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An Empowering Experience to Learn From
by Carlos Arenas
WCCN Executive Director

During our June study tour, we vis-
ited the Women’s Center Xochilt-
Acalt in the town of Malpaisillo. As
with many rich grassroots experi-
ences on women's empowerment in
Nicaragua few people know about
their work. I learned about the group
over a year ago after talking with
Maria Lopez Vigil, the editor of the
magazine Envio. In WCCN’s on-going
effort to continue learning about
Nicaraguan women's organizations
we became interested in learning first
hand about this women's group. 

When I began preparing for this
study tour I contacted the Center for
the first time and expressed interested
in visiting the group in Malpaisillo
with our June delegation. Merche
Brosa, one of the Center’s directors,
was very surprised and at the same
time worried to receive a phone call
from the United States. She did not
know anything about WCCN, and
did not know that people in the U.S.
had heard about their work. She told
me that WCCN’s delegation would be
the first group from the U.S. to visit
them. 

On June 17, 2003 I visited the
Women’s Center Xochilt-Acalt in
Malpaisillo with our WCCN dele-
gates. We arrived early in the morn-
ing after a short drive from León,
through a landscape of beautiful and
intimidating volcanoes. The address
of the Center was a typical
Nicaraguan address, “Two blocks
from the little tree.” After finding the
right little tree, we arrived at the Cen-
ter. We spent the entire day and
evening there. 

The agenda that the group set for
us was a good reflection of the
dynamics and style of their work. Our
first meeting was with a group of
women leaders who told us in their

own words how their lives have
changed since they became part of
Xochilt-Acalt. The testimonies were
extremely powerful. We visited some
of their gardening, agriculture, and
goat projects. We then met with a
youth group, and at the end of the
day we met with some of the direc-
tors of the Center. 

What makes Xochilt-Acalt an
exceptional experience?

Xochilt-Acalt was founded in 1991
by several women members of the
municipal council of Malpaisillo who
were concerned about the sexual and
reproductive rights of women in their
municipality. As a result, the group
started a women’s clinic and became
well known in rural areas because of
their mobile clinic. This was the first
time that many of these areas had
ever been visited by a health care pro-
gram. However, from the beginning it
was clear to their founders that

health services were not their ulti-
mate goal, but rather would con-
tribute to the process of conscious-
ness-raising of women on gender
issues.

In 1993 the group did a survey to
learn more about the most pressing
needs of the women in Malpaisillo.
The results of the survey showed that
the main problems and needs were
the lack of food, illiteracy, lack of
information on sexual and reproduc-
tive issues, domestic violence (mainly
as a result of men's alcohol prob-
lems), a high degree of male migra-
tion due to the lack of employment
in the region, concern about the
future of their daughters, the need for
programs to improve the nutrition
level of the family, and unequal gen-
der relationships. As a result, the
group decided to start two productive
projects- the cultivation of vegetables

continued on page 10

Two women from Xochilt-Acalt show the WCCN June study tour group yuca that was
planted in a community plot. photo by Carrie Hirsch
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Nicaraguan Developments is published by
the Wisconsin Coordinating Council on
Nicaragua (WCCN). WCCN is a nation-
wide, non-profit, membership-supported
organization working in partnership with
Nicaraguans to promote social and eco-
nomic justice through alternative models
of development and activism, principally
through two primary projects: the
Nicaraguan Credit Alternatives Fund and
the US-Nicaragua Women's Empower-
ment Project. 

WCCN was founded in 1984, building on
the sister state relationship established
between Wisconsin and Nicaragua in
1964. 

We welcome our readers' input. Please send comments or other correspondence to WCCN at: P.O. Box 1534 • Madison, WI  53701 •
phone: 608-257-7230 • fax: 608-257-7904 • email: wccn@wccnica.org • website: www.wccnica.org

Despite the fact that Iraq is very far from Central America, the war there is having an impact in Nicaragua.
Perhaps you are not aware that most of the countries which are part of the so-called “Coalition of the Willing”
are countries that depend heavily on the United States. Nicaragua is one of these countries. In fact, the gov-
ernment of Nicaragua not only actively supported U.S. intervention in Iraq, but has accepted U.S. requests to
send a contingency of Nicaraguan soldiers to Iraq. Nicaraguan soldiers will be in charge of the very dangerous
job of finding and deactivating land mines. If any Nicaraguan soldier is injured or dies in Iraq there is no doubt
that suffering from war will again return to Nicaragua, hand in hand with U.S. Government policies.

For nineteen years, WCCN has been involved in different projects in Nicaragua. As WCCN staff, we are in
charge of diligently and transparently administrating a 4.2 million dollar alternative credit program. At the
same time, we continue working closely with different social organizations in Nicaragua, mainly women’s
organizations. We continue organizing two study tours to Nicaragua every year, and recently we started work-
ing on housing issues. Our diverse programs and goals require us, as staff, to play diverse and simultaneous
roles. I should confess that this is not always easy to do. We need to be good administrators of the NICA Fund
and make financially sound investments that are sustainable and have a real social impact. At the same time
we have to continue being committed social activists with strong ties to grassroots organizations and their
struggles. As you can imagine sometimes those roles can be incompatible. However, making them compatible
is one of our main challenges. WCCN’s diverse projects and goals are one of our strengths and make our work
unique in many ways. 

We recently returned from our June study tour to Nicaragua. We had the fortune to continue learning about
the Nicaraguan women’s movement. During our trip we visited women’s organizations in León, Malpaisillo,
Chinandega and, of course, Managua. You will find more information about our experiences in several articles
in this issue of Nicaraguan Developments. 

During our recent trip to Nicaragua, we were also able to meet with several of the NICA Fund’s partner agen-
cies. It was an excellent opportunity to hear about the positive impact that the social impact evaluation is hav-
ing. The social impact evaluation, which was presented in January 2002, is one of the few publications on
microcredit in Nicaragua, and has been extremely well received. It has also been a excellent tool to increase
the profile of the NICA Fund in the microcredit industry in Nicaragua. At the same time, it provides more argu-
ments for the microcredit industry in their dialogue with politicians, government officials and the general pub-
lic about their work and their impact. Without a doubt, the publication of the report in Nicaragua has
increased the profile and respect of WCCN among many people and organizations. We look forward to a fol-
low-up of that study.

As you can see, WCCN continues forging its own path. We are excited about our work and look forward to
next year (which will be our twentieth anniversary) with new energy, dreams and hope. We hope that you will
be there with us.

Carlos Arenas
WCCN Executive Director
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Making Sure that Microfinance Works for the Poor
by Eliza Waters
NICA Fund Oversight Committee
Member

Improving poor households’ access
to credit has become an increasingly
important part of the development
strategies promoted by international
donors. Since credit can not only
help households improve their pro-
ductivity, but provide education for
their children, increase food security,
finance emergencies, and improve
family health and welfare, it is
extremely important that it be acces-
sible to everyone, particularly poor
households. Microfinance, which
focuses on small loans to clients that
are typically excluded from commer-
cial credit, is seen as an excellent
vehicle for improving credit access
worldwide. WCCN’s Nicaraguan
Credit Alternative Fund (NICA Fund)
lends money from socially responsi-
ble investors in the U.S. to microfi-
nance lenders in Nicaragua to help
develop this sector of the financial
market.

In their new book, The Triangle of
Microfinance, Manfred Zeller and
Richard L. Meyer describe the three
important components of the micro-
finance system - financial sustainabil-
ity, outreach and impact. The authors
argue that in recent years, the focus
of microfinance has moved towards
financial sustainability, and creating
institutions that are capable of cover-
ing their costs without donor assis-
tance. The question then becomes
whether or not a focus on financial
viability comes at the cost of social
impact and outreach to the poor.
That is, as lenders have to worry
more about their bottom line, do
they move towards wealthier borrow-
ers in urban areas who are generally
easier to serve than poor rural farm-
ers? If so, this movement is poten-
tially very damaging to those that
will once again be left out of credit
markets.

Microfinance lenders, along with
other community-based financial
institutions, have frequently been
seen as a solution to the rationing
that is common in large, formal
financial institutions. While many
banks are not willing to lend small
amounts, and often require large
amounts of collateral to secure a
loan, smaller lenders are able to have

higher levels of information and can
monitor their clients more closely,
and are therefore able to offer differ-
ent types of loans with fewer collat-
eral requirements. This difference
allows them to serve a wider segment
of the population.  Much of the suc-
cess that has been achieved by these
institutions, however, has been done
with the assistance of donors and
lenders, including groups like the
NICA Fund. The concern is that they
are vulnerable to the changing prior-
ities of the international lending
community. One solution is to push
alternative lenders towards greater
financial sustainability, but this
detracts from some of the advantages
they have in serving the poor.

Microfinance is a very important
part of the financial market in
Nicaragua. The focus of the Sandin-
ista regime on state-run banks means
that the private lending sector was
very poorly developed during the
1970s and 1980s, and is only recently
starting to recover. During those
decades, however, there was a strong
focus on lending to the poor, particu-
larly for agriculture. With the neolib-
eral reforms of the 1990s, the state
development bank was phased out,
and many of the avenues for credit
for the poor were closed.  As a result
of both of these policies, the microfi-
nance sector is very well developed,
since it has stepped in to fill large
gaps in the credit market. There are
16 major microfinance organizations
in Nicaragua, and over 136,000
clients in a country of just over one
million households. Furthermore,
with over 50% of the population liv-
ing below the poverty line, and 43%
of the population living in rural
areas, it is extremely important that
credit markets in Nicaragua serve the
rural poor, including those engaged
in agriculture.

Organizations like the NICA Fund
are in a unique position to decide
where their lending priorities are.
While there is not always a direct
trade-off between strong balance
sheets and positive social impact, the
balance between the two is some-
thing that is carefully considered by
the Fund when making loan deci-
sions. While it is important for us to
lend to partner organizations that we
feel are capable of repaying the Fund
loans, it is also very important that

they continue to serve more marginal
members of society in Nicaragua. In
particular, we are interested in agen-
cies with good geographical outreach,
lending for agriculture, and lending
to women. The social impact and
outreach of the organization is con-
sidered along with their financial
portfolio.  Recently, we have taken on
new partners that are smaller and
located in poorly served areas, with a
potential for significant social impact
in their region. We continue to
search for new partners that have
good outreach and the potential for
high social impact, to help make our
portfolio even stronger across the
board.

There are still many experts who
argue that financial sustainability
and outreach are not incompatible,
and that institutions can accomplish
both objectives at the same time.
However, it is important to note that
serving smaller, riskier clients is very
expensive. The cost per loan for
microfinance institutions is much
higher than it is for their traditional
bank counterparts. More work is
required to determine the creditwor-
thiness of clients, help them prepare
documents, monitor their progress
and collect the loans. In order to
become financially sustainable over
time, organizations must reduce their
costs and their risks. One straightfor-
ward way to do this is only to serve
wealthier clients who can provide
collateral and who live in more
densely populated areas. However, if
microfinance lenders head down this
road, they will begin to resemble
banks, and will be less available to
the populations that they were origi-
nally intended to serve.

There are also important questions
about the outreach of microfinance
in Nicaragua and elsewhere. While it
is definitely true that microfinance
lenders serve a poorer segment of the
population than many other credit
providers, there is evidence that the
poorest of the poor still do not have
access to credit. While some of these
households may not own land or
other productive enterprises and
therefore do not have demand for
credit, there are others that may have
demand, but do not possess the

continued on page 9
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Power and Promise of Nicaraguan Women
by Soren Hauge
NICA Fund Oversight Committee
member, Ripon College professor,
and study tour participant

Eight women sat with us in a class-
room at the Xochilt-Acalt Women’s
Center in Malpaisillo and told their
stories. Among my many memories
of the June study tour, this is the
most powerful. Why? Because they
were ordinary women who had over-
come ignorance, prejudice, and even
violence, working together to trans-
form themselves, their families, and
their communities for the better.

María left school early to labor on
the cotton plantation, picking and
hoeing there until it closed.  Seeking
another way to nourish her asth-
matic daughter, she learned to raise
goats, convincing her skeptical hus-
band with pitchers of milk for the
child. When she and a dozen other
women attended evening meetings
at the Center, neighbors said only
prostitutes went out in the evening.
But they learned to grow crops organ-
ically, and worked together to hand-
dig a 100-foot-deep well for vital irri-
gation water.

Mercedes’ husband drank heavily
and beat her. For a long time, she
asked his permission to go to meet-
ings, bringing home food to placate
him and silently submitting to his
sexual demands. When she trained at
the Center for veterinary work, he
said she was too ignorant; but she
vaccinated 400 cattle in the next
year. With earnings from her own
growing livestock and the support of
organized women to back up her
growing awareness, she gradually
won not only freedom from his vio-
lence and control, but also his respect
and support. Now she earns high
grades studying for her high school
diploma on weekends.

María and Mercedes are only two
of the many inspiring women we
met during the tour, women who
worked to empower themselves and
now help other women to do the
same. Their organizations’ projects
cover a broad spectrum. They pro-
vide women’s medical services, pro-
duce radio programs on women’s and
children’s rights, train and fund
women to run small businesses, help
hurricane survivors to build new
homes and communities, counsel

victims of domestic violence, cam-
paign for laws to recognize women’s
rights, and write about women’s
issues.

However, all create space for
women to learn and talk about them-
selves and their common issues: their
bodies, their rights, their dreams and
plans for the future. As we shared
that space during the tour, it became
clear that improving the lives of
Nicaraguan women requires progress
in all of these areas, seeing them as
an interconnected whole. As a man
whose service with WCCN has paral-
leled my research on alternative
credit, that was a particularly impor-
tant message to hear. I am aware as
never before that supporting the eco-
nomic progress of women and their
families by funding microcredit is not
enough. Women face other barriers
to autonomy, security and comfort
beside lack of capital, and removing
those barriers takes change in the
consciousness of women and men,
not just material assistance.

Being in Nicaragua changed my
consciousness, too. I’ve served on the
oversight committee of the NICA
Fund for six years, on the strength of
long-term interest in Nicaragua and
commitment to studying and sup-
porting alternative credit in Latin
America. That commitment was
fueled, during previous stints in
Chile, Colombia and Costa Rica, by
meeting many men and women
working hard for meager livelihoods
or for economic development and
human rights. Excellent reporting by

WCCN staff and volunteers and the
social impact study data told me
detailed stories of “Nicaraguan Devel-
opments.” Still, it became hard to see
past the papers to the people of
Nicaragua – until I went there for the
first time in June.

When I do my homework and read
the next report on NICA Fund part-
ner agency FODEM (Women’s Devel-
opment Fund), I’ll remember the
clarity with which executive director
María Auxiliadora Vanegas described
FODEM’s history and plans for the
future. I’ll picture Argentina Busta-
mante’s smile as she showed us the
food stand she built with a FODEM
loan, and recall her struggle to clothe
and educate her children as a single
mother. That will evoke María Elena
Sandino’s stories of callers to the
radio program “Talk about Ourselves”
who face a choice between suffering
domestic violence to keep their home
and family intact, or escaping abuse
but losing their home and income.
Which will bring to mind María
Castillo’s shoestring budget for legal
assistance to domestic violence vic-
tims, and finally Sofia Montenegro’s
acerbic recounting of the effort to
insert women’s needs into foreign aid
budgets after Hurricane Mitch.

It’s a long series of challenges, but
also a chain of women with power
and promise – as the study tour’s title
suggests – strengthened by the links
among them, and between them and
us. I thank WCCN’s staff for helping
forge my links to such people in
Nicaragua. 

Women from the Xochilt-Acalt Women’s Center in Malpaisillo give personal accounts
of their own experience during their process of empowerment. photo by Carrie Hirsch
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Humbling Experiences
by Amanda Mehl
Beloit College student and study
tour participant

Many people dream of summer
trips to the Caribbean, Paris, or
Venice; amazing and relaxing cultural
adventures to get away from work,
financial stress, and other burdens at
home.  In a contrasting category was
my dream for the summer of 2003- a
trip to Nicaragua. Eleanor Roosevelt
said, “Do one thing every day that
scares you.” I wanted that discomfort
and learning, to stretch what I knew,
and to take risks.  

Since the sixth grade, I have been
oddly fascinated by the land of lakes
and volcanoes. A family friend left for
Nicaragua seven years ago to learn
Spanish and to work with the
Nicaraguan people. Before she left she
helped me write a report on
Nicaragua which sparked an interest
and eventually drove me to see her
for the first time in seven years. My
trip consisted of three components:
An eleven day community health
mission and educational trip based
out of St. Louis, a two week home
stay in San Juan del Sur and daily
Spanish classes with a tutor and vol-
unteer work, and the week-long
WCCN study tour.

I am a student at Beloit College in
Wisconsin, and spent a significant
part of my spring semester planning
my itinerary and negotiating funds. I
hope to use my experience in ways
that will benefit others as well. I plan
to give presentations to both
churches and individuals that helped
to fund my trip and hope to share my
experience with other students and
encourage them to follow their
dreams. 

I have spent some time in Europe
and taken a few trips to Mexico, but I
found Nicaragua to be a completely
different mindset, another way of life,
a new reality. From the time I stepped
off the plane in the Managua airport
to the time I arrived back on U.S. soil,
I never knew what to expect. When I
first arrived I was struck by the low
standard of living and the poverty
that I saw. Though I was familiar with
poor urban neighborhoods in St.
Louis, my understanding of poverty
shifted and my perspective changed. I
took a mental count of the shoes,
clothes and other material items I

owned as well as how much food my
family usually keeps in the refrigera-
tor and I felt guilty for having all of it.
Materialism has always been an
option for me but it is not an option
when one lives in a two room house
with a yearly income of less than
$400 and seven mouths to feed. In
Managua people sell water in plastic
bags, mango slices, and car seat cush-
ions at every intersection.  The city
was bustling and dirty and in what
seemed to be a constant state of disre-
pair. During the rainy season, the
sewer systems flood into the streets
and into people’s houses and the next
morning the stench of a river of trash
overwhelms you. The Managua city
dump houses thousands of families
who survive off the trash and what
they don’t want is then dumped
directly into Lake Managua. That was
all I could see at first:  the images of
malnourished children, a woman
breastfeeding in the Managua dump,
chickens, children, and street vendors
riding the old yellow school buses
from our childhood that are now
used as Nicaraguan public transporta-
tion. The rural areas are a much dif-
ferent experience but the underlying
poverty and instability still exist.
Many children in rural communities
do not attend school, and access to
jobs, health care, education, trans-
portation, social support and other
services are little to none. A nurse in
one community I visited commented
that her two room health clinic
served four neighboring communities
and that many mothers had given
birth by the side of the road trying to
make it to her clinic or to the bus
stop.

After I spent some time talking to
families, reading to classrooms of
children with a mobile library pro-
ject, living with a family, and getting
to know the people I was amazed and
impressed with the demeanor of
Nicaraguans.  Carrie Hirsch turned
and said to me during one of the
WCCN day trips, “The people of
Nicaragua are very resilient.  They are
so used to having everything taken
away from them repeatedly.” The
Nicaraguan people to me are
dynamic, rhythmic, and hardwork-
ing.  In the face of social disarray
political turmoil, and natural disas-
ters, Nicaraguans have hopeful spirits,
strong minds, and hospitable hearts.

There was not a place I went during
my travels that people did not open
their doors to us or share what little
they had. People proudly welcomed
us into their dirt floored, thatched
roofed homes.  In these hot, humid,
and dark homes, hammocks swayed
from all available wall space and fires
inside a clay stove brewed coffee for
our group. The people wanted to
bring us into their world and share
with us a way of life that I had never
imagined. In one community I
played basketball with the boys dur-
ing the day and later that night
danced on the porch of a health
clinic to a mariachi band. The whole
community came out that night to
wish us farewell and a safe journey
and every one of them hugged and
kissed each of us.

The Nicaraguan people are
amazing. They recognize their
struggle but open their bodies
and minds to new possibili-
ties and maintain kind and
gentle hearts.

Towards the end of the trip the
members of the WCCN study tour
and I were challenged by Maria López
Vigil, a feminist and editor of Envio
Magazine, “I invite you to use the
world as a mechanism for transfor-
mation.”  When I returned to the US,
I flipped through my journal and
found a page that I had entitled
“humbling experiences”. It contained
a list of things such as, taking a cold
bucket shower, living for two days
without electricity or running water,
reading to Nicaraguan children in
Spanish, using an outhouse, riding a
public bus in the city by myself, etc.
Vigil’s words were a strong reminder
at the end of my journey of Roo-
sevelt’s words that I took with me
when I started. Both women have
captured this trip and what it has
done for me. The Nicaraguan people
are amazing. They recognize their
struggle but open their bodies and
minds to new possibilities and main-
tain kind and gentle hearts.
Nicaragua succeeded what I ever
could have imagined as a life chang-
ing experience. 
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The CAFTA and FTAA Trade Deals
by Dan Rodman
WCCN Board President

Ever since the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) took effect
between Canada, the U.S. and Mex-
ico in 1994, international trade agree-
ments have become a focus of the
struggle not only over economic jus-
tice, but also deregulation, privatiza-
tion, democracy and indigenous
sovereignty -- such as the Zapatistas
in Mexico who took up arms on day
one of NAFTA.

Two new agreements which
involve Nicaragua are in the pipeline:
the Central American Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA) among the U.S.,
Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua,
Costa Rica and El Salvador; and the
hemisphere-wide Free Trade Area of
the Americas (FTAA). Both are cur-
rently under negotiation. CAFTA was
originally intended to go to vote at
the end of 2003, and the larger FTAA
in 2005.

As trade agreements, CAFTA and
the FTAA obviously cover trade in
manufactured and agricultural goods.
In line with the past two decades of
the neo-liberal Washington consen-
sus, the general plan is for less devel-
oped countries to reduce import taxes
(tariffs), foreign investment restric-
tions and other barriers to trade, on
the theory that global competition
forces national industry to become
more efficient and/or shift to a new
niche in the global market (such as
textile maquilas). In turn, countries
are promised lower tariffs on their
exports to the U.S. and increased for-
eign investment from the U.S. With
that, in theory, comes economic pros-
perity, and international rules that
bring openness and democracy.

Nicaragua is already heavily
invested in this model, with the rapid
growth of maquilas in Nicaragua’s
free trade zones. However, little bene-
fit has come to its workers in terms of
better wages or job security, and the
country sees little or no tax revenue,
nor technology transfer for long-term
economic development. Central
American countries are also being
promised that more competition will
give them greater access to U.S. agri-
cultural markets. However, even the
pro-free trade New York Times recently
editorialized (7/20/03) on how the
same promise to the Philippines was

an empty one. Convinced by the
experts that low farm labor costs
would make Filipino exports compet-
itive on the world market, they were
instead under-priced by heavily subsi-
dized agricultural products from the
U.S. and other developed countries
(subsidies which in the U.S. go mostly
to large agribusinesses). After joining
the World Trade Organization, Fil-
ipino trade surpluses turned into
deficits, and hundreds of thousands
of farmers lost their livelihoods.

Even coffee, one of Nicaragua’s pre-
mium products, hasn’t earned
enough to cover costs on the world
market over the last few years because
of the oversupply caused by other
countries being encouraged to pro-
duce the same product for export.
Under CAFTA, the U.S. is demanding
increased access for its pork, poultry
and dairy exports to Central Ameri-
can markets. However, the
Nicaraguan trade minister has
expressed concern that U.S. food
safety rules may not allow
Nicaraguan poultry into the U.S. mar-
ket, citing that Mexico has still not
been able to export poultry to the
U.S. after a decade under NAFTA. And
while the U.S. textile industry has
largely given way to imports, U.S.
sugar and citrus fruit industries are
reportedly seeking protection from
imports under CAFTA and FTAA. Cer-
tainly a legitimate concern with trade
agreements is the preservation of
good jobs and standards in the U.S..
However, from Nicaragua’s perspec-
tive, the promise of economic gain
through greater access to the U.S.
market is unsure at best, and the
whole deal is especially risky consid-
ering Nicaraguan farmers’ vulnerabil-
ity to subsidized U.S. exports.

The Hidden Agenda
CAFTA and FTAA, like NAFTA,

reach far beyond tariffs and quotas.
One of the most dangerous provi-
sions of NAFTA is its Chapter 11-  a
provision allowing private entities to
directly sue foreign governments for
lost profits as a result of government
action. Written in fairly vague lan-
guage, Chapter 11 has been used by
U.S. and Canadian corporations to
sue governments for a variety of rea-
sons, including to block regulation of
the pollutants they produced and to
require compensation for lost profits

(even potential future profits). The
ramifications even extend to the
debate over privatization of public
services. Chapter 11 was recently
invoked by the United Parcel Service
(UPS) to sue Canada for operating a
public package delivery service which
unfairly subsidized its rural delivery
services. Like the World Trade Organi-
zation, NAFTA’s disputes are decided
by trade experts (not from a broad
range of disciplines), in tribunals
which operate largely in secret and do
not have the same due process pro-
tections of the court system. Unfortu-
nately this type of investor protection
language is likely to be included in
the proposed CAFTA and FTAA.

From Nicaragua’s perspective,
the promise of economic gain
through greater access to the
U.S. market is unsure at best,
and the whole deal is
especially risky considering
Nicaraguan farmers’ vulnera-
bility to subsidized U.S.
exports.

Additional elements which have
been inserted in recent trade agree-
ments, and are likely to be in CAFTA
and the FTAA, include restrictions on
capital controls, which some develop-
ing countries have used to help stabi-
lize their economies against the
whims of short-term speculative for-
eign investment. Also, stricter intel-
lectual property rules could
strengthen U.S. corporations’ ability
to patent pharmaceuticals derived
from Central America’s abundant bio-
logical diversity, and in turn limit the
ability of poor countries to produce
cheap generic medicines. Hypocriti-
cally, while special protections are
created for corporate profits and intel-
lectual property, enforcement of labor
and environmental laws, where they
exist, are being left to the individual
countries. 

Resistance and Alternatives
While powerful corporate interests

are pushing their interests in CAFTA
and FTAA, groups across the hemi-
sphere are organizing resistance and
alternatives. Unions, cooperatives,
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16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence
and other popular organizations from
across Central America recently met
in Managua to strategize on the deals,
calling for more genuine participa-
tion by civil society and denouncing
attempts to put profit and foreign
investor interests before labor,
human and economic rights, while
giving foreign capital control over
our resources, social services, the
environment and indeed our
national sovereignty. In 1998, when
the FTAA negotiations were officially
launched in Santiago, Chile, a paral-
lel People’s Summit of the Americas
was held. From it came the
Alternatives for the Americas, which
lists viable alternatives to the corpo-
rate-led model. And while most
countries have little negotiating
power and are heavily dependent on
U.S. approval for international aid,
the left-of-center leaders of
Venezuela, Brazil and Argentina do
present an obstacle at the formal
negotiating table.

What You Can Do
Get more information:
• Public Citizen’s Global Trade

Watch:
www.citizen.org/trade/

• Resource Center for the Americas:
www.americas.org/

• Alternatives for the Americas docu-
ment:

www.globalexchange.org/cam
paigns/alternatives/americas/

Contact your Congressional Repre-
sentatives. Bring up concerns, and in
particular urge them to demand that
the CAFTA draft be made public.
Because President Bush has been
granted fast track negotiating author-
ity, Congressional approval of trade
agreements is limited to a short
debate and a yes or no vote without
amendments. While two U.S. trade
deals with Chile and with Singapore
recently passed the U.S. House, many
representatives promised to scrutinize
CAFTA and the FTAA more closely.
Please hold them to their word!

Purchase fair trade products!
• Equal Exchange:

www.equalexchange.com
• Transfair USA:

www.transfairusa.org
• SERRV:

www.serrv.org
• Just Coffee:

www.justcoffee.net

by Stephen Montagna
Media Specialist, UW Center for
Women's Health

This year will mark the fourth
local annual observance of the 16
Days of Activism Against Gender
Violence. Originated in 1991 as part
of the Women’s Global Leadership
Institute sponsored by the Center
for Women's Global Leadership at
Rutgers University, “16 Days” is an
international event, which symboli-
cally links violence against women
and human rights (November 25th
is International Day Against
Violence Against Women and
December 10th is International
Human Rights Day).

A local Dane County, Wisconsin
coalition of over twenty organiza-
tions collaborates to make 16 Days
happen; they include service
providers, healthcare organizations
and grassroots groups working on
women’s and human rights issues
on local, state, national and interna-
tional levels. For the past three
years, the coalition has been headed
by WCCN. This year, with other
matters taking precedent, WCCN
decided to play a more supportive
role, and the lead coordination role
is being filled by the UW Center for
Women’s Health. One of thirteen
National Centers of Excellence in
Women’s Health coordinated out of
the Office of Women’s Health in the
U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, the UW Center for
Women’s Health is pleased to take
an active role in planning this year’s
events.

In addition to providing advertis-
ing for individual organizations’

activities, the coalition intends to
create an opportunity for participat-
ing organizations to network and
find common ground, brainstorm,
and share ideas and resources. The
“16 Days” is an organizing strategy
that highlights the common strug-
gles of those of us who work against
injustice, whether in the form of
sexism, homophobia, violence,
political oppression, or legislative
apathy; it affords the opportunity to
demonstrate the importance of the
work of individuals and individual
organizations by showing the inter-
connectedness of a wide variety of
issues and the growing need to
address these issues on the global
and legislative levels as well as local
levels.

The observance will begin on
November 25 with an event that
incorporates a roll call of organiza-
tions involved in anti-violence
work. It will end on December 10
with a panel discussion and dinner.
In between, there will be a variety of
events, including a Fair Trade Fair
and the Healing Works art exhibi-
tion. Organizations planning events
span the spectrum from the UW
Campus Women’s Center to ETAN
(East Timor Action Network) to the
Lesbian Health Task Force to
WCCN. If you or your organization
would like to get involved, planning
meetings are ongoing; please con-
tact the coalition coordinator,
Stephen Montagna at
sdmontagna@facstaff.wisc.edu.
Event information will be available
online in September at
http://www.womenshealth.wisc.edu
/16Days. 

Healing Works
As part of the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence, WCCN will orga-
nize the third annual Healing Works Art Exhibit in Madison, Wisconsin.
Healing Works is an art exhibit that focuses on healing and recovery from
gender violence. The  exhibit serves to commemorate survivors and celebrate
healing, and to publicly acknowledge survivorship and the everyday exis-
tence of gender violence.  

We  will put out a call for submissions shortly and collect artwork from indi-
viduals and/or groups. We are currently (August 13) in the process of organiz-
ing the logistics for the exhibit. If you are interested in submitting artwork,
please call the WCCN office: (608) 257-7230.
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Property Issues in Nicaragua
by Carlos Arenas

WCCN recently wrote a joint
report on “Housing Rights in
Nicaragua” with the Center on Hous-
ing Rights and Evictions (COHRE),
and the Nicaraguan Human Rights
Center (CENIDH), which will be pub-
lished at the end of 2003. In the last
issue of Nicaraguan Developments, I
presented a short summary of some
of the topics regarding housing
addressed  in that report. Now, I will
highlight some of the topics
addressed in the report regarding the
complex issues of property in
Nicaragua.

Property has been one of the most
controversial issues on the political
agenda in Nicaragua since the Sandin-
ista Revolution of 1979. The transfor-
mation of property ownership by
means of agrarian and urban reform
through a process of indemnification
and/or return of confiscated proper-
ties, was a central point during the
Revolution and continues to be an
important issue even after the elec-
toral defeat of the Sandinistas in 1990.
The report also addresses the issue of
territorial rights of indigenous com-
munities, which is a forgotten issue
in many discussions regarding prop-
erty in Nicaragua.  

The Revolutionary Transformation
of Property  

The social revolution which tri-
umphed in Nicaragua in 1979 radi-
cally altered the traditional standards
of inequality of urban and rural prop-
erty holdings in the country. In spite
of some abuses committed by the
Sandinista Government in the cases
of certain individual proprietors, the
intention and the results of the trans-
formation introduced were largely
positive and provided an opportunity
for many thousands of Nicaraguans
to gain access to land, building lots,
or housing. This situation is now rec-
ognized even by the International
Financial Institutions (IFIs). Accord-
ing to the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank (IDB), “Nicaragua has one
of the highest indices of property
owner-occupancy in the world.” The
IDB further concludes that, “this asset
represents a strength on which hous-
ing interventions can be built.” The
World Bank agrees that, “Today,
Nicaragua has one of the least

inequitable distribution of land in
Latin America, with small and
medium farmers now controlling 75
percent of the cultivated land.” At the
same time, the World Bank calls
attention to the following: “The
specter of land re-concentration and
the reversion to previous less-equi-
table land distribution remains strong
until land claims affecting insecure
small farmers or indigenous commu-
nities can be legally validated and
enforced.” 

Because there are not exact
figures of the properties that
were affected during the San-
dinista Revolution, it is prac-
tically impossible to reinstate
or indemnify in a clear and
orderly manner, the land to
its previous owners.

The report notes the complexity of
property issues in Nicaragua. There
are many reasons for this. On the one
hand, the dictatorship of the Somoza
dynasty was based on the abuse of
many rights, included the right to
property. In fact, the Somoza family
at the time of the Sandinista Revolu-
tion had control of at least 20 percent
of the land in Nicaragua as well as
monopolistic control of many indus-
trial product lines. On the other
hand, the complexity of the issue
stems from the way that the Sandin-
istas achieved power, that is, by
means of a popular armed uprising.
The resulting civil war caused the
destruction of many government
buildings, including Public Registry
offices. 

Also, the Sandinista Government
did not concern itself with the legal
registration of the property transfers
it made. For this reason it is now vir-
tually impossible to obtain an exact
figure for the land and allotments dis-
tributed in the urban and rural agrar-
ian reforms. Various analysts agree
that Sandinista agrarian reform
affected around 35 percent of the
land. Because there are not exact fig-
ures of the properties that were
affected during the Sandinista Revolu-
tion, it is practically impossible to
reinstate or indemnify in a clear and

orderly manner, the land to its previ-
ous owners. Such a situation creates
the perfect scenario for abuse by and
corruption of public employees
charged with administering the pro-
cess of indemnification or return of
the properties. This was clear last year
when officials tried to return confis-
cated property to the Somoza family. 

The Role of the U.S. Government 
The solution of any property dis-

pute is beyond the control of the
Nicaraguan Government. Rather, it is
influenced in great measure by the
U.S. Government and its general
vision of property rights. This is illus-
trated by the fact that since 1994, the
U.S. Government has applied intense
pressure on Nicaragua for a solution
to property claims presented by U.S.
citizens that had land confiscated
during the Revolution. 

Since 1994, property restitution or
compensatory claims made by U.S.
citizens received vigorous support
from the U.S. Government. The U.S.
Government threatened to obstruct
the approval of loans from multilat-
eral banks to the Nicaraguan Govern-
ment if it did not quickly resolve
property claims submitted by U.S. cit-
izens. Since then, property claims
have been handled in a small office
in the U.S. Embassy in Managua.
From that moment, especially with
the inclusion of persons who were
Nicaraguan citizens at the time of
confiscation but now hold U.S. citi-
zenship, the claims by U.S. citizens
increased considerably. Until the end
of 1995, indemnity bonuses received
by U.S. citizens totaled $124 million.
By June 2001 this number had
increased to $283 million to reach a
total of $924 million. This means
that 30 percent of the total indemni-
ties paid out by the Nicaraguan gov-
ernment went to citizens of the U.S.

The report urges the U.S. Govern-
ment to abstain from promoting new
claims for indemnity by U.S. citizens
who were Nicaraguans at the time of
the confiscation. This situation has
been converted into a permanent
source of political and economic
destabilization in Nicaragua because
each year the Nicaraguan Govern-
ment must make a special effort and
go above and beyond what is legally
required to get the support of the U.S.
Government .
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Microfinance continued from page 3
As a result of U.S. Government

intervention, the issue of property
has reached the time to put a final
stop to the reversion of the process of
the democratic ownership of prop-
erty. The almost one billion U.S. dol-
lars spent on indemnities represents a
fiscal bleeding of Nicaragua which
cannot go on indefinitely. The fact
that Nicaraguan officials have been
trying to return properties to the
Somoza family should sound the
alarm about the need to review the
process of reversion of confiscations. 

The fact that Nicaraguan
officials have been trying to
return properties to the
Somoza family should sound
the alarm about the need to
review the entire process of
reversion of confiscations.

Territorial Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples

Fifteen years ago, Nicaragua was a
model for the recognition of the terri-
torial rights and administrative inde-
pendence of indigenous communi-
ties. Today, it is one of the most
retrogressive Latin American coun-
tries regarding this subject. 

In our report, we strongly recom-
mend that Nicaragua develop legisla-
tion that recognizes the territorial
rights of indigenous communities
throughout the country. Neighboring
countries have made enormous
advances which should set a prece-
dent and alleviate the doubts, incom-
prehension and misunderstandings
regarding the recognition of the
rights of indigenous communities.
The approval of International Labor
Organization (ILO) Convention No.
169, one of the principal interna-
tional instruments related to the
rights of indigenous communities in
the Americas, and working together
with indigenous organizations,
should be a common goal of all
Nicaraguan civil society. Nicaragua
cannot turn away from this unique
opportunity to pass legislation issu-
ing title documents to the ancestral
lands of indigenous peoples. 

resources to secure a loan. While
many NGO loans require less collat-
eral, it is still very difficult for house-
holds with low asset holdings to
receive loans. Recent land reforms
that have improved titling are cer-
tainly a step in the right direction,
but it remains to be seen whether
these policies are enough to signifi-
cantly improve the credit access of
the poor.  While the geographic cov-
erage, or breadth of outreach, of
microfinance in Nicaragua is impres-
sive, there are still gains to be made
in the depth of outreach, and reach-
ing the poorest of the poor. An
increased focus on financial out-
comes is not likely to help make
progress in this area.

Finally, as microfinance grows,
there are also potential problems
with loans being made irresponsibly.
Donors like to lend to larger, better-
established organizations, to increase
the security of their investment, so a
small number of institutions are
receiving large percentages of
increased donor funds. However,
some of these organizations may be
growing too fast. In order to increase
their lending portfolio, they may be
adding large numbers of new clients,
branches and employees in a short
amount of time. While it is true that
credit can have far-reaching positive

impacts for households, lending to
people that are not capable of repay-
ing their loans really does not leave
them better off. If a household is
unable to pay, and has given their
land or other assets as collateral, and
they lose them, they are certainly far
worse off than they would have been
without credit. The NICA Fund mon-
itors our partner organizations to
make sure they are lending funds
responsibly, and that the majority of
their clients are able to repay in a
timely manner. Although this is
partly a financial consideration, it
has social implications as well.

Credit access for the poor is an
important key to international eco-
nomic development, and microfi-
nance has proved to be a good way to
provide it. However, the evolution of
the microfinance system is not with-
out flaws. As time goes on, it is
important to remember the social
objectives that were the basis for the
original microfinance institutions.
The quest for financial sustainability
should not overwhelm the desire to
have positive impacts on the lives of
the rural poor in Nicaragua. WCCN
works hard to ensure that its money
is being lent to meet both of these
goals, and help microfinance grow in
a way that allows it to continue to
meet all of its long-term objectives.

NICA Fund Honored
by Jon Bishop, Loan Fund Manager

The national Community Investing Campaign of the Social Investment
Forum Foundation and Co-op America honored the NICA Fund on August
6 as one of 11 leading supporters and financiers of businesses and non-profit
organizations run by women throughout the world. The list of organizations
that were honored is impressive, and we are honored to be among them.

In a national press release describing the 11 organizations, the Commu-
nity Investing Campaign noted that in the U.S., 50% of all small businesses
are started by women, but only 12% of small business loans go to women.
The problem is even more acute in Nicaragua. Poor women have virtually no
chance of getting credit from traditional lending institutions. Approximately
two thirds of the end borrowers of NICA Fund partner agencies are women.
It is satisfying to be part of the solution to this problem, and it is very grat-
ifying that the Community Investing Campaign recognizes the value of our
efforts in Nicaragua. 

The Community Investing Campaign is a joint partnership of the Social
Investment Forum Foundation and Co-op America. The Social Investment
Forum Foundation is a national non-profit research and education organi-
zation focused on socially responsible investing. Co-op America is a national
non-profit organization founded in 1982 that provides the economic strate-
gies, organizing power and practical tools for businesses and individuals to
address today's social and environmental problems. The Campaign's Web
site is www.communityinvest.org.
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An Empowering Experience continued from page 1

and the raising of goats. 
The goat program initially started

as a pilot project in a community.
Only after it proved successful was it
implemented in other communities.
One condition before starting with
the program was that all women par-
ticipating in the program had to have
technical training. This has been a
rule in the organization for all their
productive programs, and helps to
explain part of its success. The ulti-
mate goal of the productive programs
was to stop the high levels of malnu-
trition in the families. The decision
about starting a goat program was in
part based on the fact that they
would provide milk for the children,
hopefully resulting in better nutri-
tion. A more practical reason was that
goats do not compete as much as
other animals with the families' food
sources. 

The Center provides technical
assistance to trained individuals who
oversee the productive process.  Ini-
tially these technicians were male,
but then a group of women from the
community were trained to do this
job. The Center has provided the
female participants with some infras-
tructure such as wells, and small scale
irrigation systems for the gardens.
Regarding the goats, the Center estab-
lished a credit program based on the
commitment that each woman
would receive two pregnant goats
and then return two pregnant goats
within two years.     

In a short period of time the fami-
lies were able to see tangible results-
improved diet, and better nutrition
with the consumption of vegetables,
milk, and eventually meat. These
impacts were minor, however, com-
pared to the changes in the lives of
the member's families, such as self-
esteem, self-confidence, a change in
the women's role at home, the collab-
oration of their children in those pro-
jects, and better access to water
because of the wells. Because there
was a surplus of food, the families
were able to exchange food for other
products within their communities. 

After these major accomplish-
ments, some participants were ready
to move on to another stage. Approx-
imately forty women were promoted
to be agricultural producers. The Cen-
ter established three conditions in
order to move on: the women needed

to be strong producers in their garden
program, their families needed to be
involved in the garden activities, and
they needed to be owners of the land.
Beans, corn and sesame were selected
to be raised. These products were
selected because they would continue
to improve the family diet, they
could be consumed during the entire
year, and they were good products to
sell in the market. Because not all
women were owners of their land,
the Center has purchased some land
for cultivation. Some women have
created production collectives, the
majority of which are integrated by
women to cultivate the land owned
by the Center. 

One of the most impressive out-
comes of this program has been a
new distribution of domestic and
productive roles at home. Members
of the entire family are now collabo-
rating on these activities, allowing
the women to spend more time and
energy on the activities with the
organization. The fact that women
must be owners of their land has cre-
ated an interesting process of negoti-
ation inside the family. Husbands,
brothers and parents must transfer
the property to the women and legal-
ize it in their name. This also results
in increasing women’s autonomy,
self-esteem and negotiating power at
home.  

Education has been the main tool
used by the Center to ensure the suc-
cess and vialibility of their programs.
Among the women, there has been a
process of education at many levels
through literacy programs, academic
programs (that have allowed women
to move up the academic ladder), and
gender education programs.This
learning process has enriched almost
every aspect of the women’s lives and
has allowed them to achieve many
levels of empowerment.

Levels of women’s empowerment 
The words “women’s empower-

ment” contain many definitions,
meanings, and levels. In order to help
explain and illustrate the richness of
the experience of the women from
Xochilt-Acalt, I have identified five
levels of empowerment.

• Individual empowerment: Mem-
bers of Xochilt-Acalt have experi-
enced impressive personal growth.

After hearing their stories it is clear
that a huge change in their own
lives has occurred.

• Collective empowerment: This pro-
cess of empowerment comes from
working together and deciding to
organize.

• Relational empowerment: The pro-
cess of consciousness-raising gener-
ated a new attitude in their lives
and empowered them to confront
abusive practices from their part-
ners. Their partners have also
changed. 

• Generational empowerment: This
process of empowerment is sustain-
able in the sense that there is a new
generation of young women that
are now part of the process. As one
indicator of success, these young
women are having children at an
older age than the average woman
in their communities and in
Nicaragua as a whole. 

• Ecological empowerment and
empowerment of nature: This pro-
cess of empowerment has to do
with the way that they deal with
their natural environment. The
women are not using chemicals any
more when cultivating the land.
Land in Malpaisillo has been
affected by the use of chemicals
during the cotton era (from 1950 to
the 1980s) and has now resulted in
the contamination of drinking
water. 

What is next for WCCN and
Xochilt-Acalt?

The Women’s Center of Xochilt-
Acalt is an excellent example of a rich
grassroots experience about women’s
empowerment. We realize that we, as
well as others, have a lot to learn
from the women of Xochilt-Acalt.
One thing that WCCN is interested
in doing is to translate into English a
book written by Sofia Montenegro
and Elvira Cuadra, two well known
Nicaraguan feminists, about the
experience of the group. This will
hopefully bring awareness to a larger
audience and help to spread the word
about their experience. In the future,
we hope to find more ways to work
together with Xochilt-Acalt, and
make sure that other women’s orga-
nizations around Nicaragua as well as
other parts of the world learn from
this beautiful experience. 
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Group-Lending Supports a Family

Yes, I Want to Support the Wisconsin Coordinating Council on Nicaragua
Enclosed is my tax-deductible donation of $ to support the work of WCCN.

I would like to pledge $____ every month/quarter (please circle one). Please send me a reminder.

Please send me further information about: Women’s Empowerment Project
Nicaraguan Credit Alternatives Fund (NICA Fund)
Study Tours

Name 

Organization 

Address 

City, State, Zip 

Phone (day) (eve) email 

WCCN, PO Box 1534, Madison WI 53701; phone (608) 257-7230; FAX (608) 257-7904; e-mail: wccn@wccnica.org

Genaro and Albertina Lopez

Ocotal, Nueva Segovia

Borrower of FUNDENUSE

The Foundation for the Develop-
ment of Nueva Segovia (FUNDE-
NUSE) serves very poor borrowers in
the northern department of Nueva
Segovia, one of the poorest regions of
Nicaragua. The main office of FUN-
DENUSE is located in Ocotal, the cap-
ital of the department of Nueva
Segovia.

One area that FUNDENUSE serves
is a squatter village on an abandoned
airstrip outside of Ocotal. The
Nicaraguan government finally
granted the inhabitants permission
to stay on the land, but most houses
remain very primitive. Most families
lack anything that could be used as
collateral, so even microcredit is out
of reach for most of them. FUNDE-
NUSE is one of the few microfinance
institutions in Nicaragua that uses
group lending methods where bor-
rowers co-sign on each other’s loans
in lieu of collateral. Because of FUN-
DENUSE’s group lending program,
residents of the squatter village out-
side of Ocotal have access to credit
and the opportunity to make their
lives better through their own efforts.

Genaro and Albertina Lopez have

received credit from FUNDENUSE
through the group-lending program.
They have a small store in their
house. They also have a small nursery
outside of their house. They sell fruit
trees to neighbors. Genaro also does
construction work. The credit gets
used to buy tools and stock for all of
these ventures.

The Lopez family is new to micro-
credit, but the benefits are already
evident. They are building a new
house. The poverty they live in is
sobering. One can see through the
spaces between the boards of their

hastily built house. The floor is dirt.
They have very few possessions, and
the clothes they wear are threadbare.
By any conventional standard, they
appear to be a terrible credit risk.
However, they are making all of their
interest and principal payments on
time while building their businesses
and improving their lives. Albertina
says that before she got access to
credit, she assumed that she would
live poor and die poor. Now she sees
hope that she can live a comfortable,
dignified life.

FUNDENUSE members Genaro and Albertina Lopez, proudly stand in front of their
house and store with their three children. photo by Carrie Hirsch
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Join WCCN on a study tour to Nicaragua
January 10-18, 2004

Rethinking Economic Alternatives in Nicaragua
25 years after the Revolution

Join the Wisconsin Coordinating Council on
Nicaragua (WCCN) for the opportunity to see the
progress of community based organizations in designing
and implementing alternative economic projects. The
tour will focus on alternative credit in Nicaragua and in
particular, the role that WCCN's Nicaraguan Credit Alter-
native Fund (NICA Fund) has played in this sector. At the
same time we will visit other community based projects
that have been developing economic alternatives since
the Sandinista Revolution 25 years ago.

Please contact WCCN for more information:

(608) 257-7230

wccn@wccnica.org


