elections in 1990 into several successive governments coming from the opposition against the Revolution, whose goals and doctrines did not accept a strong public intervention in relation to social justice and equity, several private NGOS, funded now more generously by external donors, who were consciously trying to fill the vacuum left by the lack of public intervention of the State in the field of social programs and projects, were born. Their staff was integrated by former government officials and former volunteers which had worked with the Governments institutions. 
The emergency of an organized civil society with a new conception of itself and the birth of Coordinadora Civil para la Emergencia y la Reconstrucción
By October 1998, when the country was hit and severely devastated by Hurricane Mitch, the inability of the Government of the day to attend to the challenges both of the survival of the victims and of the reconstruction of the very hardly damaged infrastructure of the country, became very apparent and these organizations of the citizenry joined together to answer to the needs presented by the emergency. They channeled external funds for their own action, cooperated with the Government institutions facilitating the reach of many affected citizens or regions of the country. Their achievements in that emergency summarize as it follows:  

--They gave an articulated and efficient response to the pressing needs of the population affected by the hurricane;
--They gathered timely and reliable information on the situation, effects and consequences of the disaster to adequate and spread the responses;
--They influenced the reconstruction plans and programs and the transformation of the central and local governments as well as national and international organizations by articulating proposals for reconstruction and transformations centered in the human beings and in search of a national consensus.
In December 1998 several (about 300) NGOS and social organizations joined together, after the first stage of the emergency created by the Hurricane subsided, and created the Coordinadora Civil para la Emergencia y la Reconstrucción (civil coordinating entity for the emergency and reconstruction), or CCER. That can be considered the birth of the first strong organization at a national level of the civil organizations, the birth of a strong Civil Society. Since its beginning, it conceived itself as “a space of coordination, concertation and articulation of organized sectors of the Nicaraguan society, which seek common objectives through consensus to achieve a sustainable human development of our country” (see web site www.ccer.org.ni). From then on, the Coordinadora Civil has existed as an umbrella of organizations and individual citizens working together, side by side with the Government and with other citizens organizations, channeling public funds received directly from international donors or with the mediation of international NGOS residing in Nicaragua. The spectrum of the members of the Organizations is very wide and open: NGOs (associations and foundations), social sectors, guilds, labor unions, church organizations, and other sectors of society characterized by their vocation to non profitable service for the needing sectors and by their autonomous will in the face of the State, the Government, the churches, the political parties and the entities linked with the market activity. Each of the members of the Coordinadora has its own specific objectives (social attention to specific or overall marginalized or needing sectors of the population, defense of different types of human rights, political incidence, social auditing), but all unite in the goals of the Coordinadora of influencing the public policies through their building up of a strong citizenship by generating conviction and consensus.
The joined organizations had also exercised social auditing on the proper use of the emergency funds provided to the Government from external donors, being the first phase completed in March 1999. They also made a survey among 10 thousand of the affected households on the direct and indirect effects of the hurricane, differentiating by region, by sex and by age, as well as on the effectiveness and pertinence of the aid they had received and on the transparency and levels of the way the aid had been organized. The results of the survey were widely published and were a very valuable input for the proposals that were articulated consequently.
One very qualified result was the Proposal for Reconstruction, Transformation and Development of the Sustainable Development of Nicaragua, which was presented to the State and Government of Nicaragua and international donors (April 1999).
As a consequence of all that, representatives of the Nicaraguan citizens, among them some of the Coordinadora Civil, were called to take part of the Nicaraguan official delegation to the meeting (as well as civil society members in the delegations of other Central American countries) held in Stockholm in May 1999 of the Consulting Group for the Emergency and Reconstruction of Central America. That meeting has had, among other great benefits, a very good influence in the relationship between the State and civil society.
Conflicts with the State in their start
But all this belligerence of Coordinadora Civil and other civil organizations, unexpec​tedly, originated clashes with Government officials, and namely with the office of the President, which consider themselves exposed to the public opinion by its lack of concern for the basic needs of its own citizens, and as well created competition between the citizens organizations and the Government for accessing the funds available from international donors directed to the attention of the emergency for the hurricane. But, in spite of the attempts made by the Government in the legislative side and for capitalizing the totality of the available funds, they were able to survive thanks, specially, to the prestige and recognition they had gained among the population for its role in facing the emergency of the hurricane, and were able to neutralize the attack and come to the end more invigorated. 
Besides, these experiences created strong links and solidarity among all existing types of citizens organizations, which had in a very valid way experienced an extraordinary period of efficient cooperation during the time of the emergency, and which had, collectively, faced and overcome the threats created by the Government attempts to dismantle them.

The New Perceptions and the Institutionalization of Citizens Participation
A new perception had emerged, that new forms of organization and operation were necessary to complement the actions taken by NGOs in their own traditional way of operating.  This meant more closeness to the local communities, and more reliance on the volunteers cooperation for assuming the emergency and the very dramatic challenges presented then by the devastation of the hurricane in the whole country, and, specially, among the poor regions and population, which had to be necessarily assumed in the future for a more efficient operation of the citizens organizations. That was the self perception of social organizations as different from the Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs). 
After these beginnings, there is a history of conflicts, especially during the government of Arnoldo Alemán and of understandings, mainly during the government of Enrique Bolaños, to a minimal level of mutual cooperation between the Government and the Coordinadora Civil (as well as other civil organizations).
In December 2003, under the Presidency of Bolaños, the Coordinadora Civil in a coalition of civil society organizations, both social organizations and NGOs, saw the final results of their efforts to discuss, prepare and introduce an initiative in the National Assembly (Congress) of Nicaragua, from where came finally the issue of the Law 475 of Citizens Participation.
In the preparation of the draft of that law, the citizens organizations were starting to conceive themselves as “civil society”, or the organization of those citizens who are not part of “the political class controlling the public power” (as the Law itself was going to define in Whereas No. VI), and which strive to participate with the Government in their own special and legally approved manner in the public political decisions of the country. That conception of its name and its nature was adopted in the text of the Law as: “a wide concept that reaches all organizations and associations existing outside of the State, including political parties and the organizations which are linked with the market. It also includes groups of interests, of incidence, labor unions, associations of professional people, chambers of commerce, enterprises, ethnic, women, youth, religious, students and community associations, and sporting clubs” (Article 4).The fact that the provision of this Law was really a mandate of the Nicaraguan Constitution that was recognized in the text of the Law (“citizens have the right of participating in equality of conditions in the public matters and in the management of the State. Through a Law, the national and local effective participation of the people will be warrantied”, Constitution Art. 50, quoted in Whereas No.I of Law 475 ), strongly contributed to the acceptance by the Assembly and the Government of the completion of the steps needed after the acceptance of the Project introduced by the Civil Society in the Secretariat of the National Assembly, by writing, approving and proclaiming the Law.
Another key element of the conviction of the civil society for its initiative of Law is an idea, that in the Nicaraguan traditional political environment and culture, is an innovation, and it is that among the rights of the private citizens, and one of the cardinal ones, for participating in public matters, there  is the right for doing “political incidence”. That means that civil society can have political options, either by endorsing a political party in specific objectives or outside of any party organization. On the other hand, there is no doubt that such right is specifically recognized in the Constitution´s Article 4, when it mentions “groups of incidence” among the natural members of civil society. More concretely and strongly, Art. 50 of the Constitution mentions that private citizens “have the right of participating … in the management of the State”. But it has to be recognized that among the members of “the political class” (Presidents and public officials of the Executive Branch, legislators, members of political parties, and even members of the Legislative Power) that provision of the Constitution put civil society as a competitor of the political class in sharing the public power, and by that it is an stumbling rock in the path to endorse the right given by our legal doctrine to the civil society. As much as possibly, they tend to ignore this constitutional mandates.
It is important to have in mind, however, that in February 1999, only two months after the creation of Coordinadora Civil, three after the tragedy of the hurricane, and four years before the issue of Law 475, President Alemán, also  following a mandate of the Constitution (Art. 150, No. 13), where the creation by him of a National Council of Economic and Social Planning “which will constitute his support for directing the economic and social policy of the country” (one of the main attributions of the President defined constitutionally), is prescribed, did it effectively by a Presidential Decree (No. 15-99). According to the same constitutional order, in that Council (CONPES) several specific types of civil society organizations should be represented (economic enterprises, labor organizations, cooperatives, community organizations, etc.).
When the Law of Citizens Participation was promulgated, CONPES became the privileged representation of civil society before the state, and integrated representatives of territorial (provincial, regional and municipal) organizations of civil society created by the Law. There was, then, a fully coordinated system of Citizens participation at all territorial levels of the country.
Even more than in the case of Coordinadora Civil, CONPES, as well as its local counterparts, covered a very wide spectrum of civil society. They belonged to guilds, unions, private enterprise, territories, or came from organizations fighting for the defense of human rights in general, or rights of the poor, of gender, of ethnias, of youth, or, finally in political incidence. Although at its beginning it integrated also representatives of Ministries and political parties, soon those sectors were taken out of the Council, leaving only one representative of the President, who also was the Executive Secretary, with no real power of decision but simply of coordination and of presiding the meetings of the Plenary and of the Board of Directors, and also having 10 representatives nominated directly by the President as individual citizens in a collective body of about 100 representatives of organizations of civil society. This body divided itself in 6 working thematic commissions, which met al least one, or two or more times in the month for preparing the subjects that were presented to the plenary in the 5 ordinary sessions of the year. One of the main cores played by the Plenary of the Council was to make its recommendations, in the name of civil society, to the project of the National Budget presented annually by the President to the National Assembly, or to the execution of that Budget every quarter of the year.  Every Commission kept in close communication with the ministries related to their own subject (economy, labor, production, infrastructure, health, education), and they generated the basic inputs for the budget recommendations.
But on the other hand, there were practically no relations with the National Assembly. During the last period, when the Council worked at its best, the Bolaños period, we felt that the elected representatives of that Assembly were very zealous or their own function in the power structure of the country, and very uncomfortable with the pretension of civil society of sharing power with them, much more even than the ministers of the Executive.
The Cancellation of the Legal System of Citizens Participation

Since the inauguration of the Ortega regime, CONPES was simply ignored by the Executive and Legislative power during the first 4 months of the year 2006, and was not even officially inaugurated by the President in January, as its own regulations demanded. In fact, there was no official session of the Plenary of the Council during the whole of 2007. 
On the first of May, a new Presidential Decree changed the rules of the game for CONPES. During that period and up until the end of year 2006, the Presidency was creating a whole system of citizens participation based upon a new model of governance. It is the system of the Councils of People´s Power, which started at the neighborhood level in the cities, and the very local community level in the country side and extended up to the national level.  In fact, this system could very well complement the existing legal system of Law 475, which also allowed for the creation of people organizations at the submunicipal and very local level, altough in practice very few of these types of local communitiy associations had been created or were effective. But in fact, there was no theoretical contradiction between the two system, as long as inside of  the associations responding to the Citizens Participation Law the representatives of the party organizations should keep the balance and equity in relation to the organizations not related to the party in terms of numbers of representatives; however, the numbers of party representatives introduced in CONPES and in the rest of more local Councils by presidential decree was the absolute majority of them. So, that model became very contradictory to the system institutionalized by Law 475, and although it was just based upon a Presidential Decree, not a National Law, it was strongly pushed forward by the Government and the “official” party. At the top of that new system the first Lady was nominated, although that contradicted directly the Probity Law regulating the behavior of the political Powers of the country. Some of the most belligerent associations who were represented in CONPES, like Coordinadora Civil, were not confirmed as members of the Council in the new Decree regulating the CONPES. 
On the end, the balance and equity or representatives in CONPES in comparison with the representatives directly nominated by the President, was seriously damaged, since the party representatives were at least three times the number of the other representa​tives. Additionally, although the new organizations were very strong minded in terms of demands for services and needs to be fulfilled by the government, in their assemblies with Government officials they were not encouraged or allowed neither to install a real debate and dialogue nor to present any criticism to the way the Government is acting or deciding its policies. Autonomy, criticism, debate, on the other hand, had been the features which characterized CONPES and the other councils of Citizens Participation in their last stage of their existence. That type of citizens participation vis a vis the Government has been lost with the new model of participation. Until now, for example, the new CONPES has not generated any public comments or judgments on the Project and Execution of the National Budget for two consecutive years. 
The Persecution of Coordinadora Civil and the rest of Civil Society 
Since its beginnings Coordinadora Civil has been very belligerent in fulfilling its objective of influencing public policies in Nicaragua for the sustainable development through the build up of citizenship (by promoting rational civic motivations and achieving consensus) and has made substantial use of the media, and of lobbying with the leaders of the political and economic power structures of the country and of the international donors, always as members of the civil society and representatives of a good sector of it.
One of the fields in which CC has excelled and received recognition has been the neoliberal or laissez faire macroeconomic policies of the three former governments and even of the present one. We have fiercely defended the priority of the fight against poverty and the human rights in the preparation of the yearly national budget and in the quarterly execution of it, in the transparency and equity of all the funds coming in the national budget, in the assumption and service of the public debt, both external and internal, in the progressive and equitable structure of the taxing system, in the goals and instruments of the national development plans, in the opposition to inequitable free trade agreements with very powerful partners. We have maintained on this issues a constant periodical analysis and dialogue with the media (tv, press, radio), with the government –when they agreed to hear us--, with the different sectors of the country and the regions, and even with the donors in Nicaragua and in their own countries, and have achieved that many of these issues, so difficult to grasp by the common citizen in many instances, be understood and assimilated. And we have allied in this front with other sectors of the population and of the political spectrum of the Nation. We have realized in the last two years three massive concentrations and marches in the capital city brandishing the flags of our convictions and objectives and receiving universal approval of the citizenry.
But also, our incidence in favor of the fight against poverty and fulfillment of human rights has been directed toward the social policies of the governments and against corruption and discretionality or illegality in the application of the law. For example, we joined with all forces of civil society to force the National Assembly to take the legal immunity of Arnoldo Alemán, well known in the entire world by the level of corruption in which he fell, to allow that he was brought to the Courts and be sentenced.
But it is clear that in this campaigns, when the partly presently in power was in the political opposition, we hardly achieved any sympathy from them nor made they any move toward any alliance with us. We have been always been seen by them like their competitors for the favor of the population, although we never took part, as a collective body, in any competition for public jobs. On the other hand, the issues of opposition against neoliberal macroeconomic policies, strangely enough, have never been a flag strongly brandished by Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional after 1990.
But what clearly has provoked the confrontation with us of the party in power since 2007, has been our undeniable position of autonomy and independence in view of the political powers. We favor that autonomy and independence because we feel ourselves being a part of civil society and believe that our Constitution and Law of Citizens Participation demand civil society to be autonomous and independent, and we owe our citizens that example of integrity. But the present government wants cooperation of civil society aligning with the goals of the party and not necessarily with the ones convenient for the country. And when they feel resistance in that respect, they persecute and try to repress us as much as it becomes feasible for them. Presently they attack us in their semi-official media of being allied with the whole campaign of the “International Right” to discredit and destabilize the Nicaraguan Government. One “strong proof” OF IT offered in the TV by a high official of the Office of the Public Prosecutor is that we have used in our marches the slogan “DEMOCRACY, YES; DICTATORSHIP, NO”…! (yes, we have committed that “crime”).
The second very sensible issue is the appropriation of the funds of the international cooperation. The former Government of Arnoldo Alemán, who was convicted of massive deviation of public funds into his own fortune, was, understandably, very jealous of our competition for public funds, that we were trying to convey into the fight against poverty and other cardinal national issues. But the jealousy of this present Government is even more caustic than that one. It has become apparent that this Government is appropriating public funds for the political conveniences of its party, and there is even a base for suspecting that that accumulation of wealth is also for the convenience of the businesses of the Ortega family. So, they have organized a campaign that involves the office of the Public Prosecutor through which they are accusing several NGOs and SCOs (among them, Coordinadora Civil) of money laundry and illegal triangulation of donors funds. But the peak of the nonsense is that also some international NGOs with seats in Nicaragua (OXFAM Great Britain, FORUM SID), which intermediated the reception of money from European donors, are also accused of the same crimes and are now under investigation. 
It is really strange and mind unsettling that now among of the greatest allies of the Government are the owners of the big capital of Nicaragua. Ortega has declared that the genuine Council of Popular Power (CPC) for economic issues is the Supreme Council of the Private Enterprise and that the Government is ready to follow their orders in these fields (as the CPC incarnate the power of the presidency of the people –El Pueblo, Presidente is one of today favored slogans of the political propaganda of the party). But as for Coordinadora Civil and Civil Society, we are treated as the worst and most dangerous enemies of the political correlation of forces that this Government is trying to achieve.
On the light of the perpetration of an electoral fraud ending last week in the municipal elections –and saying that is not taking a political stand without hard proves in our favor— and the scalade of violence against any political opposition to the fraud, resorting even to the manipulation of  gangs or maras of Managua and other cities, named by the First Lady as patriotic “Sandinista activists” (arming them with brand new machetes and ordering the police not to repress them when attacking the protest of the opponents to the electoral fraud, so that the chief of Police, Comisionada Violeta Granera, declared to the press, in view of the circumstances, that the police is unable to warranty the population anything beyond the defense of life). 
Several Government officials blatantly identifying themselves with the party in power have predicted that the Government is pretty sure to bend the arms of the majority of the National Assembly, which is now antisandinista, to approve a change of the Constitution that will allow for the permanence of Daniel Ortega in the peak of the political power after the elections of 2011 –either through a change of the government system from presidential to parliamentarian, making Ortega the first First Minister, emulating the move of Putin in Russia, or through a constitutional change making the reelection to the Presidency legal.
All that will not be possible if the President is not able to assure the full obedience of the Police Corps and the Army, even if it is necessary to disobey the Constitution by performing a genocidal repression of the population. If that is achieved, we will have in Nicaragua a full military family dictatorship, and Civil Society will have to survive in the catacombs. 
Iván García Marenco    ​
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