Nicaragua: Overview

Geography/topography: 


With an area of about 57,000 square miles, Nicaragua is a bit larger than North Carolina (~54,000 sq. mi.), though less densely populated. The country is divided into three general regions. The Pacific coastal belt is where the majority of the population lives, and is also the main agricultural area. The central highlands are more sparsely populated, and are home to Nicaragua’s coffee industry. The Caribbean lowlands make up nearly half of the country, but since this region is characterized by a humid, tropical climate and unfertile soil, less than 10% of Nicaragua’s population lives here. 

Because of Nicaragua’s proximity to the Caribbean, hurricanes are a potential danger. The central highlands contain active volcanoes, making volcanic eruptions and earthquakes a possibility. In recent times, Nicaragua has suffered from a major earthquake in 1972 and a major hurricane (Mitch) in 1998. 

Although the seismic activity can be dangerous, it has also begun attracting tourists in recent years. The chain of volcanoes that runs from north to south through the country contains many peaks that can be climbed, and several dormant volcanoes have crater lakes. In addition, Nicaragua’s numerous lakes and rivers, its miles of beaches (both Pacific and Caribbean), and its abundant animal and plant life have sparked a growth in ecotourism and adventure travel (snorkeling, scuba diving, surfing, jungle tours, bird watching, etc.). 


Population:

Nicaragua’s population is just under six million. Most Nicaraguans are of mestizo background, i.e. of mixed European and indigenous ancestry. Most identify themselves as Catholic, although Protestantism is growing quickly. Spanish is the official language and is spoken by the vast majority of the population, although there are some indigenous groups on the Caribbean coast that speak other languages. The Caribbean coast is also home to a significant Afro-Latino minority population. 

Managua, the nation’s capital, is the second largest city in Central America, with a population of close to two million. It is situated on the southern shore of Lake Managua, and is the nation’s cultural, political and economic hub. Other important cities include León, Granada, Bluefields, Matagalpa, and Jinotega. 

Industry/economy:


Nicaragua continues to be the poorest country in Central America. For decades, political corruption and abuse of power have impeded foreign investment and stifled economic progress. Per capita income is less than $3,000 per year, the illiteracy rate is around 30%, half the population lives below the poverty line, and unemployment/underemployment affect as much as half the country. Nearly two thirds of jobs are in the informal economy.


Although Nicaragua has seen significant growth in the textile industry, which now makes up nearly two thirds of export earnings, agricultural exports such as coffee, beef, sugar, and cotton continue to be important. Since a third of the nation’s exports go to the U.S., Nicaragua has been hurt by the U.S. economy’s downturn. In addition, about 15% of the GDP comes from remittances from the U.S., which have also diminished during the current economic crisis. These factors have exacerbated the already grave economic situation.

Furthermore, the recent election of Daniel Ortega as president (2007) has had a negative impact on foreign aid and investment, both of which have been critically important to the Nicaraguan economy in the past. According to the U.S. State Department, “the investment climate has steadily worsened since Ortega took office. President Ortega's decision to support radical regimes such as Iran and Cuba, his harsh rhetoric against the United States and capitalism, and his use of government institutions to persecute political enemies and their businesses have had a negative effect on perceptions of country risk”  (http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1850.htm). 

Nicaragua’s currency is the Cordoba. As of the summer of 2010, the Cordoba was trading at the rate of about twenty to the U.S. dollar (C$20: US$1). U.S. dollars are generally accepted as well, although travelers who pay in dollars will be given change in Cordobas.

Political system:


Nicaragua is a republic with four branches of government. These include: a single legislative body (National Assembly); an elected president and vice-president; a judicial branch (Supreme Court, as well as appeals and local courts), and a Supreme Electoral Council, responsible for organizing and supervising elections. 


Presidential elections are held every five years (next election: 2011), and presidents may be reelected to a second term, but may not serve consecutive terms. Judges on the Supreme Court are elected to five-year terms by the National Assembly. 
For more information online, see:
1. General information: CIA World Factbook--https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/nu.htm
2. General information: U.S. State Department--http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1850.htm

3. For travelers: U.S. State Department--http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_985.html
4. Economy and development: World Bank--http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/LACEXT/NICARAGUAEXTN/0,,menuPK:258694~pagePK:141159~piPK:141110~theSitePK:258689,00.html.
5. Tourism: Nicaragua Channel--http://www.nicaragua.com/

